Small businesses must follow the rules to compete for a place at Super Bowl 
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As the broadcaster for the 1995 Super Bowl in South Florida, ABC Television hosted a pregame party for about 1,800 people and hired a Los Angeles-based special events coordinator for the job.

But the company wanted some local flavor. So it talked to 20 or so South Florida caterers and hired three, including Francine Powers, of We're Having A Party Inc.

The move opened the door for Powers and her company to the big leagues of professional sports, but also later that year to an invitation to spend a week in Los Angeles leading up to Hollywood's glitzy Academy Awards.

Powers' Super Bowl story is the dream of every small entrepreneur casting a hopeful glance at Super Bowl XLI next February in South Florida.

"It's one of the things that's responsible for where we are today as a company," Powers said.

But for every Cinderella story, there are a half-dozen heartbreaks, said Wilhelmena Mack, a human resources consultant who is co-chairwoman for community outreach at the South Florida Super Bowl XLI Host Committee.

"Only one in six get work," said Mack at an outreach session at the Broward County Convention Center in March. "That leaves five people who won't get any business." Still, Mack urged about 150 small business people at the meeting to take a chance.

Even if it doesn't pan out, you were in the game, Mack counseled. "You had an opportunity to compete," she said.

Since 1994, the National Football League has had a formal process to try to open the business bonanza that comes with the Super Bowl to small and minority-owned business. Since then, on average, about $4 million gets spent with small firms at the big game, NFL business development specialist Kimberly Fields said.

At this year's Super Bowl in Detroit, about 750 firms registered with the NFL's Emerging Business Development Program. Of those, about 250 got work that resulted in $7 million in direct spending, although Fields said the Detroit totals were skewed higher by a festival held concurrently with the Super Bowl by the Detroit host committee.

To win business, Fields ticked off 10 traits that the NFL is looking for before it gives contracts to any small firm.

At the top of the list was quality, followed by firms being well informed and credible within their community and industry, and by evidence of unwavering commitment to the job.

Oh, and don't try to price-gouge.

"Just because we're the NFL doesn't mean we're going to spend $35 a pound for ribs," said Fields, referring to one caterer that got the cold shoulder in Detroit. "If you price yourself too high, we will go to the next person on the list."

Fields said there are several NFL contracting entities. Besides the league and its international and merchandising arms, there are several large official contractors working for the league, such as Noel Lesley Events, Party Planners West and Ridgeway International, the latter being a transportation specialist.

Also out in force at the game are NFL's affiliates, such as the players' union and the alumni association.

Fields said she didn't know exactly what the NFL spends.

"There are so many moving parts it would take a forensic scientist to analyze it," she said.

Consultants have put the total economic impact of the game at between $100 million and $350 million. Even a fraction of that would suit Ramon Zayas, owner of Coral Springs-based Pittsburgh Umbrella Co.

For the past two years, Zayas' firm has made promotional and golf umbrellas, which he thinks could be a good fit for the NFL or any of its sponsors, who will be in town for a week of parties leading up to the game.

"We're one of the small guys," said Zayas, who is Puerto Rican and says his is the only minority-owned umbrella company in the United States. As a certified minority business, Zayas can be part of the NFL's development program.

That gains him listing in an online directory sent to buyers known to the NFL, access to coaching workshops and, possibly, networking sessions with buyers. Only firms in Miami-Dade, Broward or Palm Beach counties are eligible.

Michael Kelly, president of the South Florida host committee, said the NFL is only part of the opportunity the Super Bowl offers.

"There are literally dozens and dozens of events that will take place during the week that have very little to do with us," he said.

For example, Kelly noted that 760 private planes flew to Jacksonville for the Super Bowl in 2005, where he was also president of the host group. All of the airfield operators hired decorators to make their facilities shine.

Parties thrown for game week may have only the slimmest ties to the game but take advantage of the magnitude of the event.

Although planning is important, Kelly said that 35 percent of the estimated 100,000 visitors arriving for game week starting Jan. 29 don't know they're coming until mid-January.

"Sometimes it's a matter of being prepared for that last-minute rush that comes along," Kelly said.

One nagging question is whether many Super Bowl contracts will reach into Palm Beach County, which in past Super Bowls hasn't seen a lot of benefit. Michelle Brown, a public relations consultant in Lake Worth, said she was surprised to see that the March outreach workshops had made it all the way up to her area.

She hopes that if corporations want to make use of the luxury venues in Palm Beach County, or big Miami-based PR firms want to link up with media in the county, that her firm, Kaliah Communications, might get the call.

But Brown says she's keeping her expectations in check. "Big events are like a machine. They run on logistical power. You normally go with the names you trust," she said. "You go with the names you know."

Another Palm Beach County businesswoman, Jacqueline Morrow, was also skeptical initially, but said she's more open-minded after talking to the outreach organizers. "I'm realizing that there's a genuine outreach, that they want to make it happen," said Morrow, whose firm makes promotional items with logos on them.

Some stress that the next Super Bowl is only one of many special events in South Florida, which can be mined once a company is set up to do that kind of work.

"Don't just look at the Super Bowl as the home run," said Darryl Hosendolph, whose Miramar company, Hoslen Inc., is a distributor for NFL hats, shirts and other products. "Look at some of the other events we host, the Air & Sea Show, art shows, the racing events."

And there's always the second bite at the apple if efforts fail at the 2007 game. In an unusual move, the NFL awarded South Florida a return of the Super Bowl a mere three years after the 2007 game is played. That makes it even more worthwhile for small businesses to organize themselves for this type of opportunity.

"We have 2010 sitting out there," Hosendolph said. "Now is the time to plan to find your niche." 
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