Background:    (Sir) Nick Scheele was Executive Chairman of Jaguar Cars when Chester Zoo proposed a Jaguar exhibit sponsorship to coincide with and to celebrate Jaguar’s move to the Halewood Plant, Merseyside.   
After some little discussion, this was agreed at a fee of $3 million, and “Spirit of the Jaguar” was duly constructed.  This remains by far the largest single corporate sponsorship of a zoo project in the UK.
Shortly after the sponsorship was negotiated, Nick was promoted to become Chairman of Ford Europe, and after a successful period there, rose once again to become Chief Operating Office of Ford Motors Worldwide at the company’s HQ, Dearborn, Michigan.  Knighted in 2001, Nick’s career culminated as President of Ford Worldwide. He retired in 2005.
Amongst other prestigious roles, Sir Nick has also served as Chancellor of the University of Warwick, chairman of the Prince of Wales Business and Environment Committee, and chairman of the manufacturing group of Foresight 2020.
He is currently also good enough to sit on the Advisory Board of the East Midland Zoological Society (“Twycross Zoo”).

This unique interview provides the perspective of the sponsor (rather than the sponsored) and of someone who has acted at the most senior business level possible.  It reveals the motivations behind the Chester Zoo sponsorship and something as to the general future potential for corporate sponsorship within the zoo sector.
JOHN:  Nick, thanks very much for agreeing to this. You have had a chance to look and approve a few questions in advance, so is it okay if I just dive straight in?

NICK:  Of course

JOHN: Okay, well most sponsorship proposals don’t seem to actually even reach very senior decision makers, but this one, to my delight, did.  Why?
NICK:  Well, you may recall, John, that you made the approach through an old friend of mine, Peter Foden..? That helped get my attention and get past some of the usual gatekeepers.
JOHN: Yes, Peter was a senior business figure (former of Foden Trucks/ ERF) whom I had previously asked to join the Chester Zoo Advisory Board…
NICK:   Well, at that point we at Jaguar had just agreed to take on the Ford Halewood production plant in Liverpool.   Clearly, we had to change the reputation of Halewood, if we were going to have any chance of success at all with the vehicle. And doing this was going to mean a lot more than just producing a high quality vehicle. Halewood was going to have to integrate into the community a lot more than it had done under Ford over the last 40 years.

So it struck me that the association with Chester Zoo would allow ‘a clean sheet’. A Jaguar exhibit there (the Jaguar  car/ Jaguar cat bit was obvious) would serve two purposes: it would help the profile and conservation of the Jaguar, of course; but it would also bring Halewood more into the community. One of the problems was always that Halewood, and indeed Liverpool as a whole, did not entirely seem to fit into the wider community.
JOHN:  That’s very interesting. So the fact that Chester Zoo is only,  what… 12 miles as the crow flies from Halewood ( but of course 35 minutes or so by car) and that, in the estimation of some at least,  Chester and Cheshire are very different to and a “long way away” from Merseyside was in this instance a positive thing? You wanted to draw out Halewood and ‘merge’ Merseyside more into the overall North West region..?

NICK:   Correct, and so I just said to Detroit, we have to do something about this… and that was that.
JOHN:  Did Detroit resist or offer counter argument..?.  I am guessing there must have been some degree of debate..?
NICK:  No, there wasn’t.  It was actually a less than 3 minute conversation.
JOHN:  That’s very insightful. Do you think that was because business figures in North America are more used to sponsorship as a medium, and indeed being involved with the zoo world..?
NICK:  No, it was merely that everyone at Ford knew what a huge leap it was to believe that Jaguar could do a small car that quickly. And of course subsequently it proved not to be a wise decision. They also knew that Halewood had been rammed downed Jaguar’s throat, and they were feeling a little guilty about that.   So there was no discussion.
JOHN:  My next question is do you think there is often some measure of ‘philanthropy’, or at least of personal interest in major sponsorship decisions?  Was that the case here? Or on a spectrum with philanthropy at one end and hard nosed commercial sponsorship at the other, would you typify the Chester Zoo instance as a purely commercial decision?

