A ris_ky_blz - From hole-in-one shootouts to basketball shots at halftime, lots of cash is on
the line for fans and insurance companies

.- By Mark Zeigler
San Diego Union Tribune Staff Writer

~ “Dallas, TX ~ February 12, 2005 ~ Tom Gray was sitting in the outfield seats at Houston's Minute Maid

Park last summaer, minding his own business, eating a hot dog, soaking up the batting-practice vibe of

~._..baseball's All-Star Game. He was 41. He owned a car lot in south Houston, He was with his famify.

. Some'one tapped him on the shouider.

"Excuse me, sir.”

An hour later Gray was on the mound, limbering up his anm, At home plate was an 8 foot wooden Taoo
Bell sign wrth a 25-|nch hole. Nexl to Gray was.a basket of baseballs

A few months earller Ma;or League Baseball had approached SCA Promotions, a Dallas company that'
specrallzes in staging sports contests and insuring them. about creallng an All- Star Game conlesl it could
pitch to national sponsor Taco Bell. The result "Rlng the Beil," a raprd -fire baseball throw from lhe .

mound

Ong’ lucky fan would get 30 seconds to throw as many baseballs as he could through the hole Make one
and gel free Taoo Bell food for a year Make three and get $i0, OOO Make five'and- get $1 mllllon

Todd Overlon a longtlrne acoount manager wrth 'SCA, headed the: pro;ect He g : 'an 8 'oot board,cut.
. oufa 25-|nch hole and hauled it lo a nearby park' 'ne aﬂemoon _
ofﬁce They slarled chucklng baseballs atit and: recordrng lhe sfalrstr o

'We fgured the odds of someone bemg plcked out of the crowd and dorng it al the All Sta r Game was
) north of 100—10-1 Overton says He set the! rnsurance premrum on the mrllron dollar pnze at about
i $35 000 and senta proposal to MaJor League Baseball and Taco Bell They agreed lo randomly select
10 seat locahons at Minute: Maid Park before. the game :

The ﬁrsl‘ 'one had ho one in iL They' went to the 'second locatioh and Ifound-Gray.-: e

Gray‘s 8—year—old son, Matthew lold his falher what his father always tells him when they play calch
"Point at the largel Gray nodded and grabbed the first baseball and fired it.al the 8- foot board ll sailed

' completely over it
 Gray grabbed another ball and fired i . . . ight through the hole.
- Gray threw anolher ... over everything again.

’ Standlng nearby was Overton, whose company and its insurance underwnlers were on the hook for the -

» “$1 million if Gray made five.
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"At this point I'm thinking, 'No way,™ Overton says. "I'm feeling pretty good. But then he makes a second
and a third and fourth. The clock is ticking down and he’s got enough time for one more ball. | was with
another guy from our office and | remember saying to him: 'If this one goes, we're hit.™
Gray reached for the ball and threw it. There was one second Jeft on the clock.

it
Overton slides open his desk drawer at his Dallas office. Inside is a stack of photos.
*Qur Hall of Fame and Hall of Shame,” he says.
Nelson Liriano, a light-hitting second baseman, is in the Hall of Fame. SCA ins_ur_ed a million-dollar
contest in 1989 that hinged on Nolan Ryan, then with the Texas Rangers, thrawing a no-hitter. On April
23, Ryan camed one info the nmth inning against the Toronto Blue'Jays. He got the ﬁrst out. Then
Lmano tnpled .
The Chargers arein the Hall of Shame.
SCA had a deal wrth a Kansas City electronrcs store in 1999 whereln if you bought 5399 or more of

equrpment and the Chiefs shut out their next opponent, you got your money back More than 300
customers bought a combmed $450 000 worth of merchandtse S . .

The Chargers had ﬁrst-andgoal in the fourth quarter and couldn't get inon f rst, seoond or thtrd down
" Overton was screamrng at his TVfor them to klck the Chlp shot field goal on fourth down lrom the 1
Tratllng 34—0 ‘the Chargers went for it L - - o

The Chtefs bhtzed and Chargers quarterback Jtm Harbaugh fumbled._ e
Oyerton'pu’lls outa picture' ofTed_;Po'ps’_on and smites_,__ o

A year earlter SCA had put together a "Monday thht Football" promotton wnh sports bars to encourage

pafrons to stay. for the’ second half. A fan in each bar was randomly selected at halftrme lf the second- N

_ half klckoff was retumed for a touchdown the_fan won $‘lO 000.

