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For the hundreds of dedicated, talented people
who played a crucial role in the success of the football teams
I’ve coached, yet never got the chance to stand on a podium
and hold the Super Bowl trophy







MORE THAN A GAME







PROLOGUE
THE KNIFE’S EDGE


The night was cold and raw, with winds gusting up to forty miles per hour, but as I walked through the chill to the sideline of the M&T Bank Stadium on December 3, 2007, I was reminded of how much I love the game of professional football.


The team I coached, the Baltimore Ravens, was free-falling through a painful losing streak, standing at 4–7 after five straight losses. People were calling for my job and questioning whether I’d lost my team. We were going into a game against the 11–0 New England Patriots, the most imposing team the league had seen in more than twenty seasons, and few people outside the Ravens’ locker room gave us much of a chance.


But all week long, we had felt otherwise. In watching game films, we’d seen teams like the Redskins and Bills shy away from challenging New England’s defense, failing to exploit the deteriorating speed of their aging linebacking corps. We knew that with our bruising offensive line, we could hammer the Patriots and wear them down. I emphasized all week that a ten-play touchdown drive would be better than a ninety-yard bomb.


With the hopes for building on our 13–3 success of 2006 already dashed, there was a sense throughout the team that this game might be the season’s last great stand. No one said it out loud, because they were professionals and we still had a month of games left to play, but the feeling was palpable. It was Monday night and we were at home in front of a national television audience. The raucous Ravens fans were their usual boisterous selves. The team was keyed up as well, and particularly focused on this night. Just a week earlier, three of our players—University of Miami alums Ray Lewis, Ed Reed, and Willis McGahee—had buried their close friend Sean Taylor of the Redskins, who’d been slain by an intruder at his home in Miami. They’d dedicated this game to Taylor’s memory.


So we were at an emotional peak, and from very early on (after the Patriots’ Ben Watson dropped a touchdown pass in the end zone, forcing New England to settle for a field goal), I had the sense that we would be in the game for the whole sixty minutes. And what a game it was. It had a reckless, frantic quality, with bodies flying around and making frightening hits, exactly the way former players like to remember they played the game. There were big plays, big mistakes, players performing in a barely controlled frenzy (and sometimes—as when our frustrated linebacker Bart Scott threw a referee’s flag into the stands, incurring a fifteen-yard penalty—just beyond it).


Tempers were running high on the field and on the sidelines. After our quarterback Kyle Boller threw an interception, the Patriots’ Rodney Harrison, one of my favorite players in the game, ran by me on the sidelines and launched into a profanity-laced rant about my quarterback and my team. I responded with a sarcastic kissy-face right back at him, just to let Rodney know that I loved him and that he could kiss my ass.


In the locker room at halftime, the mood was electric, because our players knew we could stay with the Patriots. The game was tied then, and remained so after three quarters. We scored a touchdown early in the fourth quarter and then dug in, hoping we’d done enough to prevail. The Patriots kicked a field goal midway through the fourth quarter and before you knew it, we were asking our defense to hold them off one more time.


No one on our coaching staff was surprised. We had known all along that even if we could wear them down, control the tempo, and take a lead into the end of the game, the Patriots’ quarterback Tom Brady would bring them back. We were just hoping we had enough left defensively to make the key play at the end. As it turned out, we did. On fourth and one during the final drive, we stoned Brady on a quarterback sneak.


Only it didn’t count. Our defensive coordinator, Rex Ryan, had called time-out from the sidelines a split second before the play occurred. He had always had the latitude to do so, and he’d saved us from disaster with these timely bailouts in the past. This time, though, the time-out nullified the play and gave the Patriots another chance. But the defense came up again, stopping Heath Evans for a one-yard loss, as the stadium rocked with the roars of the Baltimore faithful.


Only that didn’t count either. False start on New England, so the play was nullified. Now it was fourth and six, though it felt like sixth and six. How many times would we have to stop them? Brady called a pass, our defensive alignment was perfect, we had receivers covered all over the field. But Tom Brady is Tom Brady. He scrambled for twelve yards and the first down, and in the process crushed our spirit. Moments later, he threw a touchdown that won the game for New England.


