HYDROPLANE BROADCASTING AND MARKETING        

As lived by Steve Montgomery

Because I have, over the years, been involved in broadcasting and marketing Hydro Racing and other sports, I am often asked about the current state of affairs, possible solutions, and what the future might hold.  My answer is always that it will all be in my book.

Realistically, there’s not enough there for a book.  Just enough for a long, dry article on the subject which won’t interest everyone.  If you would like some background on the topic, from my point of view,  read on. 

My motivation for writing this is the criticism absorbed by Sam Cole and others trying to keep the sport alive with the very limited resources they have available.  Why don’t we have TV?  Why don’t we have more sponsors?  Why don’t you just call Red Bull and have them sponsor the whole sport?  You must have time for a phone call!

There’s no shortage of marketing wannabees who have all the answers.  After all, how hard can it be?  I actually had someone walk up to me in the pits a few years back and say, “Hey!  Why don’t you put Coca Cola on one of these boats?  That would look good and I’m sure they’d do it.  I know where you can find ‘em. They’re down in Atlanta.”

The TV-Sponsorhip topic is a vicious circle or Catch 22.  Television exposure is a major element in attracting sponsorhip.  But, without sponsors, you don’t have the funding for television production and air time.  Where do you start?

Times have changed in this category, and things did NOT get easier.  The first shows I did with Don Poier in the 80’s, were produced at a total cost less than $25,000 each.  This included, talent, travel, cameras, editing, etc.  There was no cost for air time, as ESPN accepted our produced shows on a “barter” basis.  The sport paid for the production, then delivered the shows to ESPN and gave them half of the commercial positions to sell.

Not coincidentally, the Budweiser series sponsorship was almost exactly the cost of producing a season of racing for television.

ESPN, SPEED and the other major channels no longer accept programming on that basis.  They want you to pay $10-15,000 per hour for the air time.  Add this to current production costs, which are over $50,000 per hour, and can be much higher if you produce HD.  Non-HD programs are now hard to place.

The woods are full of guys with digital cameras who are pretty sure they could produce network quality television programs.  Wrong.  Presuming you have the skill and talent to produce network quality television, You’ll need 4 or 5 HD cameras, HD editing facilities,  cameramen, producers, network quality talent, and a lot of travel and hotel expenses.

Once you’ve broken the TV-Sponsorship cycle as the sport did in 2004, its very difficult to get it re-established.  That’s why I opposed the breakup at the time.  NOT because I thought Hydro-Prop was the ideal organization to be running the sport.  They did have sponsors, television, and 3 full time employees and several other professionals around the country beating the drum for the sport every day.

Now the people in charge are successful people with full-time jobs OUTSIDE the sport.  If you care about the sport, you should be very thankful that people like Sam and Ken Muscatel are willing to put as much time into it as they do.

So, can progress be made?  I still think so.  Personally, I am confident that if I closed my marketing company and gave up golf, I could make a difference in about 18 months.

So, why not go do that? For much of my life, I sold Radio and Television advertising, with things like sponsorship sales and other promotions as a sideline.

In that industry, you make sales fairly regularly, and you have no trouble getting paid.  Those are the major points separating conventional advertising from sports marketing.

It’s amazing how much a racer’s (car or boat) attitude changes from the time he comes to you too broke to keep racing, and a year later when he’s been enjoying the sponsorship you found him.

I learned this early on from a Top-Alcohol dragster named Larry Van Unen.  He was thinking about getting out of the sport, as he just couldn’t justify the expense any longer.  I hooked him up with Schlitz Malt Licquor and he went racing with someone else’s money.

A year later, he called and asked if we could do it again.  I said I would see what I could do, and got the deal renewed.  After he got his funding, I reminded him that he owed me another commission.  His response was, “Well…you didn’t do as much work this year.”

This is a typical attitude, along with the fact that the racer, who had no idea how to find a potential sponsor or make a sale, now knows the sponsor personally and doesn’t need you as his intermediary after the first season.

After a couple of similar experiences, including some Unlimited owners, I  went from naïve, nice guy marketing helper to no fun, sign this 5 page contract grizzled marketing veteran.

