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Preface

 

 

Years from now, sports and business historians will fully be able
to analyze National Basketball Association Commissioner David
Stern’s 30 year term as the man at the top of the organization.
David Stern in many ways was extremely fortunate. He came into his
position after the league owners and players agreed to a new
Collective Bargaining Agreement which reinstalled a salary cap and
added a critical element for public perception. The players agreed
to drug testing and faced suspensions if caught using drugs. Stern
also got lucky in many aspects on the basketball court and in
Washington. He had major players in big markets with the Los
Angeles Lakers franchise having Magic Johnson, a very popular
player going back to college and an accomplished pro by the time
Stern assumed office. Stern also had Julius Erving, the face of the
American Basketball Association, in Philadelphia and Erving’s team
finally won a championship in 1983 and an upcoming team, the Boston
Celtics with Larry Bird. For television purposes, the Los Angeles
Lakers basketball team was gold, championship caliber teams in
Philadelphia and Boston made life a bit easier for Stern. He had
marketable players in the right spots in 1984.

 

But the biggest gift of all would be given to Stern in 1984. The
United States Congress would pass the Cable TV Act of 1984 and
President Ronald Reagan would sign the bill. The legislation would
create a real basic extended tier that subscribers would have to
take as a whole or not and pay for every channel on that tier if
they choose to buy the package. That tier became a sports goldmine
and a major revenue producer. The National basketball Association,
along with Major League Baseball, National Collegiate Athletic
Association football and basketball and eventually the National
Hockey League became enriched beyond the wildest
expectations.

 

Stern would also get a big assist from Reagan again in 1986 when
Reagan along with Congressional leaders revised the American Tax
Code in 1986. In a nutshell, the burden of funding for stadiums and
arenas in the United States shifted from sports owners to the
general public and the owners across the board demanded and got new
baseball parks, football stadiums and arenas and the public paid.
In some cases, the public was on the hook for 92 percent of the
stadium or arena costs thanks to the tax code reforms.  In
between the two major pieces of American legislation, Stern also
got Michael Jordan in the league. Stern was smart enough to allow
Jordan to be sold into American’s living rooms whether he was
pitching sneakers or a sports drink. Michael was okay and in fact
lots of people wanted to “Be Like Mike”.

 

David Stern was not a marketing genius or the greatest commissioner
ever although it is hard to say who was the greatest commissioner
because the commissioner’s job first and foremost is to make money
for the owners. David was probably as sharp as anyone who ever sat
in the commissioner’s chair in any North American sport. He
presided over a league that had reached bottom in the late 1970s
and early 1980s and by the time he retired, the sport of basketball
arguably was the second most popular game in the world behind
football or soccer.  David zealously protected and nurtured
the league and in many ways it was his league, he had been
associated with the league in some form or another starting in 1966
and became the NBA’s general counsel in 1978. In 1980, Stern was to
the league’s Executive Vice President.  Stern spent nearly
five decades of his adult life around the NBA. The last 30 years of
his professional life in the league will impact the basketball
industry for decades long after he left the scene.  Stern
pushed the product internationally and was the first commissioner
to understand the impact that the Internet would have on sports.
The league grew from 23 teams of various financial health to 30 and
Stern advocated for an NBA-owned women’s professional basketball
circuit. He had his flaws too but overall, David Stern led the NBA
with an iron fist over everyone except his bosses, the owners, and
led the league into a period of unprecedented growth.

 

Evan Weiner, New York

August 2015











>>Chapter 1 –David Stern takes the hot
seat

 



David Stern replaced Larry O'Brien as commissioner on February 1,
1984. Stern was an attorney who had been the NBA's Executive Vice
President. Stern had an agenda when he replaced O’Brien that was
more visionary than his boss. O’Brien was brought in because he was
a political operative and a veteran of President John F. Kennedy’s
administration and was part of JFK’s inner circle. O’Brien’s main
task originally was to get Congressional approval of a proposed
merger between the National Basketball Association and the American
Basketball Association and make sure Congress knew the NBA existed.
To that end he did his job as there was an amalgamation between the
two entities but O’Brien was in charge of a league that at best was
trending water with some owners threatening to shutter their
franchises. In 1983, O’Brien, Stern, Gary Bettman and Russell
Granik were able to sign a deal with National Basketball Players
Association Executive Director Larry Fleisher and get a salary cap
and a drug testing component as part of the league and players’ new
Collective Bargaining Agreement.

 

That would allow Stern the flexibility to
direct a tremendous expansion in the marketing of the NBA and
develop a cohesive and profitable broadcasting strategy. He would
move try to ensure the stability of NBA franchises by increasing
licensing revenues, and developing corporate sponsorships.

 

The NBA had much better footing when Michael
Jordan entered the league in 1984. Unlike the final year of Larry
O’Brien’s tenure, the league was able to keep 23 franchises on the
court playing basketball in 21 different markets. In 1983, there
were indications that the league would have been trimmed to 16
teams without a salary cap. But some old problems were not solved
in San Diego and Kansas City. Both franchises would move with
Donald Sterling moving his San Diego Clippers to Los Angeles in
1984 and the Kansas City Kings relocating to Sacramento in 1985.
Jordan was the third player taken in the draft behind Hakeem
Olajuwon who went to Houston and Sam Bowie, who was selected by
Portland. Jordan ended up in the nation's number three market and
perhaps its most rabid sports town.

 

Jordan was a nice player who went to Chicago.
If ever a Commissioner fell into the right set of circumstances to
grow his league, it was Stern.

 

Everything aligned.

 

"I think we were convinced at the time that
he would be the third player picked in the draft," said Kevin
Loughery who was the Chicago coach at the time and had led Julius
Erving and the New York Nets to two ABA championships. "Olajuwon
was rated No. 1 and Portland had the big gun in Clyde Drexler, so
they took Bowie. It was pretty obvious Mike was going to be
there.

 

"We knew he was going to be good, but we
never thought he was going to be the greatest player ever to
play."

 

The truth is Loughery really did not know
what kind of player he was getting in Jordan. After the first day
of training camp, Loughery wasn't sure what to make of the rookie
from North Carolina.

 

Twenty-four hours later, though, Loughery was
already drawing up Dr. J (Erving) comparisons.

 

"In all honesty, on the second day of
training camp, we knew we had a special player," Loughery said. "He
played in the passing game system in college under Dean Smith. He
played in the passing game system in the Olympics for Bobby
Knight.

 

"We felt he was a decent shooter. When we saw
his ability to handle the ball and his athletic ability, when we
saw all of that, we knew he was going to be something special. But
again, we never thought he was going to be the greatest player of
all time."

 

Immediately, Michael Jordan had an impact on
the Chicago Bulls. Jordan led the 1984-85 Bulls to an 11 game
improvement over the previous season, which was a remarkable feat.
The Bulls had only won 55 games in the two years before he
arrived.

 

Jordan led the Bulls in points, rebounds,
assists and steals. He was clearly the best rookie in the league
and finished third in the league in scoring with 28.2 points a
game.

 

Jordan's presence in Chicago Stadium that
season almost doubled the Bulls attendance from an average of 6.365
per game in 1983-84 to 11,887. More importantly for the NBA, Jordan
became the major cog of a massive marketing machine created by Nike
that brought him into everybody's living room.