The mood in the locker room afterward was anguished. We knew we’d given it our best, and I struggled for the words to adequately recognize the immensity of the effort. Some players said frankly that the season was over—and thereafter a few played as though that was the case. Some accused the NFL and referees of bias in favor of the Patriots. It was the inevitable talk of a group of proud players who were facing the reality of a year’s worth of work going down the drain.


Meanwhile, as I left the stadium, I knew the loss would only increase the calls, within the media, for my firing. But I wasn’t really worried about this; I’d signed a new four-year contract earlier in the year, and our owner, Steve Bisciotti, had assured me, both publicly and privately, that he was determined to keep the leadership in place.


As it turned out, that didn’t count either. After two more losses, we won our last game of the season, against the archrival Steelers, and I showed up at the Ravens’ training facility in Owings Mills, Maryland, the next morning, ready to start gearing up for the off-season. It was then that a somber Ozzie Newsome, my close friend and the Ravens’ general manager, gave me the news: I was being fired. Bisciotti, when he spoke to me, couldn’t have been nicer.


There’s a theory in the NFL that after nine or ten years of hammering home the same philosophy, a coach is going to be tuned out by his players. That belief might have led to the firing, but in the final analysis, it was our 5–11 record that sealed my fate. I have been asked the question: What if we’d won that game, been the only team in the league to beat the Patriots in the regular season? Would I still be coaching the Ravens today? My guess is that probably I would. But I could be wrong. That’s the knife’s edge that this game is played on, for players, coaches, general managers, and owners.


Now here’s the other side of that knife: Back in December 2007, I wasn’t the only one taking heat. Just a week before our game with the Patriots, you could have heard rumblings about another team that seemed to have lost its way. The mediocre club had a dead man walking for a head coach, and its performance, in an ugly 41–17 home loss in late November, was so inept that it caused longtime observers not merely to wonder why the embattled coach was still in place, but also to ask pointed questions about whether the young quarterback (who threw four interceptions that day) would ever develop, what the new general manager had been thinking during the off-season, and why the franchise was having so much difficulty finding a sense of direction.


Barely two months later, that same imperfect, floundering team stood as the world champions of professional football. The improbable rise of the New York Giants, who’d barely managed to get into the playoffs as a fifth seed, is an example of the remarkable parity in the modern National Football League, a theme largely obscured during the 2007 season as the Patriots became the first team to march through a sixteen-game regular season without a loss. The Giants, viewed as something of a playoff impostor even in the league’s weaker conference, the NFC, began to cohere in December and, once the playoffs arrived, consistently outperformed their favored opponents, first beating Tampa Bay, then knocking off their nemesis, the Dallas Cowboys, then going to Green Bay to vanquish the Packers in an Ice Bowl sequel that turned out to be Brett Favre’s last stand as a Packer. Finally, they traveled to Super Bowl XLII and did what the Ravens couldn’t quite do, ending the season-long unbeaten run of the Patriots. It was the second time in three years that a wild-card team had run the table, winning three road games and a Super Bowl to capture the Lombardi Trophy.


Want a more recent example? Take a look at what was being said about the Arizona Cardinals after their horrendous 47–7 loss to the New England Patriots on December 21, 2008. That desultory performance was their fourth loss in five games, and they hadn’t been competitive in three of those games. Though they’d lapped the field in the worst division in pro football, the NFC West, the Cardinals were almost universally dismissed as impostors who didn’t belong in the postseason. Then head coach Ken Whisenhunt refocused his team, and they charged through the NFC playoffs, beating Atlanta at home, Carolina on the road, and Philadelphia back at home, to earn the franchise’s first ever Super Bowl trip. Against the Pittsburgh Steelers in Super Bowl XLIII, they showed remarkable resolve and fought to the very end before losing a classic.


The Giants in 2007 and the Cardinals in 2008 underscored the razor-thin edge between the very best teams in football and the merely good, as well as the hyperintense level of competition throughout the league. Fifty years after he’d first spoken the words, pro football was still living up to the proclamation of storied commissioner Bert Bell, who said, “On any given Sunday, any of our teams can beat any of our other teams.”


In pro football, those given Sundays have grown richer, more popular, more pressurized, more documented, more dissected, and more competitive than at any time in the league’s history. Indeed, the game is riding high on more than fifteen years of labor peace, shrewd stewardship, and savvy marketing. At the age of eighty-nine, the National Football League is experiencing another golden age.


