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v
            Preface

         

         The production of this book has been a multiyear project, starting in 2012. Originally, the book was intended to be a summary of the extraordinary journey of the Rajasthan Royals in the Indian Premier League (IPL) – from winning (against all predictions) in Season 1, having our champions league debut thwarted by the Mumbai terrorist attacks, and then taking over South Africa in Season 2, as the tournament moved with four weeks’ notice. That version was called ‘You couldn’t script it!’ The next version was focused on getting the facts written about the complexities of the ‘Business of Cricket in India’, as we found ourselves at the centre of a series of national controversies – from termination, to player spot fixing and then a two year suspension. That version was called ‘Fast, and at times, unplayable!’ The next version tried to distil the lessons that the IPL, one of the most successful sporting league launches in history, has for the business of sport. This focused on the importance that all sport must seek constant reinvention to grow and survive – a challenge for a game like cricket which is an iconic symbol of tradition. That version was called ‘Infinite Boundaries’.

    And then just as we were about to publish in March 2020 (yes, that had to be the year given the sport), the game has been hit by its most existential crisis – the cancellation of all forms of play, for an indefinite period of time, due to the coronavirus. Publishing against the backdrop of such a global catastrophe felt futile, but as we reflect on the ‘new normal’ every individual, every business, and every government is facing a ‘once in a generation’ reset. Sport is no exception. So, our hope now is that through the lens of the ‘Royals journey’, the lessons from the reinvention of one of the world’s oldest sports will perhaps inform the requirements for that ‘reset’ or, as they now say, the ‘new normal’.

    Our fundamental assertion for cricket is that many of the business lessons from the launch of the IPL define a set of strategic imperatives for the game as a whole, that have simply become more urgent. Coronavirus has changed vithe world irreversibly in many ways, but the importance of sport remains. However, the competition between sports will now be more intense than ever before, given the pressure on the consumer as we enter a period of economic recession. The need for cricket’s next reinvention has simply accelerated. Cricket must now collaborate (like it has not done before). Cricket must make tough choices. Cricket must build from the many lessons (good and bad) of the IPL, if it is to survive and grow. It might seem strange to discuss survival after an extraordinary year for the game – with one of most exciting IPL finals, a dramatic World Cup final, and an incredible Ashes Test match series. However, after perhaps its greatest year, cricket must now face a ‘New Innings1’.

         
            1An Innings is the period in a game of cricket in which a team or player bats (=tries to hit the ball and score)
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            The Ultimate Game

         

         World Cup final 14 July 2019 Lord’s

         7.42pm: Two to win. Thirty thousand spectators are transfixed with excitement as England’s new pace sensation Jofra Archer (a Rajasthan Royal) bowls the final ball of the World Cup final super over – cricket’s equivalent of the penalty shoot-out – to Martin Guptill, New Zealand’s hard-hitting batsman. The delivery homes in at the toes of the batsman. Guptill intends to slog, hack or slice the ball somewhere, anywhere, it doesn’t matter how, for the two runs New Zealand need to win. But the delivery is too full and direct for him to get any leverage and he can only shovel it towards the short Grandstand boundary where Jason Roy, one of the sharpest of England’s fielders, swoops on it, pauses briefly and fires the return back to wicketkeeper Jos Buttler (another Royal). Buttler gathers the ball and hurls himself sideways, demolishing the stumps as Guptill dives desperately for the line. He is a metre short. After 48 matches over six weeks and a final lasting more than nine hours England have won a first World Cup by, in commentator Ian Smith’s words, “the barest of margins!” The super over is tied, but England have clinched the cup by scoring more boundaries during the day. Everyone is in suspended animation until the replay on the big screen confirms the verdict.

         The crowd erupts. Lord’s, the legendary ‘home of cricket’, a place where matches were first staged two centuries before and which still has a reputation for tradition and decorum, is a scene of wild emotion. The England players career into each other in uninhibited ecstasy, Archer sinks to his knees in grateful submission to a superior being and is embraced by the team’s rejuvenated star Ben Stokes (also a Royal). The England supporters punch the air in triumph, the New Zealand players stumble around the field dazed and confused. One or two are in tears. These images are relayed live around the world by more than 30 high definition cameras to almost one billion people. 2That decisive super over required less than five minutes to complete. Yet those six balls encapsulated so much of cricket’s transformation from an often meandering, baffling, exclusive game to one of speed and bravado and compelling melodrama that now regularly captivates a quarter of the world’s population. It is a transformation effected by the advent of the Twenty20 (T20) format in general and, in particular, the Indian Premier League (IPL).

         The precision and deception of a high-speed bowler (Archer); the fearless batsmen totally undaunted by trying to score 16 off one over to win (Guptill and Jimmy Neesham); the outrageous strokes enabling a batsman to deposit an almost perfect 90mph toe-crusher far over the midwicket boundary for four or six (Buttler); the cool, calm leadership (Eoin Morgan) and the slick, athletic fielding (Roy, Buttler, Stokes) under the severest pressure; the continuous uncertainty at the eventual outcome keeping the capacity crowd and vast TV audience in constant thrall. All these, and indeed the super over concept itself, are hallmarks of the IPL, a tournament that has completely reconfigured cricket as a dynamic sport for the masses – a real-life soap opera – that conjured unprecedented riches for the organisers, the investors and the participants. Ten of England’s World Cup winning team have honed their skills in it, and eight of the gallant losers, New Zealand.