 

Jordan, along with Bird and Magic, became the
catalyst responsible for building interest in the game
internationally.Stern got help from Phil Knight and NIKE and other
advertisers in promoting Michael Jordan globally. Stern and the NBA
marketers were able to turn a conception — the 1983 NBA is too
black — into a global behemoth.

 

"As it turns out," Loughery concluded,
"Michael did become the greatest ever. But when you talk about
greatness, it was pretty close between Doc and Michael. You can
never leave out Bill Russell either because he won 11 championships
with the Celtics."

 

Stern’s tenure also started with major help
from Congress. The Cable Communications Policy Act of 1984. The
1984 Cable Act established policies in the areas of ownership,
channel usage, franchise provisions and renewals, subscriber rates
and privacy, obscenity and lockboxes, unauthorized reception of
services, equal employment opportunity, and pole attachments.

 

The law allowed cable operators to bundle
what were financially faltering networks into a basic expanded tier
which may have saved the cable industry as consumers were paying
one flat price for numerous stations on basic expanded. The
bundling of channels would lead to the formation of regional cable
TV sports networks around the United States and strengthen ESPN,
CNN (and other Turner properties) and other cable networks.
Regional sports cable channels would soon to able to pay more money
for events than local over-the-air channels. The sports channels
would have two sources of income, subscriber fees and advertising
support.

 

“The real revolution for the NBA came during
the 80’s and early ’90 when cable TV penetrated the large cities
allowing regional cable networks to grow,” said Jim Williams, a
media consultant who was part of the development teams for four
regional sports networks. “Cities like Dallas, Houston Los Angeles,
Cleveland and Phoenix to name a few had become wired allowing the
regional cable networks to become a force. Home Sports
Entertainment in Houston, Dallas and San Antonio, Sunshine Network
and Sports Channel Florida, Sports Channel Ohio, Home Team Sports
in Washington, D.C., Cox Cable in Phoenix all the sudden had the
kind of subscriber base that it took to offer the NBA teams big
money. The sky became the limit after once the regionals had that
penetration into the big city markets. So once the cable pipeline
was opened to the big cities the money flowed to the NBA franchises
and most all of the league had the vast majority of telecasts on
cable.”

 

Stern was able to get more and more money on
the national level for NBA games on cable. The NBA got $12.5
million annually from Turner in its next contract in 1986. It was a
two-year, $25 million contract. In 1988, the fees doubled in a
two-year, $50 million agreement with Turner. In 1990, Stern got
$275 million over a four year period from Turner. The 1984 Cable TV
Act was a major break for Stern.

 

In 1985, the NBA was struggling in its
efforts to figure out cable TV and protect not only its national
rights partners but local TV contracts as well. The league owners
decided to limit teams that had deals with superstations to 41
games per season.  The Chicago Bulls ownership had a deal with
“superstation” WGN which was available on many cable TV systems
throughout the United States. Ted Turner, who had owned the Atlanta
Hawks placed his team on his “superstation” WTBS in Atlanta which
was carried national. Turner’s Major League Baseball team was
promoted as “America’s Team” and the franchise was enormously
popular around the country because of the reach of WTBS. By 1990,
WGN and WTBS would become a problem for the NBA.

 

Everything came together for the NBA. There
was a salary cap, drug testing, three stars in the east, Midwest
and west coast and a new deal with CBS. More money was flowing into
the game but there was one remnant of the early days. The Utah Jazz
traded Fred Roberts to the Boston Celtics for a pair of exhibition
games after the 1984-85 season. Roberts was involved in two odd
trades in his career. The New Jersey Nets sent him to San Antonio
in 1983 for Coach Stan Albeck and the Jazz-Celtics deal which was
probably designed to put money into the Jazz coffers.

 

The Celtics were on top of the league with
Bird, Kevin Mc Hale, Dennis Johnson and Robert Parrish and with the
Lakers, a glamour team. The two pre-season games, in 1985 and 1987
would be played in Utah.

 

“I’ve been traded for coaches and exhibition
games,” said Roberts. “At the time, it was a good career move for
me to be able to move out of Utah. I tried to tell myself they are
going to make a lot of money when we go out there and play the
exhibition games. One was played in Provo (Utah), somehow they
worked out the money deal there. In Boston, they (his teammates)
harassed me a bunch, they harassed me because they had to make the
flight out to Utah, they didn’t want to play the game.”

 

Roberts wasn’t around for the second
Celtics-Jazz pre-season game.

 

Bird’s Celtics took on Magic’s Lakers in the
finals in three times, in 1983, 1984 and 1987. The Lakers finally
beat the Celtics in the finals in 1984 after to Boston in 1962,
1963, 1965, 1966, 1968 and 1969 in the Bill Russell years and again
in 1984. The Lakers finally beat Boston in 1985 and again in 1987.
Pat Riley just missed out on the Celtics-Lakers rivalry of the
1960s but was at the center of it as Lakers coach during the 1980s
revival of the arch enemies and Riley made it clear that he still
harbored a great resentment toward Red Auerbach, the Celtics and
the Boston Garden.

 

“We had an unbelievable rivalry with the
Boston Celtics because the Celtics in the 60s beat the Lakers six
times for world championships. So there was just more than just a
rivalry. This eventually developed into some hatred on both sides,
that’s just how the way it was,” Riley explained.

 

“The Celtics were a great, great team during
that period of time. They were very difficult in a lot of ways on
the opposing. They carried the psyche job or the gamesmanship to a
whole another level and that was the strength of Red Auerbach. So
you had to be aware of it, you had to counter it. You knew when you
went to Boston Garden you were not going to get a clean locker
room, you were going to get a cold locker room, your towels might
be cut in half. There was one thing after another.

 

“There would schedule a practice for you and
then you would go in and practice and it would be locked, there
would be nobody there. You could never get the Garden floor and
when you could get the Garden floor, all of a sudden the Garden
floor would be very quiet and then within three minutes they would
have saws and clean up people. It was one thing after another. That
was all part of their gamesmanship.

 

“All we (the Lakers) ever done is make our
own arrangements for practices. We bring everything to the locker
room. If we have to vacuum it, we will vacuum it. It’s a building
that’s archaic. It’s a building borne out of tradition and history.
It’s a great, great advantage for them, the crowd is rabid, it’s
there. They understand the smell and the feel of it. It’s there.
It’s like an old shoe. They love to play in it but it’s the worst
basketball building in this league. They have to do away with it,
it is just not up to standards, eventually they will build a new
arena and then they build that new arena they will lose a little
bit of that edge. It’s just not a state of the art building.”

 

In the 1984 series, Game 6 was played on a 97
degree day in Boston. The Garden had no air conditioning which
meant Riley and his staff had to face tropical conditions inside
the old building.

 

“There was nothing they could do about it but
because it was Boston Garden it was 100 degrees with 95 percent
humidity, we went to the locker room, we were on the sun side (of
the building), it was hot, there was no air condition, it was
stuffy, it was terrible, it was awful and we walked down to their
locker room, it was air conditioned, they had ice, fans, they had
the whole ball of wax. What we did was go out and rent some huge
air conditions, big electric air conditions. We plugged them into
the wall and we blew the fuses in the Boston Garden. It was really
a sight to behold.