SCA had about $500 000 worth of these deals across the country And sure enough ln Week 8 Kansas'
Clty ] Joe Hom retumed the second-half kickoff 95 yards fof a touchdown

But walt A penalty llag was on the field. Popson a backup tlght end for the Chtefs was caught holdtng
No touchdown .

"Ted l_’obson;'_"iOverton says, "happens 1o be S.'C'A's favorite football player of all time.”
itis that crazy, that capricious a huslnes_s. fueled by C‘o’rporate Ame_rl'ca:ls desire ta promate its products

at sporting events and governed by the vagaries of Lady Luck. Millions of dollars are at stake, often
riding on the aim of a complete stranger plucked out of the stands an hour eatfier. A backup tight end
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can save your bacon, or fry it.

"It's huge financial swings,” says Chris Codington, whose Cammel Valley marketing company, Sports
Strategies, organized the $1 million rapid-fire football contest at the 2004 Holiday Bowl for Dr Pepper. At
the end of the day, it boils down to gambling, and in some cases poorly studied gambling. When you go
into a casino, you know the odds are stacked in their favor. They've rolted the dice and flipped the cards
trillions of times. They know what's going fo haopen.

"But hoyv many times have people set up a target and had someone throw a baseball or football at it in
front of 60,000 people and a hational television audience? So you end up guessing a lot of the time.
Sometimes you guess right, sometimes you guess wrong."

Enter the insurer, who takes the risk for you.

Or as Bob Hamman once said: "Instead of worrymg aboul whether the $1 mrllron is won, (compames)
can root madly for the contestant to win the pnze lake Bob‘s money and force me to start checkmg the
prices on the winelist" :

Hamman is consrdered the father of the lndustry, a wond champ|on bndge player and an rnsurance
broker from Texas who was asked to wnte a polrcy for a local hole -ih- one contest in the mrd 19805 A
hght bulb cllcked on : e : : :

'.'A_fter y_ear_s 'of ini;ur_ing acts of nature,” H'amman says, i li_ke -the' -'c'hallenge of analy._zing a create_d risk.>’

. Sports Contests Assocrates was bom ln 1986 it generated S1OO OOO in sales A decade later it was dong,
$20 mrllron annually SCA says over its hlstory it has lnsured $12 brllron rn pnzes and pard out $126

The company motto

The backbone of the contest busrness rs hole In- one insurance, and one of Hammans partners leﬂ SCA )
in the'late '80s to form Natronal Hole-i -if- One 1t has since. handled 300 000, holéin- -0f1 ' evénts and pald
oul more than $40 mrlhon in clalms lncludlng ﬁve mrlllon dollar wrnners on’ average the oompany is”
responsrble for about 40 events per day.- : S :

From the hole-rn one camé the halfcourt basketball shot,’ and from the halfcourt shot came the 35-yard
figld goal at halﬂrme And then the hackey shot through a shrunken goal and the soocer kick through the.
open door of an. SUV and the Del Monte "Can of Corn” pop-fly contest at minor league baseball parks,
even an olrve toss intoa fartini glass. The upshot An estimated 50 oompames specrallze in pnze
|ndemn|ﬁcatron and the halftrme contest has become a staple of modem day sportrng events

"l'hey really help the lan get past the rest of the marketing clutter at the venue says Davrd Carter alos
Angeles based sports markehng expert who runs The Sports Business Group andis a professor at
USG's Marshail School of Business. "It has become a stop, look and listen event at an arena otherwise
dominated by ali krnds of premotional events going on. 'm not sure how. strong the brand recall is, but rts
costing these sponsors so little that it might be cost effeclrve

And here's the key point: They're hot stuck paying a semester’s tuition if the llquored-up student sinks the
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halfcourt shot. Or buying a half-million doliars worth of hot tubs.

SCA's Overton ﬂrps through his stack of pictures. Here's a team photo of the Minnesota \fkmgs from
1998, .