NICK:  It was not philanthropy in any degree. It was a recognition that we had to do something, so it was at the far end of the spectrum.
JOHN: So it was very fitting that we came along with the proposal, as you were already looking for a solution to the “Halewood problem”?
NICK:  Absolutely.  It was the right idea presented at the right time. We knew we had to do something, but what?  And we had already re-assigned a PR guy full time up to Halewood
JOHN:   I remember – David Crisp.
NICK:  Indeed. And that had already happened as we knew that PR was going to be absolutely vital to fulfil what we knew had to be done

JOHN: Intriguing…
For my next set of questions I am going to go through one by one what might be considered the classic drivers for a sponsorship, and perhaps you can provide just some brief reaction as to their relative weighting in your mind.  Although you have begun to answer this question already….  So first of all… the type and size of site audience accessed. In this instance there were about 900,000 annual visitors at Chester at the time. Although I imagine you would define ”the audience” as much wider than just the zoo visitors..?

NICK:   Well, it really wasn’t the visitors to Chester Zoo who were our target. It was the whole reputation of Merseyside that we had to change.  Remember at the time Mersey Docks had gone through a huge strike.  Huge problems...  So we knew we had to broaden the image of Merseyside and even that of the North West as a whole.  
JOHN:  And the “audience “ in your mind’s eye for this image change was…?

NICK:  It was really: a) Westminster; and b) Fleet Street. It was the media and the politicians

JOHN:   So regional political structures were not also in your sights…?  Of course the RDAs did not yet exist.
NICK:  No, it was really how do you change an image associated with lousy workmanship, a strike ridden culture, awful quality, and start building a premium vehicle there, and not have the London political media world just dump all over us from day one.
JOHN: And to what degree do you consider that the Halewood project succeeded?  What part did the zoo sponsorship play?  I suppose that the fact that you left shortly afterwards to become Chairman of Ford Europe rather complicates such an assessment..?
NICK:  I think the zoo sponsorship helped. I think, as to whether we changed the image of Halewood, the answer is yes… as to whether the vehicle became a success, the answer is no.  And the vehicle was not a success for a variety of entirely dissociated reasons, but we did change the reality of Halewood, now one of the top car plants in the entire world. And part of that I am sure was that we engaged outside the practice. Naturally this involved much more than Chester Zoo.  We engaged with all kinds of projects through David Crisp. So the zoo was important as part of a larger picture.

But I don’t think that, after I left , anyone at Jaguar really made anything out of the zoo…?
JOHN:  No, I am afraid they didn’t… to my astonishment and disappointment.
NICK:   That was a dreadful error.
JOHN:  Why do you think that was?  It did interest but frustrate me.  The new MD did seem interested, but  too busy with other matters to properly delegate the project.
NICK:   Yeah, I really think they did not understand what the objective was, and so did not have a sense of what could be done, and so just ignored it, and viewed it just as $5 million spent
JOHN:  It was “only a lousy $3 million” actually!
NICK:   Ah, yes, $3 million. And that was sad. More than sad, it was stupid!  There was an awful lot more that could have been done.