 

“The Celtics and the Boston Garden are a
tradition, and it’s a history,” said Riley. “They make it difficult
for you; they never give you an inch. It’s all part of the
gamesmanship; you knew lose respect for them as a team or an
organization but you have to be wary. You can’t lose respect for a
team that has Bird, (Kevin) Mc Hale and (Robert) Parrish. You just
have to understand and deal with the annoyances that come with
that.”

 

Still Riley had a great deal of admiration
for Auerbach who he called the Big Cigar.

 

“I love Red Auerbach. He is a character and
he is a winner. I learned a lot from him, like he doesn’t give
anybody else any credit, I am not going to give him any credit,” he
said.

 

Riley hated the Celtics. Robert Parrish hated
the Lakers. A good rivalry needs hatred and that hatred turned into
big dollars for Stern and the NBA. People wanted to know about the
Celtics and Lakers games and that hooked people into watching the
league that was considered too black with too many guys doing drugs
for white America in the 1980s.

 

“We would like to think so. I think the
feeling was mutual,” said Parrish. “We hated each other for the 48
minutes and after that just leave it alone. I don’t think anybody
took it very personally off the court but we took it very
personally on the court. Both of us got a lot of pleasure out of
beating the other team.”

 

Parrish also took exception to Riley’s
assessment of the Celtics locker room in the heat in 1984.

 

“Obvious Pat hasn’t visited the Celtics
locker room or he would never make that statement,” Parrish
said.

 

The Lakers-Celtics rivalry of the 1980s put
the NBA on the road to having “A-list celebrities” at courtside
something that long time referee Darrell Garretson noticed.

 

“Jack (Nicholson) is quite of funny, because
Jack will always tell you when I would say Jack, I haven’t seen you
and he told me about his last movie,” said Garretson who had a
reputation of not talking to players or coaches but he would talk
to Jack or Spike Lee. “Jack is great, Jack, I was there when he
mooned the people in Boston. I think he is great because he doesn’t
have any bodyguards. It amazes me when celebrities have body
guards. Jack doesn’t have a bodyguard; Spike Lee doesn’t have a
bodyguard. Arsenio Hall used to sit besides Magic (Johnson) and
would say, Magic, what is with the bodyguards? Who are you afraid
of, you are 6-9, 245 pounds, what do you need a bodyguard and this
little shrimp Arsenio, are you telling me Arsenio needs a
bodyguard? That’s ridiculous.”

 

Nicholson’s antics of dropping his pants and
showing his rear to the Boston Garden faithful during a 1984 Finals
game should have landed him outside the arena and possibly in jail
for indecent exposure. But the only exposure was that Stern and the
NBA laughed at it. Celebrities became part of the show and that
included Spike Lee who would waltz onto the court at Knicks games
in New York to discuss official calls or carry on courtside banter
with players like Reggie Miller.

 

“From the photographers well, Jack had had
his fill of the Boston people,” Garretson recalled. “He had a ball
at it and they left him alone. He could walk right through the
crowd of the most rabid Boston Celtics fans and never look one way
or another. I hate to see celebrities who need protection.”

 

The Boston Garden was replaced in 1995.

 

That looseness of crowd control would
eventually come back to haunt Stern years later in Auburn Hills,
Michigan in 2004.

 

The Lakers success had a big impact on the
entire sports industry. In 1988 Lakers and Los Angeles Kings owner
Dr. Jerry Buss sold the naming rights of the Forum in Inglewood,
California to Great Western Savings and Loan. The facility would be
renamed Great Western Forum and would usher in a new revenue source
for owners. What Buss did was not anything new. In 1953, the new
owners, Anheuser-Busch of the National League’s St. Louis Cardinals
tried to rename Sportsman’s Park Budweiser Stadium after the
company’s bestselling and best known beer label. But Major League
Baseball Commissioner Ford Frick nixed the idea and the park was
renamed Busch Stadium, not the family who owned the brewery not one
of the brewery’s brands. The Boston Patriots owner Billy Sullivan
sold the name of his new Foxboro stadium to the F and M Schafer
Brewing Company in 1971. Other stadiums including Wrigley Field in
Chicago and Briggs Stadium in Detroit carried corporate names but
the Wrigley family owned the Chicago Cubs and the Briggs family had
controlling interest in the Detroit Tigers.

 

Buss’ sale of the rights started a chain
reaction of the selling of naming rights in all sports in the
United States and Canada. Ultimately teams would find other sources
of advertising revenues. The concept of having a presenting sponsor
of a team would begin in 2003 when Rock Financial signed a deal
with the Detroit Pistons. By 2007, the Cleveland Cavaliers, New
Jersey Nets, San Antonio Spurs and Toronto Raptors had deals with
presenting sponsors. The WNBA’s Connecticut Sun also had a
presenting sponsor.

 

Donald Sterling emerged as a David Stern
problem in 1984 when he moved his Clippers from San Diego to Los
Angeles without league permission. Sterling, who apparently was a
friend of Dr. Jerry Buss, purchased the team from Irv Levin in
1982.  The NBA under O’Brien may have overlooked Sterling
using a racist remark while he was interviewing Rollie Massimino to
fill the opening coaching job in 1983. The NBA did no
investigation. Stern was powerless to stop Sterling from moving the
Clippers to Los Angeles despite the league owners saying no to the
move.  By Sterling’s second year in the league, he was causing
problems that the league would not touch until 2014 after Stern
left office.

Sterling filed a $100 million lawsuit daring
the NBA to block him eventually the two sides settled with Sterling
giving the league $6 million and the league saying yes to the move.
It would not be the last time Donald Sterling would cause headaches
for Stern and the NBA. The Sterling defiance also of Stern started
a pattern of unusual discipline and authority within David Stern’s
world. It seemed Stern could bully everyone except his owners.
Stern knew they were his boss and he worked for them. Very rarely
would David Stern reprimand his bosses while he was the head man in
the NBA office.  Stern was a tough man but seemingly folded
when one of his owners damaged the league’s image. Donald Sterling
should have been Stern’s top target for discipline from the first
day of his tenure as NBA Commissioner.

 

Stern never did rein in Sterling.

 

During Stern’s term, every owner received a
new building expect the Dolan family in New York where the
Knickerbockers franchise was playing in a rebuilt Madison Square
Garden, which opened in 1968, Seattle. New Jersey owner Bruce
Ratner had plans for a new facility in Brooklyn and SuperSonics'
ownership wanted to replace the renovated Seattle building that
opened in 1962 and was rebuilt in 1995. Franchises in Miami and
Charlotte opened two buildings and Orlando opened its second
building during Stern’s Commissionership in 2010. Ratner took his
Nets to Brooklyn in 2012. Maurice Podoloff’s BAA and then NBA had
teams playing in high school gyms. Walter Kennedy’s NBA played on
neutral courts that included a high school in the San Francisco Bay
Area. O’Brien’s NBA featured old buildings with glorious histories
that were becoming decrepit. Stern, who once said in the 1990s that
every one of his arenas should be like Disneyland, saw his teams
play in state-of-the-art facilities that had restaurants and work
centers. The Cable Act or 1984 and the 1986 Tax Act changed the NBA
and all sports. Stern became very successful thanks to great
players, great teams and a big hand from Congress and Ronald
Reagan.