         This book, initiated, originally written with the many diagrams, and then co-authored by the lead owner of the Rajasthan Royals, Manoj Badale, delves deeply into the anatomy of the IPL to examine how it has revolutionised the game. Badale, a lifelong cricket fan, was in the World Cup final crowd that day.

         
            Manoj Badale: As I watched the game, I realised that most of the spectators had never seen a super over. The atmosphere was electric. The mayhem at Lord’s made me momentarily feel as if I was at an IPL match at an Indian Cricket Ground – everyone standing, jumping and screaming at every ball. Ten years previously, our IPL team, the Rajasthan Royals had played in one of the very first ever super overs in Cape Town. And now, three current Royals – Stokes, Buttler and Archer – had the starring roles in the super over to win the World Cup for England. It felt like cricket’s reinvention was finally on show at the historic ‘Home’ of the game. It was a brilliant advert for modern cricket.

         

         3The IPL, launched only in 2008, has reinvented cricket, making it universally watchable, sellable and phenomenally profitable. Using a unique business model, it is now one of the world’s biggest sports leagues. Silicon Valley technology funds now explore investment in IPL teams and media behemoths such as Amazon and Facebook seek to leverage the league’s invaluable access to the global market. In 2019 it was valued at $6.3bn. Men like Virat Kohli and Ben Stokes can earn $2m in six weeks playing in it. It is the jewel in 21st century India’s growing economy, spawning copycat leagues within India and all over the world, in a variety of sports. How has it achieved this in little more than a decade? And what are the lessons learnt? And how can these lessons inform the business of sport as it faces one of its biggest ever financial crises?

         We go behind the scenes with one of the founding IPL teams, the Rajasthan Royals – the league’s first winners, led by Shane Warne. We learn of their development under Rahul Dravid. And explore how the franchise became home to England’s World Cup stars Stokes, Buttler and Archer and Australia’s run-machine Steve Smith. We sample the vital ingredients of the IPL and how, through its impact on cricket and its impact on India, it has revolutionised the business of sport.

         We learn about league design. We see how to build valuable media rights. We appreciate how the IPL has transformed players’ lives. We look at how to build brand value within franchises. We discover digital innovation kick-starting a new era of unprecedented commercial growth for broadcasters, rights holders, sports organisations and players. We also examine the many challenges that the IPL has faced, the growing power of the Indian cricket boards and the lessons for sports governance. We analyse the growing influence and impact of gambling within sport and the temptations for players to engage in illegal acts. And we learn how continuous innovation remains the only protection for sport, as it grows in both economic influence and societal importance.

         Exactly a year later, the world is currently gripped by the global pandemic – Covid-19. Sport has been affected across the board, the Olympics cancelled, all major leagues and tournaments suspended indefinitely. Cricket has not been spared. IPL Season 13 was postponed. The English season has been 4decimated. And the global finances of the game put under huge pressure. In industry and in business, reinvention is often created by either a visionary group of leaders (as in the IPL) or by an existential crisis. The lessons, good and bad, from an analysis of cricket’s most recent reinvention – the IPL – have never been more important than in a post-Covid world. Across the world industries, businesses, governments and individuals are being forced to reflect and reset. Cricket is no exception, and the game must make many difficult choices in the coming years. If it rests on the laurels of 2019, it will stagnate and retrench. It is time for a ‘New Innings’.
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            Waking the Giant

         

         Life before the IPL

         Cricket is one of the oldest ball sports in the world. There are mentions of a crude version of it played in England in 1300. It was first codified in 1744. The size and shape of its essential raw materials – the bat, the ball and the pitch – are still largely the same today. It is a game that has overcome numerous crises and scandals and constant fears for its survival in a fast-paced world that doesn’t have the patience for a match that can take several days to complete.

         In England by the turn of the 21st century interest in cricket had really begun to wane. The national side were poor, many domestic teams were close to bankruptcy and participation was on the slide. The introduction in 2003 of a new format – Twenty20, (T20) enabling a game to be done and dusted in under three hours in the evening – threw cricket a potential lifeline. There were many mutterings of ‘it’s not cricket’ from the traditionalists, but the concept quickly caught on. County grounds (the English domestic game is organised across 18 regional county teams) that were usually characterised by swathes of empty seating were suddenly full on a Friday night and pavilion bars ran out of beer. Three years on – helped by England defeating their ancient rival Australia for the first time in 18 years in 2005, in a compelling series of five-day Test matches – numbers and general interest were picking up. Then the English administrators sold all of the exclusive live rights to a subscription channel (Sky) and the game started to lose mainstream visibility again. The modestly supported counties were mostly reliant on central handouts of £1.3m from the board to survive. By 2007 cricket, especially in the UK, was once again on the wane.