Yet I fear that the league itself is like those 18–0 Patriots heading into Super Bowl XLII: vaunted, unvanquished, but strangely vulnerable. And in this case, the stakes are far greater than merely an undefeated season.


The National Football League is a closed universe, in many ways, but it’s also a highly complex, densely interconnected one. It’s the universe that I’ve aspired to, matured in, and thrived in. It’s the universe, eventually, I was fired from. It’s a universe I may well return to someday, because it’s one of the most fascinating, challenging, competitive, rewarding fields I know.


But it’s hard to see it clearly from the center. For nine seasons, I saw football from the inside, as the head coach of the Ravens. I was privy to a tremendous amount of information that never leaves the locker room or the boardroom, but also insulated from much of the criticism and conflict from above and from outside the organization.


Losing my job was a shock, and a blow to my ego. But I’m a football coach, and it’s our nature to try to turn every problem into a challenge, every setback into an opportunity.


So within days of the firing, I decided I wanted to stay busy and remain involved in the game. I accepted an offer to serve as a game analyst for the Fox Network, and agreed to do some pieces on strategy and tactics for the NFL Network.


I decided to write this book as well, because I wanted to explain the game better to those who don’t fully understand it and, frankly, I wanted to better understand the game myself.


One can hear the mixture of curiosity and bewilderment—on blogs, on sports radio, in living rooms, and in the newspapers—a nagging sense that beneath all the athleticism, spectacle, and obsession, there’s something else going on down on the field, forces of which fans and the media are only dimly aware. That part I know. When I walked out on the field to coach a game, I was aware of that entire mix: the strategy, the financial pressure, the injuries, the players’ attitudes, the owner’s preoccupations, the media’s assumptions, the dense array of hidden details that can subtly turn a game in one direction or another.


But I thought that by taking a few steps back and examining the game from some other angles, I could understand the whole living organism more fully. I wanted to ask a billionaire what possessed him to buy a football team. I wanted to better see the world of football through the eyes of general managers, scouts, players, fans, and the league office. I wanted to try to get a sense of how all the complicated pieces fit together, because sitting in my coach’s chair, and dealing with the unforgiving schedules that we live our lives by, I hadn’t had the time to examine many of the most pressing questions with the attention they deserved.


There are multiple issues confronting the NFL in the coming years. There’s the lingering enigma of the nation’s second-largest market, Los Angeles, which has been without an NFL franchise for more than a decade. There’s the persistent problem of how the league can best police off-field player behavior while at the same time redoubling its efforts to provide players with life-management support. There is the perennial question of how to make safer a game that is played by faster, larger, stronger athletes than ever before. There is the challenge of policing the use of steroids and performance-enhancing drugs. There is the question of how best to care for physically debilitated retired players, the aging warriors whose stark accounts of inexplicably uninsured health problems became front-page news in recent years. There is, as well, a range of issues left unresolved about expanding the reach of the game, to other platforms, other media, and other markets around the world.


But the biggest unanswered question, dwarfing all the others, is the fate of the collective-bargaining agreement, which was extended in a contentious meeting in March 2006, and which the owners voted to open early in 2008, making 2009 potentially the last year of the NFL’s current salary structure. Without another extension, 2010 becomes an “uncapped year,” after which, in the absence of a deal, antitrust law almost dictates that the owners will have to lock out the players and shut down pro football in 2011, until an agreement is reached.


So this is an attempt to better understand pro football today, by breaking the modern game down to its elements, in hopes of shedding more light on the relationship between those parts. I have learned that while there is always room for improvement, the universe of pro football has attained a rough equilibrium. In short, the system has worked. And to the wisest heads in the game, what’s most worrisome about a pending negotiation is that both sides are agitating for major changes.


“I just hope we can keep all the pieces together,” says one longtime club executive. “Because if it falls apart, I’m not sure that we’ll ever be able to put it back together again.” The future of the sport lies in the hands of the men who run the game itself. What will occur over the next two years is nothing less than a war for the future of the game, a pitched battle for the soul of football.








CHAPTER 1 | OWNERS

“YOU OWE ME $40 MILLION!”


When Dick Vermeil was hired to coach the Philadelphia Eagles in 1976, he came with a reputation for unflinching commitment and a single-minded dedication to preparing football teams for games. Vermeil didn’t compromise. He was notoriously oblivious to the outside world, and famously unbending, and had advanced in his profession because of these qualities.