>>>Chapter 2 - Drugs, Death and a
Polishing an Image

 

 

The NBA’s 1983 collective bargaining agreement with its players
attempted to bolster the league’s image and get help for players
with drug problems. Boston ended up with the second pick in the
1986 draft and took Maryland forward Len Bias. Two days later Bias
was dead from a cocaine overdose. Bias might have been the next
great Celtics player and might have kept the Celtics mystique alive
into the 1990s. Bias was not an NBA player so the new rules could
not have affected him but there were other abusers whose careers
were grounded by drugs.

 

In 1986 Micheal Ray Richardson failed his third drug test and was
kicked out of the NBA. Richardson continued his career in Europe.
In 1983, Utah forward John Drew missed 38 games because of drug
treatment.  In 1986, Drew is out of the league after
attempting to buy cocaine from an undercover cop. Chris Washburn,
who was drafted by Golden State at #3 in the 1986 draft right
behind bias, was out of the NBA by 1989 because of three failed
drug tests. William Bedford, who was drafted at #6 by Phoenix,
entered rehabilitation for drug usage in 1988.

 

Roy Tarpley who went to Dallas after Bedford’s selection was
permanently banned from the NBA in 1991 after refusing to take a
drug test. He was reinstated in 1994 but gone in 1995 after being
caught with alcohol which violated his after-care program
agreement. In 1989, the Houston Rockets had three players with drug
abuse history, John Lucas, Michael Wiggins and Lewis Lloyd. Wiggins
and Lloyd were tossed out of the league for two years when they
failed drug tests on January 13, 1987. In 1991, Phoenix’s Richard
Dumas tested positive for cocaine and is suspended. In 1995, Dumas
was banned from the NBA because he is caught with alcohol which
violated his aftercare agreement.

 

The NBA had become so widely popular by the mid-1980s that drug
abuse stories no longer stuck to the league. The nomadic days were
gone and were replaced by Jack Nicholson rooting on the Lakers from
courtside seats. The NBA had become the Ed Sullivan Show, instead
of Ed introducing celebrities who showed up at his Sunday night CBS
TV show in the 1940, 1950s, 1960s and 1970s, the NBC or the Madison
Square Garden Network in New York would show what celebrities
showed up at games. Those celebrities would show up in NBA
promotions in both TV and print commercials. The NBA was
FAN-tactic. Madison Square Garden would call celebrities and assign
them seats where TV cameras could easily spot Jerry Stiller, Woody
Allen or Madonna and Spike Lee would have courtside seats and run
onto the court to either harass a player like Indiana’s Reggie
Miller or yell at a referee. The game had morphed from a
competition to a competition that was part of an entertainment
package by the mid-1990s.

 

Bird-Magic-Jordan was considered the trilogy and the three were the
NBA’s most marketable players. But they were not alone. The NBA
also had Charles Barkley and Patrick Ewing along the Detroit’s “Bad
Boys.” General Electric took notice of the NBA and its sudden
popularity and signed a four-year, $601 million contract on
November 9, 1989 to broadcast games on its National Broadcasting
Company division starting with the 1990-91 season. It was the
biggest TV deal to date and rather remarkable considering that a
decade earlier CBS was showing NBA playoff games on tape
delay.

 

The 1983 labor agreement ended in 1987 and instead of striking a
group of players brought another antitrust lawsuit against the
owners in an effort to gain some leverage in negotiations with the
owners. In 1988, the National Basketball Players Association
settles the lawsuit by signing the Bridgeman Settlement Agreement
(Junior Bridgeman was the President of the Players Association)
bringing unrestricted free agency to the NBA — the first
unrestricted free agency in any major professional sports league.
The Bridgeman Agreement included reducing the college draft from
seven rounds to two rounds. Free agency is protected with strict
anti-collusion provisions. The terms of the Bridgeman Agreement
become incorporated into a six-year Collective Bargaining
Agreement.

 

Jordan was not on a championship team in 1989 but he would become a
pawn in a fight between the league and the Chicago Bulls. Chicago
owner Jerry Reinsdorf signed a new television contract with
“Superstation” WGN in 1989, Reinsdorf had Jordan and WGN was a
national carrier owned by the Chicago Tribune Company. Reinsdorf in
1985 signed off on the 1985 owners’ agreement limiting the number
of games that a franchise could put on a superstation.

 

In 1989, NBA owners further restricted teams with contracts with
“superstations” Stations like WWOR (formerly WOR), WTBS and WGN
could not compete head to head anymore with the NBA’s national
cable rights holder. That was not a problem with Madison Square
Garden decided to put all New York Knicks telecasts on its own
Madison Square Garden Network and ended its relationship with WWOR
in 1989. But Turner had the Hawks and the Hawks games were
available on TBS. In 1990, Reinsdorf signed a deal to move his
Bulls (and MLB’s Chicago White Sox) from Chicago’s WFLD-TV to WGN,
a station that in 1990 had 33 million cable subscribers. A Chicago
Bulls game on WGN could not be available to cable systems
nationally if there was a Turner’s TNT which just scored the new
cable deal. The NBA still allowed local teams who had scheduled a
game on a regional cable sports network to show the contest against
the national game.

 

In 1990, Stern and the NBA wanted to cut down the number of games
available on “superstations” from 25 to 20 on each station. WGN
just signed the hottest property in sports, the Bulls and Jordan,
and had an understanding that the station would be able to show 25
games. Stern had a different view; the league had too many games
available nationally and feared overexposure of the product with
games on WGN, WTBS, TNT and NBC.

 

In October 1990, Reinsdorf and WGN sued the NBA claiming that the
league conspired in violation of anti-trust law to restrict the
number of telecasts and thus harming the Bulls, WGN and basketball
fans.

 

In January 1991, Federal District Court Judge Hubert I. Will agreed
with Reinsdorf and WGN, and ruled that the N.B.A.'s reduction of
superstation games to 20 was "a significant restraint of trade"
that violated the Sherman Antitrust Act. He barred the N.B.A. from
instituting the policy. The NBA appealed and lost.

 

Ironically, the NBA’s road to globalization roots can be traced to
the rise of Ted Turner as a cable TV mogul. Turner was trying to
figure out how he could force an end to Cold War with CNN
International and his international sports event, the Goodwill
Games, a friendly competition between the US and the Soviet Union
in 1986 according to Jack Kelly, one of Turner’s executives who
would run one of Turner’s Goodwill Games in 1994.

 

Turner sent his Atlanta Hawks to the Soviet Union for the 1988
pre-season training camp. In August 1989 Turner received a present
from the failing Soviet Union. The Hawks signed Aleksander Volkov
in 1989. Volkov was the second Soviet to sign with an NBA that
summer. The Golden State Warriors inked a deal with Sharunas
Marchulionis in June.

 

The Soviets were letting players leave to pursue opportunities
globally. Arvydas Sabonis, considered the best Soviet player signed
on with Club Barcelona Valladoid in Spain and then Real Madrid. He
joined the NBA's Portland Trail Blazers in 1995.

 

The NBA also sent teams to Europe for training camp and by 1990-91,
the NBA played regular season games in Tokyo featuring the Phoenix
Suns and the Utah Jazz. But all the teams took a beat seat to one
player.

 

National Hockey League owners, some of them who also owned or had
partnerships with NBA teams looked at the NBA with envy by the
early 1990s. The wanted to improve their footprint in the United
States and globally and cast their eyes on Gary Bettman. In
December 1992 Bettman was named the first NHL Commissioner with the
hope that whatever he learned about sports marketing and
administration which made the NBA so successful could be used in
the hockey industry. Hockey and basketball were still intertwined
46 years after Podoloff and hockey owners decided to start the
Basketball Association of America.