JOHN:  Well we did develop several generations of ‘benefit plans’ for Jaguar.  But most of these were simply never taken advantage of
NICK:   Not a good example
JOHN:  Not from the perspective of industry, I guess, but, I suppose, most people reading this interview will be doing so from the zoo and botanics world, and be most interested in actually winning the resource.  It was, and remains a fabulous project in that sense.  But I do remember being frustrated in that I wanted to really show the overall business world what we could really do with such a project, and so, of course, perhaps draw in other corporate interests in the future….
Moving on the next question as to the relevance of the theme. Clearly Jaguar sponsoring the Jaguar is pretty obvious, but I think  it went much further than that?
NICK:   I had been in North America for many years, and had sponsored Jaguar conservation in the wild
JOHN:  Through WCS
, I think?
NICK:   That’s exactly right, but, in addition,  Jaguar Asia had sponsored an exhibit at Singapore Zoo, which had been very, very successful.  And in fact Jaguar in Singapore has used the exhibit in a way that I naively thought Jaguar UK would use the Chester exhibit.   They used it very effectively for parties and all sorts of events. Obviously Jaguars feeding at night lends itself as a fantastic backdrop.
JOHN:  This must have been the Singapore Night Time Safari..?
NICK:   That’s right. They held vehicle launches against the backdrop of the Jaguar exhibit.  It was quite spectacular and I had envisioned doing just that at Chester.  Perhaps also showing them jaguars in the wild… .  Remember we had talked about a video link to a wild range jaguar project…?.
JOHN:   Yes, and of course put a Jaguar X Type in the exhibit for the official launch.  We placed it there a good few weeks before the event and got the cat used to this strange object by feeding it every day on the bonnet. It was just unfortunate that the day before the opening the cat chose to bite the wing mirror off! We retrieved and mounted it, complete with tooth marks, and sent to Jaguar’s head office in Coventry as a kind of trophy.
NICK:    A lot more could have been made of it. The linkages were just blindingly obvious actually.
JOHN:   The local dealership did place a car in front of the building, but the whole idea of visitors ( the family car buying audience) being free to explore the car wasn’t really maximised. The vehicle could not be manned all the time, of course, and the first little scratch it received caused it to be removed.
NICK:   Well it is not enough to just have the car there, you need personnel, publicity equipment, handouts, etc. but you do have to accept some small damage to the car.
JOHN:   Of course the other car within the exhibit was completely trashed by the cats, but then that was always destined for the compacters. 
Okay, so the main aim of the exercise was ‘image change , but what about employee satisfaction, which, I suppose is part of ‘self-image change’..?
NICK:   Yes, it was – but not a huge part.
JOHN:  One might have thought after this huge sponsorship for the zoo world, $3 million… successful certainly from the zoo’s perspective, (and could have been successful from industry’s perspective) there would have been other such partnerships..? Yet sponsorship at that level has never happened since to the best of my knowledge. Despite many large UK zoos seeking such arrangements (and having, it should be said, major success in many other funding areas), no corporate support has come anywhere near the Jaguar sponsorship. Do you think it was a one off for all time, or do you think industry supporting major imaginative, exotic zoo exhibits for hard and fast business reasons is a viable concept long term?
NICK:   Yes I do think it is viable actually, but you do need to network to somebody very senior at the business end with the authority and imagination who will see it through to the end.  Someone who can: a) decide and b) implement. It is very difficult to get things done otherwise in a large organisation with devolved budgets.
JOHN:  The example of Esso/ Exxon has been raised many times, Exxon has been associated with the Tiger for decades.   They do support certain Tiger conservation work through WWF, WCS etc., but I would be astonished if they had not been approached multiple times to support zoo based projects -  which would of course give them a valuable on site audience that they do not access through in situ projects alone. But to the best of my knowledge, there has never been a very major Exxon zoo project.  I am guessing their decision making structure is even more labyrinthine than in the automotive sector..?
NICK:   I should be amazed if it weren’t.
JOHN:   So zoo sponsorship is viable and can be made attractive to corporates, but you need to find a way to win support at the highest level and  you need someone with the right enthusiasm and imagination to see it through..?
NICK:   That’s it.
JOHN:   You will have seen thousands of  sponsorship approaches during your time with Ford… Other than the obvious ( too many projects chasing a finite sponsorship budget), is there a particular further stand out reason why most approaches fail at first jump, but this proposal  to you didn’t..?
NICK:   Yes, most approaches fail at the first jump, because they don’t actually address a need that the organisation has, whereas your proposal looked to address Jaguar’s needs at the time.  Nobody had been thinking of a zoo sponsorship beforehand, of course. But because it was designed to fit our needs at the time, matters could become resolved pretty quickly. Otherwise it is rare that they do.  