His first boss in pro football was the mercurial Eagles’ owner Leonard Tose, an irascible, somewhat unstable raconteur who’d made his money in the trucking business. Tose was famous for firing coaches and administrators on a whim. Vermeil realized early on he needed to manage the relationship, both for his own security and to protect his team from Tose’s impetuous temper.


So on many Friday evenings, when Vermeil was set to go home to his wife, Carol, he instead accepted Tose’s invitation to stop by the owner’s office for a nightcap. The first time he did so, he found Tose well into his happy hour.


“Have some Scotch,” Tose told Vermeil, as the coach sat down.


“Thanks, Leonard, but I don’t drink Scotch,” Vermeil said cheerfully. “But if you’ve got some wine, I’d love a glass.”


Tose frowned. “I don’t have any wine,” he said.


This happened a couple of times, without variation. Something had to give.


Tose never did stock his cabinet with wine. Instead, Vermeil—the uncompromising oenophile from the wine country in California—learned to adapt. “I started drinking Scotch,” he says.


That, in a nutshell, tells you what you need to know about the balance of power in professional football: Players play. Coaches coach. Owners own. Some owners are more visible, some less so, but they are still the ones who need to be satisfied. These are, after all, their football teams. And because of that, accommodations are made up and down the line. A good owner isn’t going to win the Super Bowl for you—any owner is too far removed from the film room and the field of play for his influence to be that decisive. But a bad owner can lose you one, either by undercutting or overruling his front office or coaching staff, or by being so impatient that he sabotages his own team.


In any case, the notion that owners just write the checks couldn’t be further from the truth. From general managers on down to the players, people in football learn that the owner is a presence who needs to be reckoned with.


When I started coaching the Baltimore Ravens in 1999, I figured out fairly quickly that my life was going to be easier if I could regularly explain myself to our owner, Art Modell. Art had been in pro football for nearly forty years, and he knew the game. But he was not impervious to the suggestions of people who didn’t know the game or who did not know how to filter the information they were given.


Like most owners, Art was very passionate about his team and had specific ideas about how it should be run. He was quite emotional after games, win or lose, and subject to hyperbole either way. If we won, I might be informed that I was the second coming of Vince Lombardi. If we lost, it seemed there was always some action that needed to be taken: I should fire a coordinator, start a different set of players, whatever tinkering we could do to get back on the winning side.


In either case, Art was not above making his comments public, and the local sportswriters knew it. I figured if I could take the brunt of whatever Art was upset about, it would save me a great deal of time I might otherwise have had to spend later fixing whatever problems might arise if an unchecked Art spoke off the cuff and his words blew up in the Baltimore Sun.


So I made it a point, after my postgame talk to the team, and press conference and shower, to stop up at Art’s box. I went in there and took those hits so I could make Art understand how and why things happened the way they did. Art was going to have an opinion and I just wanted to make sure that opinion, to the degree it could be influenced, was influenced by me rather than his limo driver or his barber.


Even while grumbling, Art remained very respectful to me. One time I was visiting with him in his office and he was venting his displeasure with something going on during the season. When he realized he was pounding on me pretty good, he softened his remark by saying, “but I’m not talking about you.”


“Well, Art,” I said. “There’s only the two of us in this room, so if you aren’t talking about me I think you’re being entirely too hard on yourself.”


There’s a wide range of ownership styles. The most hands-on owner is the Cowboys’ Jerry Jones, who effectively operates as the team’s general manager. Jones attends every game, like most owners, and almost every practice, unlike most. He stood up in front of the Cowboys on the first day of training camp in 2008 and said, “I can be anywhere in the world I want to be today, and I can be doing whatever I want to do. I choose to be here, with you.”


On the other hand, owners also can be effective by hiring smart people and then getting out of the way. Arthur Blank, the owner of the Atlanta Falcons, was a wealthy football fan when he bought the team in 2002. Arthur went through quite a learning curve with his star player, Michael Vick, convicted of running a dogfighting ring, and a head coach, Bobby Petrino, who bailed on him and the team for a college job before the end of the 2007 season. But he made a couple of strong hires in 2008 with Tom Dimitroff as general manager and Mike Smith as head coach (for the record: Mike is my brother-in-law). They in turn made the right call in drafting quarterback Matt Ryan with the third pick in the 2008 draft.