         India, where cricket was initially spread by the Parsees (a religious community of Zoroastrians descended from Persia) in the 1870s, was emerging as 6cricket’s new financial powerhouse. Attendances for Test matches were low but one-day internationals drew huge crowds attracted by big names like Sachin Tendulkar and the Indian Board sold the domestic TV rights for a hefty $150m a year (in 2006 this was three times what any other country had managed). India were starting to call the shots at the international table because they could guarantee significant broadcast income, much to the distaste of the old cricket power base within England. And yet, in spite of being easily the most populous cricketing nation, India’s performances were underwhelming. In 2006 they occupied a lowly position in the world rankings, and despite the millions of kids playing cricket on the fields and maidans of the subcontinent of an evening, most dreamt of an appearance on Deal or No Deal rather than playing cricket for India. As with much of the cricket world, if you didn’t play for your country, you couldn’t make much of a living from the game. In 2006, cricket didn’t feel much like something to invest in.

         Investors in Cricket

         Born in India but brought up in England, Manoj Badale had long coveted the idea of a serious involvement in cricket. He was a cricket obsessive, playing at school and university, and we first met when I was breaking into the Middlesex county team of the 1980s, and then later in West London reconnecting through our kids. He was given a close insight into professional cricket through our conversations, and friendships with Nasser Hussain and Mike Atherton. But it was the opportunity to apply business learnings – from his 20-year business-building partnership with Charles Mindenhall (through their company Blenheim Chalcot) – to invest in the game (and ultimately the IPL) that forms the backbone for the content in this book. Working together, with me as narrator (and researcher), Manoj’s views are captured through quotes (in italics), and drive our overall conclusions.

         
            Manoj Badale: Back in 2006, it felt like the game needed new ideas, and new sources of investments. The key to improving the financial fortunes within English cricket was to harness the Indian (and South Asian) eyeball. If a business could have some sort of platform in the game – perhaps an English county – there were a multitude of opportunities. Along with my business partner Charles Mindenhall, we set about a business plan, which had three main  7 strands, all of which were about updating a traditional niche sport (cricket) ready for the opportunity presented by hundreds of millions of new Indian consumers with increasing wealth and increasing leisure time.

            At that time, for every conversation that took place about reaching new cricket fans, there were a hundred about protecting the traditional formats of the game. Changing lifestyles, new technology, and broader competition for people’s leisure time required a change in those formats. Cricket, like every sport, needed to embrace this change rather than resist it. It was becoming imprisoned by its own history.

         

         Badale and Mindenhall diverted investment from their usual focus on digital technology, to build a new company – Investors in Cricket – which began by acquiring the commercial rights to run an English county – Leicestershire. The investment thesis was to point the club squarely at the Indian opportunity. In much the same way that English Premier League clubs were battling it out for the fan bases of China, India and the US, Badale and Mindenhall saw the possibility to create ‘India’s most popular’ team in the UK. Leicestershire – with its large Asian contingent in the city – seemed the perfect fit. It had had limited financial success for many years but had acquired a strong position in T20. Great history, strong position in the growth part of the game, and an untapped local Asian opportunity. However, the venture failed.

         Transforming existing mindsets and traditions was always going to take time. While T20 evenings were income generating, the vast majority of the fixture schedule was not.

         
            Manoj: We underestimated the time-consuming decision processes within county cricket clubs. Our biggest mistake was to think that you could build a market, when you fundamentally don’t have control of the ‘product’, which was controlled by the ECB (English Cricket Board). Sport is a product that is consumed by fans, which justify the investment of sponsors, who pay for the media coverage, which in turn grows the fans – all of which directly, or indirectly, funds the clubs. Cricket is no different, but how do you build a business if you have no control of the product? We also learnt the commercial reality of ‘club ownership economics’. That is, without a share of valuable media rights, owning clubs is a pretty unattractive investment proposition – other than to create community and social benefit or to massage the ego!

         

         8At that time (2008) the people who did control the ‘product’, the England and Wales Cricket Board (ECB) were making the wrong strategic and commercial choices. Under Giles Clarke they refused to see that there were too many counties. They resisted outside investment into their one growth shoot – T20. They took cricket away from terrestrial television and put it behind a paywall. They expanded the number of international (Test Match Status) grounds, creating unnecessary competition, expense and confusion. They did negotiate ever larger TV contracts with Sky, allowing them to hand out a £1.3m subsidy to each county once a year (and secure important votes in a governance structure that voted by majority). But poorly run businesses that survive due to a central hand-out rarely build a thriving industry. The English game remained governed by a forum of those counties presiding over a game that continued to decline in terms of participation. It was a flawed governance process, which to this day constrains the game’s potential.

         Seeking inspiration from football, Investors in Cricket tried something different. In September 2006 they staged a ‘Champions League’ of cricket featuring the top T20 teams from England, Pakistan, South Africa and Sri Lanka. To get meaningful TV coverage required Indian players participating. They were not forthcoming, so they created an international XI with some Indian players. The tournament was a muted success but the organisers had made a fatal error. They had not got the governing bodies (the ICC and the ECB) onside and had no prospects of doing so anytime soon. The venture failed.