"Definitely Hall of Shame," he says,

A home improvement center in Minneapolis offered a deal to customers who purchased sun rooms, hot
tubs or'gazebos between Nov. 1and 25: If the Vikings won their final five regular-seasoh'game's by at
least a touchdown, the customers would get their money back. Twenty customers met the criteria for a
total of $433,000 in merchandise; SCA insured it.

Then the Vikings beat Dallas by 10 points, Chicago by 26, Baltiniore by 10, Jacksonville by 40. The
Vikings played at Tennessee | in the regular-season finale and were ‘tied 16-16 late in the third quarter . .
before Randall Cunmngham connected with Cris Carler on a 38~yard touchdown pass and Gary
Anderson made a'30- yard t’eld goal for a 26 16 vrctory :

"Yeah_," ,O\terton say_s, "there are hot tubs'across Minnesota _oom'oli,mertts:'of SCA." .

On Sept 11 1998 the Glynns Creek Golf Club outsrde Davenport lowa hosted a chanty tournament to
benefit lhe ant|~dn.rg campaign D.A. R E R rnc!uded a contest in whrch the golfer who sank a 40-foot putt'
would win $10 000 cash : - oo

Bruce Horac_k or _Bettendorf,._lovs.ia, drained the out_t.
The local sponsor had srgned a contract wrth Golf Markettng lnc a Connectrcut—based company

specralrzrng in sports contests to insure the contest tor a $250 premaum' lt collected the requrred :
. afﬁdavrts and filed & clairn for the $1_'0,000'. C—_}o'lt_'Mark‘etin'g fref_us,é"_a top The sponsor sued R

: The sponsor ultrmately recerved a. default ;udgment in rts favor aﬂer court records show the attorney C
hrred by Golf Marketmg to represent itin lowa wrthdrew trom the case because he wasn‘t pard '

"We dlscovered thls guy was workmg out of the basement of hls parents home in Connectrcut " lowa
_ attomey Tom Waterman says of Kevin Kolenda Golf Marke'nng ] founder and. CEO “it was a ﬂy-by-mght
' operatron where he was basrcally collectrng money for events not rernsunng them and hoprng he drdnt
have any clarms And if he did get any claims, he' d erther rgnore them or deny them ’ .

The default Judgment was for the $10, 000 plus $100 000 in punitive damages but Waterman says
Kolenda clarmed he had "no assels {o pay us. Aﬁer nearty three years of legal wranglrng court records
show the two srdes settled for $15, 000 ' : .

"About this same trme I was gettmg contacted by these other attomeys representlng huge ﬁrms in’
s:mllar cases Waterman says' "l figure they'd wrpe - him oul, so | better call it a day and take the

$15, 000." -

There also was a 35- -yard field goal for $100,000 — $10 000 a year for 10 years —~thata UCLA polltlcal
science student drilfed at halftime of a 1999 game at the Rose Bowl. The university sald Golf Marketing
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had insured the event, and when Golf Marketing denied the claim UCLA began paying Gaston Kutos his
money. It also sued.

UC attorneys won a $345,000 judgment in Los Angeles two years ago. The university is still trying to
collect from Kolenda and Golf Marketing, with interest pushing the amount to nearly $450,000.

In addition, the district attomey went after Golf Markeling's Southern California representative, Scott
Veitch. UC attorneys say Veiich agreed to pay $25,000 in restitution to the university iri a plea
agreement.

"It's my understanding, says UC attomey Michael Goldstein, "that they had obtained reinsurance for the
business at one time and at some point made a reassessment that they could run the business without
any underlylng insurance. Then they ran into a stretch of bad luck,”

Conn_eot_ico_t c6urt records show a half-dozen lawsuits against Golf Marketing. fn 2007, the Connecticut
Insurance Dep'artment issoed a cease and desist order against Kolenda and Golf Marketing.for
conductrng the busmess of insurance thhout a hcense At teast two other states, North Carolina and
Washmgton have tssued S|mllar orders in the past 14 months ‘ .