Since I mentioned some Unlimited owners in that category, I want to quickly point out some exceptions.  Starting with Kenny Thompson, Ken Muscatel, Kim Gregory, Bob Hughes and Jerry Kenney, along with Mike Miller (Top Fuel Funny Car) who were quick to show appreciation and compensate me for my  marketing effort.

In the 80’s, when we were running the Miss Rock at KISW, we brought sponsors like Miller Beer, Squire Shop and 7-11 into the sport.  The Southland Corp (7-11) had a Sports Marketing Director named Ron Montgomery (no relation) who agreed to co-sponsor Fred Leland’s Packard effort.  The Packard engine split in half when Fred hit the start button in the pits at Seafair.

I took Ron over to Steve Woomer’s Tosti Asti pit area and told him this was the kind of team his company should sponsor.  I introduced him to Steve Woomer and Steve Reynolds.

A few weeks later, Steve Reynolds called me and said Ron and Woomer were talking, and he (Reynolds) wanted to talk to Ron about leaving Woomer’s team and putting together a team for 7-11, which Southland would own.  This type of setup was one that Ron had mentioned as a possibility.

So I called Ron and set up an appointment for Steve R.  Steve and I flew to San Diego to meet with him.  Steve presented his ideas to Ron, who was interested.  But, 7-11 ended up signing with Woomer.  The next time I saw Steve Woomer, he was very angry at ME, for “Trying to steel his driver.”  I couldn’t tell him it was all his driver’s idea, so he stayed mad the rest of his life, and made mine miserable as often as he could.

When Southland cut back their motorsports programs, Ron started a Sports Marketing company with Steve Woomer as a client.  Ron’s racing contacts included RJ Reynolds Tobacco, and he convinced RJR to give Hydros a try with the Woomer team.  They started with  the Vantage Ultra, one of their minor brands, and it grew into sizable deals with the Winston and Camel brands.

During this time, I ran into Ron, alone in a bar near one of our race sites.  He said hello and grumbled something about our sport.  I learned that Mr Woomer and the RJR Sports Marketing dept. had cut him out.  Now that they knew each other, why would they need him?

RJR then set up their Sports Marketing dept as a separate profit center, with Woomer as a client.  They found him the Close Call Phone Card sponsorship.  As far as I know, that guy never paid any of the race teams he sponsored anything.

Steve Lamson, who has sold more sponsorships than anyone else I know, would be hundreds of thousands dollars richer if he had been paid all the commissions  that he should have received.  When Steve and I compare notes, there are more bad experiences to relate than we have time for.  He’s in the middle of a couple right now.

Bob Gobrecht and I were at a Sports Marketing meeting in Las Vegas, during his tenure with the sport.  When the moderator found out we were with Unlimited Hydroplanes, he was impressed.  He said, “Wow, you guys have a big colorful sport with sponsors, television and big crowds!”  This was all true at the time, but Bob and I  talked about the fact that the people in the sport didn’t view themselves that way.

By the way, I still feel that Bob would have been great for the sport if he had been given some time.  He has been very successful since then.  Last I heard he was appointed Managing Director for Special Olympics North America.

With all of this said, it wouldn’t take much to turn things around for Unlimited Hydroplane Racing.  One or two companies who saw the marketing potential could make a huge difference.

Or, individuals like the Microsoft retirees who bought the Pro Bowlers tour and put it back on the map could get involved.  But I’m afraid they might find it tough to get all of the team owners and race promoters nodding their heads on the same issues, especially if their business model included some profit for them.

Or, Sam’s efforts in the Middle East could be the source of new funding that makes its way back to the US.

In the mean time, I am among those willing to help where we can.  The new marketing video that is being finished by David Smith at KIRO TV is one of the best I’ve seen.  It should be available for your viewing soon.

As I have stated a couple of times, the sport right now is what it chose to be in 2004.  A big hobby for some people who can afford to participate, managed by volunteers and a committee who give it more time than even they can afford.  While they are doing what they can to maintain the sport as we know it, and show signs of progress, they shouldn’t be criticized by people who have no idea how complicated their challenge is.

Hopefully, this article shed some light on the vicious circle that is the Television-Sponsorship relationship and the world of sports marketing.  And why, at 65, I feel like I’ve been there, done that, and have a collection of shirts with logos for ESPN, ESPN2, SPEED and FSN to remind me of an interesting journey. 