         So, Investors in Cricket immediately turned their attention to investing in, rather than simply benefitting from, the economic growth of the game in the subcontinent. In such a large country, there was always enormous debate about whether the best 11 players always made up the national team. One reason was the regional nature of selections, and another the regularity of changes in selection panel. It was logical in a country of that size and population that there would be plenty of undiscovered talent. Latching onto the boom in reality TV, Badale and his team, of which I was a part, created Cricket Star – a cricketing version of Pop Idol. The show was fully endorsed by the BCCI and in 2006 it ran for 12 weeks on Zee TV.

         It did not turn anyone into the sporting versions of One Direction or Simon Cowell, although Zee Television were enthusiastic partners. The 9content just wasn’t engaging enough to sustain regular viewers in primetime slots over 12 weeks. Also, Zee were turning their attention to the creation of their own cricket property, the Indian Cricket League (ICL), a domestic tournament based on the short T20 form of the game. Though disappointed with the failure of Cricket Star, Badale and team were unaware that this was excellent preparation for a much bigger investment opportunity.

         
            Manoj: With our technology businesses at Blenheim Chalcot, all of which we build from scratch, we always emphasise the importance of ‘getting on the pitch’ with a new business, to really learn where the greatest potential for disruption or value creation exist. You build knowledge and relationships. Most of our businesses ‘pivot’ or change plans multiple times. Cricket was proving to be no exception!

         

         The Catalyst

         If you’ve ever been to India to play or watch cricket, you’ll know two things. One, their obvious, unbridled passion for the sport and the abundance of fantastic talent everywhere you look. Two, the terrible state of most of their cricket grounds – before 2006 anyway. I remember peering out through cracked windows from the concrete carbuncle that was the Nagpur media centre at the 2006 India v England Test, reporters overpowered by the stench of raw sewage emanating from nearby drains. The stadium was dilapidated and the outfield rutted and ropey.

         Indian cricket was stuck in a rut. Their star players had huge power and determined the approach. If changes to the game, or to training, were not popular – fitness training, practice matches, the Decision Review System – they didn’t happen. They were over-reliant on brilliant batsmen – Sachin Tendulkar, Rahul Dravid, Virender Sehwag, VVS Laxman and Sourav Ganguly – and their fielding was dire. Their performances at international level were wildly inconsistent. Scheduling lacked appropriate rigour. Home internationals were divvied out to different states according to which local administrators wielded the most influence – political or otherwise. 10

         Cricket’s T20 format had not yet caught on in India, or anywhere else except the UK for that matter. (It was perhaps not that surprising that the version was popular in England since 20-over cricket had actually been played at clubs and schools there since the Second World War. But it had taken a clairvoyant ECB marketing executive, Stuart Robertson, to persuade the professional counties to adopt the idea – they voted 11–7 in favour.) And despite 27,000 fans turning up to Lord’s for the Middlesex v Surrey encounter – the largest crowd at a domestic match (other than a cup final) for 50 years – this short-form style did not gain universal approval.

         
            Manoj: Many cricket fans, and even players, regarded T20 as a gimmick. The former England captain Nasser Hussain, now a seasoned commentator, used to refer to it as ‘club cricket’! Many of the older fans were appalled by the coloured clothing, the loud music, and the aggressive style of play.

         

         The Test playing countries staged the odd T20 international, but there was no sign that this three-hour version of cricket would be its salvation. There was a jovial feel to the inaugural T20 match between New Zealand and Australia in 2006; both teams were kitted out in retro-coloured strips as a tribute to the first days of ‘pyjama’ cricket in the 1980s (remember that New Zealand beige?) and some players sported moustaches and hairstyles of the time. Glenn McGrath even mimicked Trevor Chappell’s notorious 1981 underarm delivery. The top professionals did not see it as serious cricket – not like ‘Test Match Cricket’ played over five days.

         India were actually the last Test nation to play a T20 international (on 1 December 2006). The BCCI, wedded to the lucrative broadcast and advertising income of longer formats, had paid scant attention to T20. Yet less than a year later, and despite their total lack of experience, India won the inaugural ICC World T20, staged in South Africa. The final – between India and Pakistan – was the media’s dream with an estimated TV audience of 400m. The last over finish, exhilarating competition, six hitting, all captured the Indian public’s imagination. This triumph instantly quelled the vast discontent surrounding India’s abject failure at the 2007 (50 over) World Cup six months earlier. It was not just their first global success for a quarter of a century. It was the catalyst for the explosion of T20. It was like an open sesame to the gold rush of the 1880s. 11

         
            
[image: ]Fig. 1

            

         