 

Michael Jordan was a celebrity and was a certified 14 karat global
star. Jordan would lead the Bulls to championships in 1991, 1992
and 1993. But Jordan had troubles off the court. Jordan was seen
gambling in Atlantic City, New Jersey the night before a playoff
game against the Knicks and there were other stories about his
gambling. On July 23, 1993, Jordan’s father, James R. Jordan in
Lumberton, North Carolina. Jordan ended his NBA career on October
6, 1993. His reason? He lost his desire to play basketball.

 

Even Michael Jordan’s first retirement in 1993 could not derail the
NBA. Shaquille O’Neal and Penny Hardaway were in Orlando and
O’Neal’s Magic squad was an up and coming team. But Riley was now
in New York, Ewing was playing the Garden. Jordan had won three
championships, it would be New York and Ewing’s time now.

 

The Knicks had not won a championship since 1973 after a run of two
championships and three finals in four years between 1970-73.
Boston had a great run between 1957 and 1969 but Madison Avenue
noticed and there was those Knicks were deified. Willis Reed is
forever remembered in New York playing with a severe hip injury in
Game 7 of the 1970s finals, hitting two shots and lifting the
Knicks to victory. Walt Frazier was Clyde, Red Holtzman was a
coaching genius, Dave DeBusschere was the hardworking, blue collar
forward, Bill Bradley was the intellectual, Earl “the Pearl” Monroe
was Clyde’s backcourt mate in the second championship and there was
Jerry Lucas, the memory king, and even Phil Jackson. Jackson had
coached Jordan and the Bulls to three straight championships.

 

It was all there for the Knicks except for one team, the Houston
Rockets. The Rockets beat the Knicks in the 1994 NBA Finals in
seven games. The Knicks were up three games to two as the season
returned to Houston. Hakeem Olajuwon helped tie the series with a
superb defensive play blocking a John Starks shot with seconds
remaining to enable the Rockets to tie the series and Houston won
game 7. The next season, Olajuwon and the Rockets beat O’Neal’s
Magic in four games for the franchise’s second straight title

 

Jordan made his return in March 1995 and his Bulls were eliminated
from the playoffs by O’Neal and the Magic. But Jordan’s return was
great news for WGN. On March 24, 1995, Jordan's first game back
translated into record ratings for WGN-TV. The Chicago Bulls vs.
Orlando Magic game garnered an all-time WGN high regular season
rating and an all-time high WGN Sports rating of 41, which
translated into a 59 share of Chicago viewing households. Via
WGN-TV's superstation coverage, the game delivered a 4.4 rating in
its cable universe. The Chicago rating plus national cable viewing
generated a total average audience of 2.9 million homes, an
estimated 4.5 million viewers.

 

Jordan was back and that meant money.

 

The 1995 playoff series against Orlando would be the last time the
Bulls would not win a playoff series with Jordan in the lineup.
Chicago would win three more titles in the Jordan era in 1996, 1997
and 1998. Jordan retired again with six championships. His loss
would be a tremendous blow not only to the Bulls but to the NBA,
NBC and TNT as well.

 

Jordan’s spent the 1994 playoffs playing Double A Minor League
Baseball with the Birmingham Barons. Bulls owner Jerry Reinsdorf
was still paying Jordan his basketball salary but Jordan was
playing for Reinsdorf’s Chicago White Sox minor league affiliate.
Jordan was a washout as a baseball player hitting just .202 with
three home runs and 51 runs batted in.

 

GE and the NBA would renew their marriage vows and signed a new
four year TV deal on April 28, 1993 worth $892 million dollars.
Stern and NBC Sports Chairman Dick Ebersol agreed to a third
four-year deal for $1.616 billion that gave NBC the broadcast
license between 1998 and 2002. The NBA finally hit the big time on
network TV.











>>>Chapter 3 - Ronald Reagan Changes
the NBA and Sports

 

 

With Bird, Magic, Jordan and a labor agreement in hand, the NBA
decided to expand from 23 to 25 teams by the end of the 1980s.
After going through cities, the NBA decided four more areas were
ready for the NBA, three of them former ABA cities. Charlotte,
Orlando, Miami and Minneapolis were awarded franchises for a $32.5
million fee. All four cities would open new buildings, which was a
major enticement for the league.

 

The impetus for the expansion may have come from Ronald Reagan’s
White House. The 1986 Tax Act changed how sports arenas and
stadiums were funded in the United States. Ronald Reagan may have
played a football hero on the screen, but in real life his tax
policies made him a hero to professional sports teams that were
able to expand and profit because of them.



Reagan left an enormous impact on sports by putting his signature
on the Tax Reform Act of 1986.



To many sports fans, Ronald Reagan was known for two things. He was
a sports announcer who "recreated" Chicago Cubs baseball games for
the Des Moines, Iowa, radio station WHO, and he played the role of
the dying George Gipp in a movie.



But in terms of sports, it was "Dutch" Reagan who changed league
dynamics and accelerated the movement to build new stadiums and
arenas complete with huge sources of potential income from luxury
boxes and club seating.



It was Reagan who put the mechanism in place in 1986 that really
started ownership free agency and a battle between cities for
National Football League, Major League Baseball, National
Basketball Association and National Hockey League teams.



The Tax Reform Act of 1986 opened a loophole in the tax laws and
gave owners ammunition in their battles with cities and states to
get stadiums. The law gave municipalities a federal tax exemption
on bonds to build new stadiums and arenas. Because of a bizarre
loophole, only up to a 10 percent limit of stadium or arena revenue
went back to the municipality. The loophole was never plugged
despite an effort by New York Senator Daniel Patrick Moynihan in
the late 1990s to introduce legislation to change the provision.
The New York Democrat could not get past a Senate committee.
Pennsylvania Republican Arlen Specter also wanted to close the
loophole after Moynihan left the Senate and failed. The results are
stunning. At the time of Reagan's death in 2004, 26 of the NFL's 32
teams had new stadiums or renovated facilities with enhanced
revenue streams.



Sports-team owners started putting pressure on municipalities
shortly after Congress sent the completed bill to Reagan for his
approval. The frenzy then started as the Chicago White Sox
ownership led by Jerry Reinsdorf threatened to move to a publicly
funded stadium in St. Petersburg, had the Illinois General Assembly
not given approval for building a new ballpark on Chicago's South
Side.

 

The NBA thought of adding just two teams but expanded by four
franchises. Baseball expanded to taxpayer-funded stadiums in
Denver, St. Petersburg and Phoenix. Spring training became
different, too, with little cities being forced to build
state-of-the-art complexes in a bid to keep teams from leaving for
better offers in other areas of Florida or Arizona.



In 1990, Major League Baseball and Minor League Baseball signed a
new agreement that mandated cities and states across the country to
either build new facilities or renovate existing parks by 1994, or
Major League owners could pull out of those cities. It's no
coincidence that independent baseball minor leagues sprung up,
using cities that Major League Baseball deserted as the basis for
their business ventures.