Kotenda cheertulty answers the phone at hts Connectrcut headquarters and dentes most of the _
atlegatrons agamst Golf Marketmg ' ’ i ’

"Our- company has been'in busmess for 20 years and we've done 90, 000 of these events N Kolenda says.’
"We've had some tssues ln the past We' ve denied a tew people for ‘claims. 'lhey happen tt’s S _
unfortunate but we haveto do’ it bewuse they dont abxde by the rules of the contest or for fraud Weve

had very valtd reasons for denymg them "

Kolenda conf' rms he once operated out of hrs parents home but says he now has ofﬁces m three states )
He says the. UCLA case was a mtsunderstandmg mvolvmg a broker in Georgta and that Golf Markebng
) never ofﬁctally agreed to'in msure the event As tor the. orders from msurance commlssroners he says they -
: -are the result of a mrsmformatlon campalgn by a jealous competttor-— and the insurance commrsstoners )
_tssued the, orders before rnvestrgatmg the facts : ’

"An lssue may come up. but agam these arg far and few between Kolenda says Nit’s less than 1 )
percent of our busmess Every other oompany has them 106, 50 you can't say il's onty us. That's not fair ,
Ctols.l. We are the New Yérk Yankees of the mdustry We have set the standard on payments and

- claims." -
HHE
Todd Overton Jomed SCA13 years ago He remembers his f rst ctarm wvrdly a halfcourt shot at an Air

Farce Academy basketbalt game. .

He remembers walklng rnto Hammari's office to gIVB “him the news, not sure what his boss’ reactron
would be. Hamman shrugged and totd him to cut the check

"He's a world ohampion bridge player,” Overton says. "He understands odds more than any person |
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know. He understands that things happen, that your number comes up sooner or later.”

Of the numerous incarnations of sports co'ntests. the one the industry has dialed in the most, it tumns out,
is the one with the longest odds: the hole-in-one. Doug Berkert, the president of National Hole-in-One,
can tell you that an amateur golfer from 160 yards stands a 12,600-1 chance of hotmg it. Fora PGA
touring pro, it's closer to 2,500-1.

When your company has done 300,000 hole-in-one events, you have a fairly comprehensive database.
The 35-yerd field goa_t is at the other end of the spectrum, closer (o a 7-1 proposition.

Premiums generalty range from 3 to 12 percent, Overion says, and ﬂwe contest companies wrll reinsure
most or all the prize money with large underwnters such as Lioyd's of London ‘When it comes to §1.
mltlron klcks or throws companies will go thei msurance premium route some, however have been
known to decllne coverage and self~xnsure ' gambllng with therr own money that a fan won’t hit paydirt..

Most of the Iarger contest companies have actuanes on staff whose sote JDb isto crunch the numbers
that are the basrs for the premlums The odds vary dependrng on the drfﬁcutty of the task the number of
contestants the selectron procedure (do they know in advance what they're. domg?) and experience .
restncttons (the Taco Bell promohon for mstance exctuded current or former pro basebatl ptayers)

- But' as _cornpanies_become.more creative with th_eir c'onte'sts, actualiz'ing 'th_e' ris_k becomes, wetl,_riskier._:- '

"When lt’s not pure math tt gets tncky Overton says "A lot of i is guesswork lf we cant make an :
) educated guess we ‘pass on it because we- can't put.our underwnters in tﬁat posrtron 1 know some of our:
) competltors have taken them }ust because they want to generate cash flow. : :

: 'Weveseen i05€.cor] : . L
'understan_ the odds They Iook at lt from afar and say, "lhat'll never happen And thafs Justdeath Over
time; you can't w1n doing. that It's riot that e atways see rt correcﬁy‘ it's Just that we ve been domg it for '
so tong;that we understand the numbers e . : g :

:"‘We ¢ been a'_round:'long_ enough-'td-tearn from our mis kes.f'

in Houston tast summer Tom Gray reached for the ball and threw it at the 8 foot target There was one
. seoond teft on the clock

_Righ_-t_.down the middte.

' 'one' millfon' dof/ér’s."

Gray began cetebratmg wrldty wrth Nolan Ryan the event s cetebnty coach Mmute Maid Park was -
roanng Ovenon smlled and shook Grays hand - -

M guess we've. got a bunch of rubber-armed employees be-use they couldn't doit,” Overton says. 'We -
had them try it over and over, and we thought it was worth the risk. You just go back to the office and.
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say, 'Well, we leamed on that one. Pay the claim and move forward.'

"We got that one wrong, but | promise you, we won't next time."
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