         A brand-new competition – the ICL conceived before the T20 World Cup triumph, was launched straight afterwards. It was the brainchild of Subhash Chandra, an Indian media magnate, owner of Zee TV that had broadcast Investors in Cricket’s television show Cricket Star the year before. The ICL had been developed under the radar through 2007, targeting peripheral players from the domestic Indian circuit, intertwined with the odd former star player. Tony Greig, heavily involved recruiting players for Kerry Packer’s original World Series Cricket in the late 1970s, was a central figure again. The great Indian allrounder Kapil Dev was the ICL’s figurehead. With the official governing body of cricket – the ICC – not at all focused on T20 cricket, the ICL looked a daring but inspired idea, despite the less-than-celebrated status of many of the signed players. However, with the ICL there were limited city connections and competition, as all of the teams were owned by one entity. Fans didn’t care who won or lost. And Zee made another crucial mistake. They did not seek the backing of cricket’s real powerhouse, the BCCI. 12

         A man with a vision

         Enter Lalit Modi, who was quickly becoming a driving force within the BCCI. Throughout history, whenever a sport has been at the crossroads there has been one visionary, one risk-taker, one impresario who has led the way into the future. Formula One was transformed by Bernie Ecclestone, baseball had Bud Selig, David Stern drove basketball’s expansion, the establishment of the English Premier League was driven by Rick Parry, chief executive of the EFL. In 1977 Kerry Packer was cricket’s original game-changer, introducing coloured shirts, floodlights and reinventing the one-day game. In 2007 Lalit Modi stepped into world cricket’s power vacuum.

         The son of the now late, famous Indian industrialist, KK Modi, whose business empire included tobacco, chemicals and entertainment, Modi was himself driven towards sports and entertainment. He was heavily influenced in his ideas by his time working with Disney in the US. His professional interest in cricket dated from the mid-1990s. He was convinced the game offered a massive opportunity. He managed to win election to the cricket association of the small Himalayan state of Himachal Pradesh, then wrested control of the Rajasthan Cricket Association. Within months he was part of the BCCI and promptly recognised within the board as the new commercial leader. He proceeded to raise $150m for the BCCI from a pair of sponsorship deals – with Nike and Sahara – and then an unprecedented $620m from selling the four-year broadcast rights for Indian cricket to Nimbus, a domestic broadcaster.

         Having an intimate knowledge of American sports from his student days helped him recognise the potential in India for a professional cricket league. “I’d be sitting all alone in an American college on Sunday and Monday nights while everyone else was watching NFL,” Modi says. “Fat guys running around a field chasing a ball. Everybody was glued to it. Or basketball which was also alien to me. Or ice hockey or baseball. They were so passionate about it. All the ESPN executives who I worked with later would talk about was sport. I knew that sport in India was untapped, and that cricket had enormous potential. But I recognised I must know the market, know what I’m doing and execute it with perfection. I’d only have one chance.” 13

         He had been doing the groundwork throughout 2007, with many meetings with businessmen and entrepreneurs. The framework for a brand-new competition was well established. But someone else (Zee TV and Subhash Chandra) had got there first. If anything, that encouraged Modi more.

         
            Manoj: Lalit had the strengths of all entrepreneurs. He had a big vision. He had a good commercial instinct. He had resilience and self-confidence. He had courage, and an attention to detail. His global education meant he had international standards, which he wanted to achieve with the IPL. His appetite for celebrity and parties, meant that these ingredients would be important to the design of the format off-the-field. He loved the media, and his usage of it to build awareness was extraordinary.

            He also, like all of us, had weaknesses. He could be autocratic and short-tempered. He controlled too much and didn’t always build his organisations – too much would go through him. And he was too focused on the media. He even had his own camera crew that followed him around during matches.

            He saw the opportunity for the short format early, and originally planned to launch a league in 2009. However, with the arrival of the ICL, he needed to advance his plans. One of the first things that he had to do was stop the ICL. With the full backing of the BCCI he slowly dismantled Zee’s plan to create a domestic T20 league.

         

         Showing extreme agility, the BCCI had already acted. In June 2007 they refused to endorse the ICL and threatened all players who signed up to the league with life bans from domestic and international cricket and forbade the major cricket stadiums from staging the matches. Playing fees for accredited domestic competitions were doubled. The ICC fell in line with the BCCI and would not officially recognise the ICL. That ensured that it quickly became a semi-rebel league for the ‘has-beens’ and ‘not-quite-made-its’.

         In September 2007 the BCCI also announced the launch of their own domestic, franchise-based T20 league and a supplementary international T20 competition (the Champions League) in harness with the Australian, English and South African cricket boards. Sachin Tendulkar, Rahul Dravid, Sourav Ganguly and Glenn McGrath were among the star players who attended the launch event. 14Modi had initially planned to launch in 2008, with season one in 2009, but India’s unexpected World T20 victory created new urgency. The board would own the league but private investors could own the teams and receive a large proportion of central revenue. It would be called the Indian Premier League.
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         India at the time had an annual growth rate in the economy of 8.8%, a massive reduction of people on the breadline (from 93% of the population in 1987 to 54% in 2007) and a huge growth in the middle class. In 2007, there were 50m Indians regarded as middle class by their earnings (between $25,000 and $118,000). That figure was expected to jump to 590m by the year 2025. That’s a lot of disposable income. Lalit Modi was the right man in the right place at the right time.