The National Hockey League was able to expand from 21 to 30 teams
and relocate two Canadian-based franchises to the United States
during the 1990s because of the 1986 Tax Act. The only non-U.S.
city the league added was in Ottawa. Quebec City moved to Denver,
Winnipeg ended up in Phoenix and the league added teams in new
facilities in San Jose, Tampa, Miami, Anaheim, Nashville, Atlanta,
St. Paul and Columbus, and Hartford relocated to Raleigh, N.C.,
when Connecticut said no to a new arena. Almost every NHL franchise
had a new building at the time of Reagan's passing with the
exception of the three New York-area teams and Pittsburgh.



The NBA expanded in 1987 to Orlando, Miami, Minneapolis and
Charlotte. Minneapolis eventually had financial difficulty and
nearly moved to New Orleans in 1994. The Minnesota Legislature
bailed out the team. The NBA awarded teams to Toronto and
Vancouver; the Vancouver team moved to Memphis, Charlotte ended up
in New Orleans; and Charlotte built a taxpayer-funded arena for its
new team.

 

Without Ronald Reagan, the 40th president, would be a lot
different. His signature on the 1986 Tax Reform Act changed the
world of sports.



In 1988, the Charlotte Hornets became the first big league team in
North Carolina, playing at the 23,000 seat Charlotte Coliseum,
which was publicly built. The team would sell out the Coliseum, but
the new facility had a major drawback, just eight luxury boxes and
no club seating.

 

“Being in Charlotte, selling out 23,9(00) every night, it is
unbelievable for an expansion team,” said Gene Littles, the former
Carolina Cougars player who was coaching the Hornets in 1990-91.
“One night, we draw, we sellout and the owner (George Shinn) is
happy.”

 

By 2001, Hornets owners, including Shinn, were claiming losses of a
million dollars a month and struck a deal with the city council
that called for a referendum that would allow Charlotte residents
the opportunity to decide on whether or not to spend public dollars
for a new arena.

 

Originally the Charlotte city council wanted the referendum during
the November 2001 general election. The Hornets pushed for a June
2001 vote and offered to pay the $400,000 to underwrite the
referendum. The council went along with the Hornets suggestion and
scheduled a June referendum.



The Miami Heat in the 1988 expansion joined the Hornets. The new
Miami Arena also had problems. The capacity was around 15,000 and
there were limited numbers of luxury boxes and club seats.  By
1995, the team was sold to the Arison family and by 1999 the team
had moved out of the 11 year old Miami Arena into the American
Airlines Arena.



The two 1989 expansion franchises also had problems. The Orlando
Magic were the only team in town but by 1994, team owners were
unhappy with the Orlando Arena and were quietly complaining that
the team which featured Shaquille O'Neal had out grown the five
year old arena. There were too few seats, only 26 luxury boxes and
no club seating. By 2000, the Magic ownership was actively seeking
a new home. In March 2001, Magic owner Richard DeVos openly told
area hotel and motel operators to take their “grubby little
fingers” off the tourism tax and use the money to build a new Arena
in Orlando. The tourism tax had originally been used to build the
Orlando Arena in the late 1980s and Orlando still owed $40 million
on the $110 million facility in 2001.



In Minneapolis, the Harvey Ratner and Marv Wolfenson partnership
could not come up with enough money to cover the cost of the
expansion fee and pay off the debt at the privately built Target
Center. Eventually, the City of Minneapolis and the state of
Minnesota took over the arena and the Ratner and Wolfenson group
sold majority interest in the team to Glen Taylor.



But transferring the ownership of the team and building was not
easy.





Ratner and Wolfenson actually sold the team to a group led by
Boxing promoter Bob Arum in 1994 and the Timberwolves were headed
to New Orleans but were blocked by the league. There was a
protracted debate in the Minnesota Legislature as to whether or not
to buy the arena. The NBA prevailed, the state worked out an arena
deal and Taylor bought the team.

 

“We have a procedure that requires league approval to relocate. In
the context of that process sometimes there are negotiations take
place,” said Russell Granik in explaining how the NBA was able to
keep the Timberwolves in Minneapolis. “No owner in the NBA has an
absolute right to pick up and move to some other city. It requires
the approval of the other 28 owners. In our constitution, the Board
of Governors is supposed to consider both the prospects of a new
location as well as the history and prospects in the old location
but with some initial preference to the status quo where it makes
sense. The Board of Governors has the ability to decide whether
someone can move or not move. Sometimes those intersect.”



The NBA used its muscle to prevent the franchise from relocating.
The 1988/1989 expansion did not produce stable franchises. The next
expansion came during the height of the Jordan popularity and on
the heels of the 1992 Dream Team in the Olympics. Basketball was a
hot item and the NBA was approached by moneymen in both Toronto and
Vancouver.

 

The NBA was soaring even though two of the three best known players
were done. Magic Johnson stunned the basketball word on November 7,
1991 when he retired “because of this virus I have obtained, I will
have to retire from the Lakers today.”

 

Earvin “Magic” Johnson learned on October 26 that he contracted the
HIV virus that caused AIDS. Johnson quit, and then came back for
the 1992 All-Star Game.  There was some concern when Johnson
returned. What if he was cut and bled on another player. Utah Jazz
forward Karl Malone was opposed to seeing Johnson back on the
court. Johnson played in the All-Star Game and as part of the 1992
United States Olympic Basketball squad which was nicknamed “the
Dream Team” because it featured Jordan and Bird on the
roster.

 

The 1992 Dream Team was very important to the marketing of the NBA
as the Olympic Games were played in a basketball hotbed, Barcelona,
Spain.

 

The Dream Team came 28 years after Red Auerbach decided to show
just how good American basketball players were and for the first
time, the top of the line Americans showed their stuff in Olympic
competition.

 

On October 12, 1989, the Amateur Basketball Association of the
United States of America became USA Basketball and allowed the NBA
to participate in the running of the organization. The
International Basketball Federation had changed its policy towards
the use of pros in the Olympics and that gave the NBA a global
opening.

 

By 2007, USA Basketball was an organization made up of associations
which members include the Amateur Athletic Union, the Continental
Basketball Association, the National Association of Basketball
Coaches, the National Association of Intercollegiate Athletics, the
National Basketball Association, the National Basketball
Association Development League, the National Collegiate Athletic
Association, the National Federation of State High School
Associations, the National Junior College Athletic Association, the
National Pro-Am City League Association, the National Wheelchair
Basketball Association, the United States Armed Forces,  the
USA Deaf Sports Federation, the Women's Basketball Coaches
Association and the Women’s National Basketball Association (WNBA).
The NBA calls a good many of the shots when it comes to the
Olympics and the World Championships. In fact, it can be argued
that it calls all the shots.

 

In 2007, former WNBA Commissioner Val Ackerman was the President of
USA Basketball. Ackerman worked under Stern’s jurisdiction in the
WNBA.




>>>Chapter 4 – The
Dream Team

 

 

The 1992 “Dream Team” was conceived after the 1988 American team
was defeated by the Soviet Union at the Seoul Olympics in the
semi-finals. That team won a bronze trophy which was unacceptable
by American standards. On April 7, 1989, FIBA gave its blessing to
allow the best American players to participate in the 1992
Barcelona Games.