Another thing, a lot of the other proposals that we used to see were written solely from the perspective of the petitioning organisation or just went on at length how wonderful the given project might be, and not from the perspective of the company and its needs.  
And it needs to be short… anything over a page and a half, forget it… Longer,  and it just won’t be read.  Or at least, absorbed. 
So simple, and from the perspective of the sponsor, not the sponsorship seeker
JOHN:  If one looks at who has been successful in sponsorship, arts and cultural venues seem to secure sponsorship more readily than the zoo community, certainly in capital cities. And this seems to hold true across all Europe.  I have spoken to a number of European zoo directors about this over the last few months.  Yet one might say (from a naïve point of view at least-)  hang on a minute… the audience for arts venues is much smaller and much narrower than that for nature sites. Nonetheless they tend to get the corporate money,  and the zoos do not. Why do you think that is?
NICK:   That’s because the sponsors are not really doing it for the customer reasons, they are doing it out of peer pressure. The classic, I guess, is the type of organisation that sponsors the New York Met Opera. If you go through the list of those who support the Met, it will be those who want to be at the best parties, dinners, whatever, and who are doing it for social reasons.
JOHN:  Would go so far as to say those individual corporate decision makers are actually effectively kidding themselves that they are supporting the arts for real business reasons, whereas they are really doing it as a result of peer pressure and for prestige reasons…?
NICK:   Oh absolutely. If you then look at who is on the board of such arts organisations, you will often find it is the wives of some of those movers and shakers.  You often do better to get the wives on the board, rather than their husbands.  If you look at Covent Garden in the UK and similar venues, they are all very, very much about pressure giving.
JOHN:  So it is all about prestige, glamour of the organisation.
NICK:   Yes and in the UK, the other reason is the Honours List.  One very obvious case, Sir Fred Goodwin late of RBS,, who was Chair of the Prince’s Trust, who will have taken that position, at least in part,  to widen his CV and so be “more than just a banker”.
JOHN:  When we discussed the Jaguar sponsorship, I provided a range of financial options, ranging I think from £250,000 upwards. What would have happened in the case of Chester if we had asked for more than $3 million?
NICK:   If you had asked for $5 million, you would have got $5 million.
JOHN:  Aarghhh! Not sure that is what I wanted to hear!   
But it is interesting. You mentioned Sir Fred Goodwin of the RBS group, and, as it happens, a few years afterward I was lucky enough to get into dialogue with him and RBS in respect of sponsorship of one particular project at Chester. In the event and for unconnected reasons, Chester subsequently decided it did not want to pursue that individual project (nothing to do with the RBS connection). But in the negotiation with RBS whilst in trying to get some purchase of what might be financially possible, I floated £3 million (stirling this time),  but ‘fished’ a little as well. They told me for that kind of decision, in one sense, there is no difference between £3 million and £5 million. That is to say, they would not say ‘no’ to £5 million, if they would have said ‘yes’ to £3 million.
So is there some particular logic behind such budgetary brackets…?  Why not £10 million then..?
NICK:    No, clearly there is no particular logic – I mean no budgetary cut off. If you asked me for a figure over $100 million, that would have been a huge problem of course. But there is no big difference between $3 and $15 million.
JOHN:  Really, it gets better and better! And you think most corporate decision makers would think like that?
NICK:   Yes, that’s just a fact. It is not really a budgetary issue.
JOHN:  When you say “a fact” … you mean in psychological terms..?
NICK:   Yeah. I know that may sound strange, but there it us
JOHN:  It sounds more intriguing than strange…  But not a conversation I could ever have had in the past.
NICK:    Well,  the world of sponsorship is a very funny one. Formula One must be a classic example. Everyone says look at the viewership you get, because it is shown all around the world on TV, and if you put your logo here, you will get so many millions of consumers to see it. Now, of course you are really just kidding yourself, because the cars are going so fast nobody actually sees your logo. The only time the car is fully visible is, if there is a crash or if it wins. But people don’t consider this.
JOHN: Why not? What is really driving them then?
NICK:   Well in large measure it reflects the personal enthusiasm of the CEO.
JOHN:   I am going to have to tackle you there a little… because that brings us back to the earlier question  about whether there is any measure of philanthropy or individual interest inside major sponsorship decisions. You said no – but you were referring specifically to our own Jaguar story.  Even though you obviously were enthusiastic as an individual…?.
NICK:   Yes I was
JOHN:  Just a happy coincidence..?
NICK:   Yes
JOHN:  But in terms of the arts discussed previously and now sport, you maintain that the trigger can actually be the individual interest of the primary decision maker?
NICK:   Absolutely. No question in my mind, but that that makes up a significant part of the equation
JOHN:  I think we are coming to the end. Anything else I haven’t asked that I should have?
NICK:   No, I don’t think so.
JOHN:  In that case, Nick, thank you very much indeed!
ENDS  
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