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EXCLUSIVE REPORTS
Sports tray wins fans at arenas

By Jim Lovel

Atlanta Business Chronicle
Nov. 17 — George Poston is changing the way food and
drinks are served at sporting events. Earlier this year,
Poston invented
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sports facilities to use them. He makes his money by selling advertising on the trays.

"I've been in this business 30 years and it's the best thing I've ever seen," said Larry
Carlson, director of concessions for Philips Arena in Atlanta. "This is like the first one
who sliced bread."

Poston said he has distributed more than 1 million of the trays since August and expects
to distribute 5 million by this time next year. Based on the initial success, he predicts he
will be distributing 75 million of the trays annually within five years and his company,
Spectator Advertising Solutions Inc. of Kennesaw, will have annual revenue of about $35
million.

StadiumTray is the culmination of Poston's 30-year career in marketing. As a former vice
president of sales and marketing at several software companies, he led the introduction of
such products as Tetris, the Falcon F-16 flight simulator, and computer and video game
versions of "Jeopardy," "Wheel of Fortune," "Family Feud," "Password" and "American
Gladiators."

"I've personally caused to be sold about $700 million in products over the past 30 years
but I've never had a product as well-received as StadiumTray," said Poston, who is CEO
and president of Spectator Advertising Solutions.

Poston invested $100,000 of his own money to open the company and begin developing
the tray. He soon added four other investors who made combined investments that added
another $400,000 to the company. It took him about a year to create the tray now being
used at Philips Arena, Turner Field and 18 NCAA Division I universities.

Food for thought

Concessionaires at sporting events have embraced the product because they get the trays
free instead of spending as much as 20 cents for each of the traditional fiberboard trays.
At Philips Arena, the savings will total about $40,000 annually.

Stadiums and arenas like it because they get 5 cents from Spectator Advertising Solutions
for each tray used. At Georgia Tech, which began using the trays during home football
games this year and will use them for all the school's sporting events, that will total about
$3,000 during the current school year.

Poston's company makes money by selling advertising on the trays, a space equal to
about four pages in a magazine. He charges a company 50 cents for each tray to be the
exclusive advertiser at a sporting event.

"We aren't in the tray business. We are in the advertising business," Poston said. "Our
delivery mechanism is a tray."



Best Buy Co. (NYSE: BBY) of Richfield, Minn., was the first company to advertise on
the trays and has bought all the space on all the trays produced so far, he said. Executives
at Best Buy declined to discuss the details of their arrangement with Poston but Dawn
Bryant, a company spokeswoman, said the company bought the advertising on the trays
because it supports the company's existing sports marketing program.

Best Buy, like other major retailers he approached, was reluctant to buy advertising on
the trays because he had no history to prove it would work, Poston said. After he
conducted several surveys that suggested fans wanted a better tray, he convinced Best
Buy to try it. The company tested the advertising on trays at Atlanta Braves games at
Turner Field and Atlanta Thrasher and Hawks games at Philips Arena before expanding
to all the college football venues, Poston said.

"It has exceeded their expectations," he said.

Poston has negotiated with other companies to sell advertising space as the use of the
trays expands, he said.

Sodexho USA, the North American division of Sodexho Alliance S.A. (NYSE: SDX) of
France, worked with Poston during the development of the trays and is using them in all
the company's sports arenas and stadiums throughout the Southeast, according to John
Bluck, district manager of Sodexho USA's Southeastern region. Sodexho is the world's
largest food service provider with annual revenue of more than $12 billion and more than
315,000 employees.

Since August, Bluck said he has used more than 250,000 trays and expects to use another
500,000 by June. The trays have reduced the company's expenses for paper products by
about 50 percent, he said.

Bluck said he notified the company's U.S. headquarters of the product and it has spread to
at least three other regions. He expects the company to use the trays at all its venues
nationwide within the next year.

"I don't see a downside," he said. "I've tried to find one and I just don't see it."

The trays are being manufactured by Pratt Industries, a Melbourne, Australia-based
company with its U.S. headquarters in Conyers. Poston worked with Pratt's designers for
several months to develop the trays. They developed at least 20 prototypes before
deciding on the current design, which includes holders for four drinks, a larger tray area
than the fiberboard trays, a laminated finish that limits the amount of moisture that seeps
through the tray and finger holes.

The trays are made from recycled paper supplied from the company's plant in Conyers
and manufactured at the company's Winston-Salem, N.C., plant.



Pratt has made more than 1 million of the trays in the past four months. At the current
rate of growth, the company will have to expand its Conyers and North Carolina plants to
meet the demand, said Ron Sandberg, president of the company's display and graphic
packaging group.

"The growth has been phenomenal, unbelievable," Sandberg said. "It looks like it is going
to be very big."

Numbers 'ad'-ing up

Sodexho's general managers at Georgia Tech and Auburn University share the
enthusiasm.

Grant Reed, general manager at Georgia Tech, said the company will save about $2,500
by replacing the fiberboard trays with StadiumTrays at Tech's six home football games
this year. The university also received about $200 for each game from the 5 cents
Poston's company pays the venue for each tray distributed.

The trays are popular with fans, Reed said, because they make a suitable plate to hold
food and drinks while fans eat. Many fans take the trays home because they have the
school logo and game schedules printed on the bottom, he said.

The experience has been much the same at Auburn, said Jamie Crow, Sodexho's general
manager at the university.

"It's a no-brainer," Crow said. "It's one of the neatest things I've ever seen."

He has distributed about 125,000 of the trays during home football games at the
university this year, he said, and will use the trays for every other event at the university
during the remainder of the school year. Last year, there were 192 sporting and
entertainment events at the university that attracted more than 1 million people, he said.

Poston already is expanding the concept. He is finalizing contracts with 11 more
universities now. The trays will be used at the Super Bowl game in February. They will
be at 18 NASCAR tracks next year. He expects the trays to replace fiberboard trays at
more than one-third of the nation's major sports venues within the next 18 months.

He recently submitted a proposal for a $250,000 contract with the U.S. Navy to put
recruitment advertising on the trays and is negotiating with sports venues in Australia that
are interested in using the trays.

Future plans include selling it in retail stores for use at home cookouts, birthday parties
and holiday events. Poston is negotiating the rights to put licensed images, such as movie
and television characters, on the trays. He also is considering decorating holiday trays
with images relevant to each season, he said.



"The potential is almost limitless," he said.

Reach Lovel at jlovel@bizjournals.com.
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