 

The “Dream Team” roster included Charles Barkley, Larry Bird, Clyde
Drexler, Patrick Ewing, Magic Johnson, Michael Jordan, Christian
Laettner, Karl Malone, Chris Mullin, Scottie Pippen, David Robinson
and John Stockton. All were NBA All-Stars except for Laettner, the
only non NBA player on the squad. Laettner, however, was the third
pick in the 1992 Draft by Minnesota and had just finished a stellar
career at Duke University. The team was coached by Chuck Daly who
had won back to back championships with Detroit in 1989 and
1990.

 

Jordan, Ewing and Mullin were part of the 1984 US Gold Medal
winning team in Los Angeles.  The NBA was ready to take over
the global basketball industry but it had one minor detail that
needed attention. The NBA squad was going to sweep through its
opponents but keeping everybody happy and giving everybody minutes
was going to be Daly’s biggest problem.

 

“It wasn’t quite as easy as it looked,” said Daly. “Dishing out the
minutes and making sure, there was a lot of sensitivity. But we had
a good time and they were so superior about, I mean there was never
a guy late. There was such respect for each other. It was peer
respect. It was an unbelievable experience.

 

“We had some pretty good scrimmages, the one in Monaco was
unbelievable. That scrimmage. I separated the teams, Magic and
Jordan opposite each other. Ewing and Robinson opposite each other.
It was sensational. “

 

The team won eight games and by an average of 44. What Auerbach
started in 1964, what Ted Turner did in 1988 finally came to
fruition in 1992. Basketball was on its way to globalization and
used the Olympics as the launching pad.

 

Bird retired after the 1992 Olympics. Johnson was planning an NBA
comeback in 1992-93 but decided against it in training camp. He
coached the Lakers late in the 1993-94 season replacing Randy Pfund
then quit and became a part owner of the Lakers in June 1994.
Johnson made another comeback in January 1996 and finished out the
season. He retired after the 1996 playoffs for a final time and
embarked on a show business career which failed.





Despite losing both Bird and Johnson, the NBA was still
“Fan-tastic” and big business was telling David Stern “I Love This
Game.”

 

Not only did cities and the big money people want teams, but
companies wanted to stick their names on buildings. In 1988, Lakers
owner Jerry Buss sold the naming rights to the Forum in Inglewood
to the Great Western Savings and Loans. Buss renamed the building,
the Great Western Forum and all of a sudden, teams found a new
revenue stream. Stern had no problem with the name change. The
selling of naming rights was not really new, when Anheuser-Busch
purchased Major League Baseball’s St. Louis Cardinals on February
20, 1953 and Sportsman’s Park from St. Louis Browns owner Bill
Veeck a few months later, the brewery wanted to rename the place
Budweiser Stadium. Baseball Commissioner Ford Frick said no because
he worried about naming a stadium after an alcoholic product. The
club settled on Busch Stadium after August Busch, Jr., the
brewery’s president. Busch was also the name of an alcoholic
product.



Toronto appeared to be a shoe-in for the league's 28th expansion
team. The NHL’s Maple Leafs games were sold out forever and the
SkyDome was packed nightly as the Blue Jays were winning Major
League Baseball championships. Toronto wanted to be a major league
city and three groups bid for the right to get an expansion team,
including the retired Magic Johnson.



On April 23, 1993, Toronto businessman John Bitove formally applied
for an expansion team. Bitvone was very familiar with the NBA as he
organized the 1994 World Championships, which were held in Toronto.
Bitove was making the NBA money without being part of it. Meanwhile
in February 1993, Vancouver Canucks owner Arthur Griffins contacts
the NBA about landing a franchise for his city.



Griffins was building an arena and needed a basketball team to fill
dates to make the building viable. At this time, the NBA discovered
that Hong Kong is a major basketball hotbed and with China taking
over the island on July 1, 1997, numerous island residents were
relocating to Richmond, British Columbia, the next town over from
Vancouver. The only downside to Griffiths plan was the sliding
Canadian dollar.



On September 30, 1993, the NBA expansion committee recommends that
Bitove group be awarded an expansion franchise for the 1995-96
season. Some five weeks later, the NBA granted Bitove a team. The
NBA expansion committee approved Griffins plans for a franchise and
on April 27, 1994, the NBA went ahead and granted Griffins a
franchise for the 1995-96 season on a conditional basis. The team
would have to sell 12,500 season tickets by December 31 of that
year or the franchise would be revoked. They team sells the
requisite number of tickets by December 20.



Griffins soon finds that he cannot support the Canucks, the NBA
expansion fee and the cost of the $163 million dollar downtown
arena and minority shareholder John E. Mc Caw, Jr. assumes
controlling interest in the Canucks, the now named Grizzlies and
the now named General Motors Place before the team even plays its
first game.

 

In March 2001, Peter Ufford of the “Save the Grizzlies” campaign
said the NBA and Griffiths faced immediate problems when the
franchise was awarded to Vancouver and never solved them.

 

“In Vancouver’s case, the problems were around the US-Canada dollar
exchange, there were around the ownership of the building, it is a
private owned building and private financed with a profit motive as
compared to all other facilities in Canada which are publicly or
public-privately owned and problems with around the operation of
the franchise itself with expenses much higher than comparable
franchises in both the United States and Canada,” he said.

 

“Those are the three underlying problems. Each of those problems
translates to about a $10 million US problem per year. They have
not been address from day one. The problems associated with this
franchise have been there from day one.”

 

Eventually the Toronto Maple Leafs would buy the Toronto Raptors
and the Raptors’ arena for some $408 million Canadian in 1998 and
Maple Leaf Sports and Entertainment (MLSE) became the most powerful
entity in Canadian sports. In 2008, MLSE was worth more than a
billion dollars and the Raptors NBA team was part of a sports
family that included the Maple Leafs, the American Hockey League’s
Toronto Marlies, the Major League Soccer Toronto FC franchise and
the Toronto soccer stadium, the ACC, an arena in Oshawa, Ontario,
Leafs TV, Raptors TV, Maple Leaf Square, a housing and commercial
real estate development in Toronto. MLSE partnered with Rogers
Communications to get three pre-season and five regular season
Buffalo Bills games into Toronto between 2008 and 2012. As MLSE was
growing, Mc Caw was losing millions in Vancouver and puts the
Canucks, Grizzlies and General Motors Place up for sale. Bill
Laurie, the husband of an heir to the Wal-Mart fortune, buys the
Grizzlies but his real motive was to move the team to St. Louis
where he already owns the NHL's Blues and the Kiel Center.



The NBA put up impediments and restricts Laurie from moving the
team until the league is satisfied that Vancouver cannot support a
team. Laurie departs from the scene and Michael Heisley buys the
team for an estimated $170 million.

 

“The NBA is prepared on behalf of its owners to get involved in any
discussions that might prove fruitful,” said Granik of the league’s
involvement in John Mc Caw’s sale to Laurie. “Our first choice will
always be to have our franchises to remain where they are.”



Again, the NBA has problems with expansion and by 2000, the rumors
are flying that Houston, Charlotte, Vancouver and the Los Angeles
Clippers are ready to move. Why did Heisley buy a team that was
losing money and did not control revenue streams in the
building?



Heisley purchased the Vancouver Grizzlies after Bill Laurie signed
a letter of intent to purchase the team from the Orca Bay
ownership. Laurie, it was said, planned to move the Grizzlies to
St. Louis. The NBA blocked Laurie's plan, because Vancouver is a
gateway to the Pacific and Asia and an important part of the NBA's
plan for international growth.