         He worked with several from the BCCI and partnered with sports consultancy IMG, led in that area by Andrew Wildblood, a cricket loving executive, to formalise the IPL format. They were hugely influenced by the obvious lack of public interest in India’s regional cricket, principally the Ranji Trophy 15played between state sides since the 1930s at deserted grounds. “In the big metros,” Wildblood explained, “where the money is in India, people identify much more with their city than with their state.”

         
            Manoj: Lalit Modi first mentioned the idea of a city-based league in early 2007. He was totally focused on a mega TV deal. I suggested a conversation with Kunal Dasgupta, who was running Sony, and who was investing heavily in cricket (through his SET Max channel) – which had been dominated by Star and Zee. They met in Chiswick, West London, and a mile up the road an IMG team was being rapidly assembled to help the BCCI. The whole IPL edifice was actually being designed in West London just a stone’s throw from Lord’s!

         

         Star recruitment

         Lalit Modi recounts how he assembled the vital ingredients of his enterprise – the players – during September 2007. “I went all over the place talking to the best players saying ‘don’t sign with the ICL, their strategy is not good – sign a contract with me. We are having an auction, come for a low reserve price and you’ll make a lot of money in the auction – if you’re good.’ Or I gave them the option of a fixed price and they could still go in the auction. I’ll keep the money, up or down. A lot of them opted for the fixed price. I won them over by working out the highest salary that international players were being paid at the time – about $200,000 – and doubling it. I offered [the great West Indian batsman] Brian Lara half a million dollars – as a minimum. He didn’t sign. He said ‘I want a million.’ I said ‘I ain’t guaranteeing you a million dollars, but you’ll make far more than that if you go with my system.’ He missed the boat.”

         Modi headed to South Africa for the 2007 World T20 to sign up the Indian team for the IPL. He had a plan. “The tournament hadn’t really caught alight. I went into the Indian dressing room in Durban. I said ‘anybody who hits six sixes in an over, or takes six wickets in an over, will get a Porsche!’ I’m standing in Kingsmead on the sidelines and Yuvraj Singh hits his first six – off Stuart Broad. Then a second six. Then a third. I woke up. I said to myself ‘Shit this could be it!’ Yuvraj is looking at me. He hits his fourth six. Fifth six. He hit 16the sixth six. And he came running towards me and he said ‘My Porsche! My Porsche!!’ I said ‘It’s done.’ And he went running back and I said, ‘Wait! Give me your bat!’ And he came back and he gave me his bat and changed it for another. And I said ‘That’s mine now.’ Everybody was so excited.

         “That was the start of the IPL! I thought I don’t need to market this anymore. It is going to market itself. Now we have to win this T20 World Cup thing. And we did. We created history. And I said to Mr Sharad Pawar [BCCI president] ‘India have won the World T20 and they are returning to India tonight. We should felicitate them on behalf of the Board and the IPL when they land. Open top buses, a reception. Like the Italians did with their soccer team.’ We got three buses to the airport. I told the media to cover it live. I gave them a bus. I said – anybody who covers it live will get an interview with the team. Then 144 channels went live! LIVE!! I estimated it would take two to three hours to get to the Wankhede Stadium for the reception. The team arrived at the airport at 6am. It took us 11 hours to get to the stadium. Eleven hours!! Five million people were on the streets. It was a wall of human beings!”

         The Indian players were overnight heroes. The public were dying to see more of them. And within a few months they could. Every night for six weeks in the IPL. Modi could see it all unfolding in front of his eyes. The IPL exploded onto the scene in April 2008 in a cacophony of fireworks and a blaze of sixes from the bat of New Zealand’s Brendon McCullum. The genius of the IPL is the way those explosions have not only continued but grown louder and resonated far and wide as the years have passed.

         This story examines how a league dreamt up by an Indian entrepreneur and backed by an assortment of investors has transformed sport the world over. We also examine the lessons for sport, as it responds to an existential crisis created by coronavirus, the pandemic from China. In much the same way that Indian cricket responded to the sudden change in public opinion induced by their 2007 T20 World Cup win, cricket must now embrace the need for even more fundamental change and will have to get ready for a ‘New Innings’.
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            Chapter 1

            Designing the Optimal Sports League

            Create a level playing field and ensure

unpredictable outcomes

         

         Attracting investment

         What draws people into watching sport? Fundamentally it is two main aspects. First, the exhibition of brilliant skill on an individual or team basis. Spectators love to marvel at the exploits and precious gifts of exceptional sportsmen or women. They give sport its ‘wow’ factor. A poor standard of play is a turn off. Second, an uncertainty about the outcome. Predictable or one-sided matches are boring. Spectators want a contest. Top class sport is part entertainment, part escapism. If you know the result long before the end (or even at the start) it doesn’t really serve its purpose.