When Blank hired Smith, he explained that he wanted to be kept abreast of what was going on with the team—through weekly, hour-long postmortems the day after Falcons’ games—but beyond that, he was at Smith’s service. “I told him, ‘Look, I’ll do whatever you want. You want me here, I’ll be here. You don’t want me here, I won’t be here. Whatever works for you, because I’m here for you to be successful.’ In my opinion, the owner needs to reflect what the head coach really requires, because the coach is the CEO of the football team, not the owner.”


But that’s only if the owner wants the coach to be the CEO, and that distinction makes all the difference. Owners shape their club’s universe.


And even great owners can lose their way. For years, Al Davis was among the shrewdest men in football. Then, all of a sudden, he wasn’t anymore. Take a look back at the Oakland Raiders’ first-round draft choices this decade and you’ll see a series of grievous mistakes that turned 2001’s Super Bowl team into a mockery. One of the owner’s jobs is to make sure whoever is making those draft-day decisions makes good ones. And if the owner himself is making those decisions, he’d better be right. Too often, Al has missed in recent years.


But that’s only half of it. One way to tell that an owner is losing his grip is that in-house, behind-the-scenes matters don’t stay behind the scenes. The 2008 season began with Raiders’ head coach Lane Kiffin and Davis tangling in a war of not-for-attribution statements. Davis took action and fired Kiffin, but if you have to fire your head coach five games into the season—whether it’s for losing or insubordination or both—something’s gone terribly wrong. (The Raiders weren’t the only team that went off rails in the middle of the season; the St. Louis Rams and San Francisco 49ers fired their coaches by the midway point, and the Detroit Lions fired general manager Matt Millen not long after.)


As the infighting got worse in Oakland the first few weeks of the 2008 season, with Kiffin and defensive coordinator Rob Ryan barely on speaking terms, and staff morale at an all-time low, I asked one Raiders’ assistant if he’d ever thought of just taking his concerns and grievances straight to Al himself. “Oh, no,” he said. “You don’t pet the tiger.”


After visiting Davis in Oakland a few weeks later, I was left with this: the vision of a brilliant giant of the game who no longer had the acute judgment he once possessed and who, unwittingly or not, had surrounded himself with people who could only agree with him, or who didn’t feel comfortable contradicting him.


•    •    •


Now, here’s where it gets difficult: For pro football to be successful, these men and women who are so powerful in their own element must learn to be partners and listen to thirty-one other people who are just as powerful. That dynamic shapes the agenda of the National Football League.


Commissioner Roger Goodell, like his predecessors Pete Rozelle and Paul Tagliabue, is a formidable, influential figure. But he doesn’t drive the agenda the way Rozelle used to—no commissioner can do that these days. To a greater degree than ever before, the modern NFL is the group of thirty-two owners, and it’s impossible to understand the way the league works without understanding that central fact.


For better or for worse, most of the people who owned pro football teams in the fifties and sixties were running a family business. The team was the primary source of income for Tim Mara and his sons with the New York Giants, for George Halas in Chicago and Art Rooney and his sons in Pittsburgh. Even if football wasn’t the sole business, as with the Colts’ Carroll Rosenbloom, the Rams’ Daniel F. Reeves, and the Cardinals’ Bill Bidwill, it became their main business, their passion. And the investments were minimal: The eight owners who started the American Football League in 1960 paid twenty-five thousand dollars each for their franchises.


The NFL owners were also bound together by a powerful institutional memory. Many of them had been in the league during World War II, when some teams and even the league itself had to consider suspending operations. They had needed a zealot’s love for football because, during the lean years, that was the only way franchises survived. Bert Bell, when he owned the Eagles, used to hawk game tickets from the traffic median on Broad Street. Even owners who came into the game in the sixties had the shared suffering of the war between the NFL and AFL, which nearly killed teams in both leagues even as it was increasing the popularity of the sport as a whole.


I came into the league hearing stories about and meeting these legendary patrician figures—second-generation scions like Wellington Mara and Dan Rooney, and American Football League founder and Chiefs’ owner Lamar Hunt—each of whom had made major financial sacrifices for the greater good of the league. They set the tone that Pete Rozelle always tried to establish (“think league first”) and they made it clear, on numerous occasions, that to them pro football was both more than a game and more than a business.


