The Soccer World Cup 2010 – A Big Party for South Africans!

By Maya Fisher-French

If the Germans could figure out how to party, then surely South Africans can learn to be excited. And a little more organized writes Maya Fisher-French

An official sponsor of the soccer World Cup hired a consultancy to survey the national zeitgeist three years before the tournament. The findings were stark: everyone was entirely passive, deeply pessimistic, had a sense of powerlessness and blamed society for all that was wrong. Envy and distrust ran rampant and bitching about the economic and political situation was pervasive. All in all, the conclusion was that people had lost their sense of perspective about the country and the potential they had to achieve a great tournament. A teenager off the street could have told you the same thing for free.

Except that the sponsor was T-Com, the country was Germany, and the year was 2002. Three years later, those same Germans hosted a spectacularly successful tournament and threw one helluva party to go with it. 

The root of the problem went back more than six decades. Ever since the Second World War, the Germans had seen themselves as a horrible people with no sense of humour and only efficiency to make up for it. And yet they welcomed the world with unheard-of friendliness, regained their pride (even restoring the national flag as a symbol of pride), and changed the world’s perceptions about their country too. It turns out those dour Germans can party. It was like somebody had thrown a switch; something close to the spirit at the time the Berlin Wall fell, only with longer lasting benefits.

The company that conducted that 2002 survey was BBDO Consulting, and when MD Udo Klein-Balting visited South Africa recently for the opening of a local office he professed to a strong sense of ‘deja vu’ – in one of the rare moments when he wasn’t bubbling over with enthusiasm for the opportunity South Africa has to reinvent itself in a similar way.

“This is a once in a lifetime chance to benefit from the ultimate global event. It is up to you. Do you take this chance or pass it by?” he asks.

South Africans know how to party; that won’t be a problem. But whether or not world soccer’s controlling organisation FIFA believes we can actually pull off the logistics required, most South Africans don’t. The fundamental problem is the same as it was in Germany: too much pessimism and too little self-worth. Perhaps the fix is also the same. BBDO – which stands to make more than a bit of 

money out of selling the idea – certainly thinks so.

In Germany, a group of thirty media houses, without government involvement, got together and created a nation-building campaign. It was called “I am Germany” and combined sentimental button-pushing with a call to action. The fact that it was not government-driven was perhaps its saving grace. It was honest and influential in a way that would have been neutered by any half-decent bureaucracy.

Locally, BBDO reckons, one hot issue to push is what happens after the party, when all the tourists go home again. “FIFA will come and go but what will be left, and what that legacy will be, is a whole other movement,” says Mike Schalit, creative head of the local office.

For example: Former SAfm radio presenter John Perlman is working on a campaign, called “Field of Dreams”, that will establish a sports centre for each of the 32 teams in the tournament. Consider the development benefits of such an initiative, and suddenly we aren’t working to please the tourists anymore, we’re building something lasting. Lasso that project with other, similar initiatives and you can start building real psychological momentum.

Mostly, however, BBDO wants to offer its services to everyone who can’t or won’t shell out to be an official sponsor. FIFA guards its rights jealously and between its own attack lawyers and a happily co-opted government, you won’t be able to so much as cough “2010” if you haven’t paid for the privilege. Yet nobody can own a phrase like “I am South Africa”.

Budweiser was the official sponsor in Germany, but you could hardly find a German who cared. The actual party was at public viewing spaces outside of FIFA control. The shebeen down the road won’t be able to use the 2010 logo, but it can still rent a big screen and do a roaring trade. That shebeen can only benefit by 

being part of a campaign to get the excitement going.

(Maya Fisher-French is a freelance journalist who knows an opportunity when she sees one. You’ll be able to buy any beer you like on the pavement outside her house three years from now. The house with the big screen outside it).

A TEN-POINT PLAN FOR SA:
· Put counters up everywhere – in garages, shopping centres and lobbies - to count down the days to the opening of the tournament.

· Start a national campaign to get the country emotionally 
charged, and give it free advertising space.

· Start training hospitality staff now. If German customs officials can be friendly, then (maybe) taxi drivers can be courteous.

· School kids are easy to indoctrinate. Hype them up, then get them to infect their parents.

· Put up maps and flags of participating countries to get everyone informed about the visitors.

· Support inspired people with good ideas and projects.

· Treat the country like a brand.

· Invest in public viewing spaces.

· Decorate. There’s no carnival without flags and banners.

· Don’t wait for the officials to do it. We want them concentrating on crime and electricity anyway.
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