         Lalit Modi’s intimate acquaintance with American sport had taught him these two essentials. The founder of the IPL understood to make a new cricket league successful he had to hire the top talent. He knew that the only way to guarantee attracting the best players in the world was to pay them more than anyone else. To have enough capital to do that he had to sell the team franchises to wealthy private investors. He describes this: ‘Wooing them required three guarantees: the promise of a decent return; No risk of relegation from the league; and a level playing field, with transparent access to players.’

         The super-talent had to be spread evenly amongst the eight teams so everyone had a chance of winning. It would get the best out of the players too if the teams were relatively equal. The brilliance of Modi’s construction was how he reconciled both those principle aims – ensuring enough money to attract the star players and then making sure that players could be purchased through a transparent 18auction – so ensuring balanced teams and unpredictable outcomes for the games. He started by tapping up his circle of friends for some prospective team owners.

         
            Manoj: He first explained the concept of a franchise auction in October 2007. When he first said that his target was to raise $100m for the new franchises, I laughed. I decided to discuss the opportunity with Lachlan Murdoch, son of Rupert, with whom I had been loosely exploring media investments in India. There was nothing better to give a sports league some credibility than an association with a Murdoch. This was perhaps going to be important.

            It was clear, early on, that Lalit Modi was driving the conception, design and running of the league. We needed to put together a consortium as, even with Lachlan, we had only raised a proportion of the investment. I approached his brother-in-law, Suresh Chellaram, a successful businessman based in Nigeria, whom I had met socially, and who was rumoured to be looking for a passive investment, like Lachlan, which was perfect for me.

            The design of the league had many enticing aspects. There was no framework to assess a sport’s league’s attractiveness, so we applied many of the principles I had learnt working at Monitor Company, a management consulting firm founded by Michael Porter. We applied Porter’s framework for assessing the attractiveness of an industry to evaluating the viability of a sports league.

            Porter essentially looks for five characteristics – low competition (the more competitors, the lower the profit margin e.g. grocery retail), high barriers to entry (to prevent new competitors e.g. government awarded licences), low supplier power (so costs can be controlled – e.g. airline manufacturing), low power of customers (so they are less price sensitive – e.g. luxury handbags) and no substitute products (so consumers have limited choice e.g. Facebook or Google).

            From an investment opportunity the IPL seemed to have it all. A small fixed number of teams with no promotion or relegation, therefore limited competition with no risk of costly relegation or threat of new teams (high barriers to entry). An effective salary cap limiting cost structures by managing player costs (managed supplier power), and a massive market with engaged fans creating an attractive customer base (managed customer power) while a powerful board can ensure calendar exclusivity (no substitute products). 19
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            The economics of the business plan forecast also looked attractive. Many people overlooked the fact that the payment terms for the franchise fee were likely to be over ten years. Our financial projections showed an assumed three years of losses, suggesting that our peak funding requirement to acquire the franchise was $20–25m, and that was assuming a ‘headline’ purchase price of $60–70m.

            As an investment, the economics seemed highly attractive as a fair proportion of the central revenue was being shared with the franchises (see below) and we already knew that Sony were contemplating spending a considerable sum on it for exclusive TV rights. Our chief concern, at that time, was the potential challenge of doing business in India. But effectively we were co-investing with India ‘Inc’. Our interests would be aligned with some of the subcontinent’s most powerful business people. If we failed, they failed, and they were unlikely to let that happen.  20

         

         The IPL financial share out:

The organisers (the BCCI) would receive revenue from:

         
	media (broadcast rights)

            	event and on-ground sponsorship

            	official suppliers

         

The franchises would receive revenue from:

         
	an equal share of broadcast and sponsorship income from the Board

            	gate income at own matches

            	franchise title and shirt sponsorship

            	local sponsorship

            	licensing and merchandising programmes

            	hospitality

            	franchise own media platforms

         

The would-be investors were encouraged by two particular guarantees: a share of the media rights (on a sliding scale per year, with 80% of the broadcast revenue divvied out among the franchises in the first year) and a cap on player costs, combined, theoretically, with a transparent purchase process. The major American leagues have figured this out, after years of experimentation with different models, from salary caps (NFL) to luxury taxes on teams that spend excessively on players (MLB and NBA).

         On January 10, 2008, Emerging Media (an offshoot of Investors in Cricket) transferred to the BCCI the $5m deposit that was a condition of entering the franchise bidding process. Other individuals or parties rumoured to be interested in running a team included the Oscar-winning actor Russell Crowe (a cousin of New Zealand Test players Martin and Jeff Crowe), various Bollywood personalities, giants of Indian industry like the Ambani family and Vijay Mallya, owner of the Kingfisher group of companies. They were all stepping into the unknown. Little did they realise the tectonic waves the concept would make on the cricket world.21

         Sale of the century

         The first step was the broadcast deal. In late January 2008 Lalit Modi announced that he had secured the IPL broadcast rights to Sony and the World Sports Group for $1bn. A billion dollars for a cricket competition that didn’t yet have any team names or players. It was an extraordinary coup prompting the inevitable Billion Dollar Baby headlines. “I knew that once we had the TV deal, the rest would follow,” Modi says. “Although the deal was for $1bn, I told the broadcasters I only needed $60m in year one. Let’s get the first year done. We will worry about the rest later. I promise if we don’t achieve what we set out to achieve I won’t carry the IPL on after year one.”