"Let me be clear, as I said when I bought the team,” said Heisley.
“‘Somebody said why did you pick Canada?’ I said, ‘there weren't a
lot of NBA teams available’. I picked the one that I had an
opportunity to buy and I wanted to be in the NBA. "What do I think
of Vancouver? I think it is a fantastic city. I think there are a
tremendous lot of things we have to do to make it a success and,
quite frankly, I am not minimizing the problems involved making pro
sports, especially pro basketball, successful in Canada."



Heisley was a businessman with interests in Canada, so he
understood the dollar differential, which is about 33 cents on the
dollar. In 2000, it cost Canadians about $1.50 to purchase an
American dollar. All Canadian teams operate in American dollars,
although NHL players get their money in Canadian dollars at the
American equivalent. Baseball and basketball players are paid in
American dollars.



"Do I think we have a chance to do it? Obviously I think we do,"
said the new owner. "We are going to make as good an effort as we
can possibly make. I am not blind to all of the things that people
bring up as problems. For me to say, ‘well I got it different’ when
I haven't even done it yet and these other people have been there…
I am not going to comment on that. I just don't have the experience
to really give an intelligent answer to it."



Ticket prices in Canada are high because of the differential in
currency, though not as high as Madison Square Garden's $1,500
courtside seat. There are limits to prices in Vancouver and that's
a problem for owners and ticket holders.



"Quite frankly, we have to basically set the ticket prices as good
as we can possibly set them to recognize the economic situations in
Vancouver and also recognize the economic situation with the team.
That is a negative situation that we have to attempt to overcome,"
Heisley said.



"If we can put a good enough product on the floor, I think we can
attract 13,000 people this year on average. We are that far away
from some of the teams that people think of as top-level teams in
attracting people. We have to do a better job of selling our
programs, getting business support and getting ticket revenues to
help allay. We are going to lose $20 some million this next year,
probably unless we do something to change that."



Heisley apparently can lose $20 million, although he probably would
prefer to make even. Heisley gave some insight into his thinking
about buying the Grizzlies and how it’s not designed to be a big
money maker.



"There are various ways you make investments and I have made a lot
of them, Heisley explained. “Some of them you make because day in
and day out, the company gives you back or the organization gives
you back a return on your investment. Some companies you investment
in them, invest in them and invest in them and they lose money,
they lose money and they lose money.



"Then at some point in time, you look at the value at what you
investing in and you have a multiple of what you invested in the
actual value. People who invested in the NBA in franchises five
years ago have basically seen their franchise value increase today,
even though they have not made much money from the day-to-day
operations of their business."



Heisley wanted to turn the Grizzlies into a "fiscally" responsible
organization. Making money didn't seem to be the main object.



The Chicago businessman paid $170 million for the team that is a
tenant in someone else’s arena. That meant Heisley didn't get to
tap into the building's revenue streams. But he thought he can
straighten out the financial problems. That thought evaporated by
the middle of the 2000-2001 season and Heisley was contacted about
moving the team. By February 2001, Heisley was given permission by
David Stern to shop his team around and get the best deal he
possibly could from a city willing to give him an arena with all of
the revenue sources from the building going into maintaining the
team.

 

Six and a half years later, Stern had an interesting comment about
the Vancouver failure and his statement confirmed that the NBA (and
the entire North American major league sports industry) was no
longer looking for “real” fans as the backbone of in-arena
attendance.

 

“My feeling is that as a league and as ownership, we didn't do such
a great job by Vancouver the last time,” the Commissioner
reflected.  “I'm not sure the Vancouver business community did
a great job by the NBA.  I think the fans were terrific and
good.  It may well be that the market, with the dollar or not,
may be just appropriate for one professional team and its size and
basketball intensity. 



>>>Chapter 5 - Labor Pains

 

 

The National Basketball Association owners locked out their players
on July 1, 1998. The dispute came down to money. The owners felt
the players were taking in too much of the league’s revenues. In
October 1998 one time Rochester Royals and Boston Celtics player
Arnie Risen was in New York City being honored for being inducted
into the James Naismith Memorial Basketball Hall of Fame earlier
that year.

 

Risen had started his career in 1946 with the Indianapolis Kautskys
of the National Basketball League in 1946 after he was thrown out
of Ohio State University in the fall semester 1945 because of poor
grades. After two years with Indianapolis, Risen joined the
Rochester Royals. The Rochester franchise left the National
Basketball League to join the Basketball Association of America in
what really was a money deal. Royals’ owners could make more money
in the BAA which had the bigger cities although the money was all
relative. No one was banking cash in the early days of pro
basketball according to Risen who seemed astonished that a half
century after he joined the Royals that the owners locked out the
players.

 

“Well, I guess both sides have an argument,” Risen said. “I tend
not to feel too sorry for either one of them honestly. It’s
obviously a money thing. We used to play for sport. Twenty five
bucks a ballgame when I started out. That is a little bit different
from what they are arguing about today, isn’t it?”

 

In 1998, it was estimated that every game that wasn’t played in the
lockout that the players lost $14 million. By the end of the 20th
century, Dr. Naismith’s invention to kill some time in the winter
months had become a multi-billion dollar global entity.

 

“I guess the fans are the people who are really hurting from this,”
said Risen. “I can’t feel sorry for a player who is making several
million dollars and claims hardship. The fans, who are paying for
the gymnasiums or the arenas that they are playing in I think are
getting a raw deal out of it.

 

“I think the most we made in playoff money in one year was about
$2,000. I figured up one time, I think in my career, I played 13
years and I think in 13 years I amassed a fortune of
$150,000.”

 

The 1998-99 NBA lockout was the first time the league shut down its
product. Major League Baseball had job actions that resulted in
shutdowns in 1972, 1981, 1985, 1990 and 1994-5. The National
Football League lost a pre-game in 1974 and went through two
players strikes in 1982 and 1987. The National Hockey League went
through two labor actions in 1992 and 1994-95.

 

The Players Association and owners had been working within the
framework of the 1983 agreement which guaranteed the players 53
percent of the league’s revenues along with a salary cap and a drug
testing policy. The two sides renewed the agreement in 1988. In
1994, the players led by Charles Grantham wanted some changes in
the agreement. The players felt the league was making so much money
that it was time to do away with the cap, get rid of the entry
draft and eliminate the right of first refusal which meant a free
agent could sign with another team and his original team would not
have a chance to match the contract. The owners were not willing to
give up any of those positions because it would end cost certainty
something which they enjoyed since 1983.

 

The players worked throughout the 1994-95 season without a deal but
filed an anti-trust suit seeking the end of the cap, draft and
right of first refusal. US District Court Judge Kevin Duffy ruled
against the players in July 1994 and returned to the bargaining
table. The talks went nowhere and by summer 1995, some of the
players and their agents were talking about using the same tactic
the National Football League Players Association had used time and
time again. Decertify the association. The thinking was that
without the Players Association that without a collective
bargaining agreement the owners would be subject to antitrust laws
and they could sue the league to end the cap, draft and right of
first refusal.

 

The NBA locked out the players on June 30, 1995 and changed some of
its bargaining strategy and loosened free agency rules. The
players’ started to worry about losing money and voted against
decertification. The two sides came up with a new six-year
agreement which contained a clause that allowed the owners to
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