         The next step was the franchise auction. Modi had spent six weeks frantically marketing the teams – at a time when the world’s economies were reeling from the crises in the financial system. The plan now was to allocate the eight franchises to eight bidders. No one would be allowed to own more than one team. The bids were all to be presented in sealed envelopes. It was clear that the major cities like Mumbai and Delhi would attract the largest sums, so Emerging Media opted to pitch instead for either Jaipur (Rajasthan) or Mohali (Punjab.) On January 24 the prospective owners arrived in a selection of limousines (Mallya’s was a red Bentley) then battled through a sea of photographers and journalists at Mumbai’s Wankhede Stadium to make their bids.

         
            Manoj: We arrived in a Honda, and everyone assumed that we were from the press! We entered the main boardroom, submitted our sealed bids at 2.45pm and then took seats at the table, watching much frenzied activity. I was sitting next to Fraser Castellino (who was to be our Season 1 CEO) and an empty chair, which was subsequently filled by a young woman in big sunglasses who seemed to be attracting most of the attention from the male-dominated room. “Hello, what do you do?” I asked her, at which point I received a firm jab into my ribs from Fraser. “She is one of India’s leading Bollywood actresses, Preity Zinta!” he whispered, at which point I tried to clumsily adjust my question. “I mean, which team are you bidding for?” “We have bid for a few,” she responded, “but we think that we will only get a chance for Hyderabad, Jaipur or Mohali.” Clearly, we had competition for one of the smaller cities – not good news.

         

         22The allocation of franchises began in mid-afternoon. The names of the nine hopeful bidders were called out one by one, starting with the highest offer. This was from Mukesh Ambani’s Reliance Group with an eye-popping $112m to buy a team in a competition that so far didn’t exist. It gave them first choice. They selected Mumbai. They also won the rights to host the final. Next the flamboyant Vijay Mallya, who had offered $110m, chose Bangalore which would also stage the opening ceremony. An unexpected third bidder – the Deccan Chronicle – won control of their chosen Hyderabad with their $107m pitch. Chennai ($91m) and Delhi ($84m) went next. The sixth winning bid was Shah Rukh Khan, the Bollywood star, who plumped for Kolkata.

         
            Manoj: Six down, two to go. A handful of bidders remained. When the seventh winning bidder was announced as Preity Zinta, with a bid of $75m, I was sure that it was game over for us. There were only two franchises left for them to choose from, Punjab and Rajasthan. Eventually, after extensive deliberations, they announced their choice – Punjab. We were still in, but only just. It was now 7pm. ‘Emerging Media, which includes Lachlan Murdoch, win the eighth franchise’ declared the BCCI. None of the press recognized us, so we were able to slip away while the media frenzy focused on everyone else.

            There was an owners’ celebration party on the rooftop of the Dome, in the Intercontinental Hotel. It carried on into the early hours and was like nothing that I had ever seen in Mumbai before. Everyone seemed to be the son or daughter of a mega-Indian businessman, with the major business houses of the Wadia’s, Burman’s all represented. Money was clearly not an issue, and everyone seemed to know everyone else – apart from me of course.

         

         In the space of a month, the BCCI had raised $1.8bn for a tournament that still actually had no players, no teams and no schedule. This was for a sport that, a little more than 20 years before, the board had to pay the national broadcaster, Doordarshan, to show. There was inevitable delight and fascination in India, not least that the concept had lured industrial bigwigs and, even more significantly, Bollywood icons, to invest substantial sums. “Bollywood takes to the field,” declared The Economic Times. It was the first time that India’s two big passions – cricket and movies – had been harnessed together.

         “People in India watched two things: Bollywood and cricket,” Modi says. “If 23you fixed the two together it would be so powerful and dynamic. If we had no interference inside the rope and an explosion outside the rope – complete controversy – we had a fantastic product. It would be a reality show beyond comprehension because you can’t predict what’s going to happen next.”

         Elsewhere there was a fair amount of cynicism. The ECB, in particular, were privately outraged that some Indian executive was capitalising on a format they had invented – a sort of ‘reverse colonialism’. They immediately declared that English players wouldn’t be available (on the basis that the IPL clashed with the start of the domestic programme, a problem which was of course quite soluble). Guided by the board, the 18 English first class counties – existing mostly hand to mouth – closed ranks. They were ruled by myopia. They were like hens clucking about in the yard over scraps while this big unruly Indian beast rampaged untethered about the place. They were privately convinced it would soon come to grief.

         The player auction: fantasy cricket for real

         A phone conversation in February 2008 between old school cricketing pals Andrew Wildblood, the seasoned sports media consultant, and Richard Madley, the TV auctioneer, set the wheels in motion for one of the most revolutionary events in the history of sport.
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