But in the past twenty years, the profile of the average NFL owner has changed drastically. As franchise values have escalated, so has the net worth of people buying into the league. The league features fewer sportsmen and more business tycoons, men who have made their riches in the modern economy. For owners like Steve Bisciotti in Baltimore and Steve Ross in Miami—men whose net worth is measured in billions—a new football franchise is an incidental, almost vanity, purchase.


The new breed of owners can be smart and engaging, but often they are cut from a different cloth. In spring 2008, I asked John Moag, the savvy sports lawyer who orchestrated the sale of the Miami Dolphins to developer Steve Ross, to arrange a meeting with the new owner. I wanted to ask him the simple question, “Why buy an NFL team?”


I finally got the chance to meet Ross in New York early in 2008 and was ushered into his office atop the Time-Warner Center, which he built. As he got off the phone I extended my hand to introduce myself, but before he shook my hand, he pointed his finger at my face and blurted, “You owe me $40 million!” As I looked at him quizzically he repeated, “You owe me $40 million!”


I reached into my pockets and replied, “I’m a little short on cash—would you take a check?” With that, Ross smiled and told me the story of his purchase of the Dolphins. He thought a deal was in place late in fall 2007, before the Dolphins beat the Ravens for their only win of the season. The victory made Dolphins’ owner Wayne Huizenga sentimental, and though he’d already agreed on terms with Ross in principle, he told him after the game, “I can’t leave these guys. The deal is off.”


It took three weeks and $40 million more to close the sale.


Ross could laugh about that because he could afford to. Today’s challenge for new owners is less about net worth than about liquidity. NFL rules require that even in an ownership group, a single person must have more than 50 percent of the stock—corporate ownership is still not allowed. Because of that, owners must be able to put up an extraordinary amount of cash to afford a modern NFL franchise.


There is a natural tension that exists when a group of old-guard owners (many of whom came into the league before it was a moneymaking machine) cross paths and sensibilities with new-guard owners (many of whom came into the league because it was a moneymaking machine, and paid dearly for the privilege).


Back in the early nineties, when Jerry Jones was setting his own agenda with stadium sponsorships, many owners thought he was the devil incarnate. But Jones’s savvy marketing became the model that the rest of the league followed.


On the other hand, new isn’t always better. When the Washington Redskins’ owner Daniel Snyder bought his team in 1999 and began signing high-priced free agents, other owners were disturbed by his impatience, haughty manner, and strategies they felt were shortsighted. They were right.


As of yet, the Redskins’ disappointing performance on the field hasn’t prevented Snyder from enjoying what is among the most profitable franchises in the game. But there has yet to be a bar argument settled by someone saying, “Yeah, but the Redskins made more money last year!” In sports, the bottom line that fans care about is the one on the scoreboard.


“Right now, we have too many owners who just don’t understand the issues in detail,” says one longtime member of the old guard. “Some of them don’t understand, period. Our founders knew, and the guys who pulled together, they traveled on trains, they knew. It’s essential that owners understand the aspect of what we have here, which is a partnership, and what we create is a precious commodity that we all generate together.”


As the game has grown more prosperous, the stakes have increased, right along with the pressure.


When the new stadium that will house the New York Giants and New York Jets opens in 2010, twenty-four of the thirty-two teams in the NFL will be in stadiums that are either brand-new or have been extensively refurbished (as in the case of Green Bay and Kansas City, which chose to renovate classic structures) within the past fifteen years. That’s a tremendous amount of growth. And it has led, in turn, to a tremendous amount of debt. The era of easy money set these deals in motion.


“The debt levels today are much, much, much higher than they were fifteen years ago,” says Ravens’ president Dick Cass. “The limit is $150 million [per team], but you get waivers on that limit to build a stadium, and that debt is backed not just by an individual club but by the league on top of that. So there is a lot of debt in the league today.”


Most NFL franchises are valued at nearly $1 billion today, and many teams carry more than a quarter or a third of that amount tied up in debt. In the case of three of the most valuable franchises in the sport—Dallas and the two New York teams—those figures are even higher. The Giants and Jets have a total of $1.5 billion in debt tied to their new stadium, and the Cowboys are highly leveraged from the building of their new stadium, which opened in summer 2009.


So if you love football, and are concerned about the future good of the game, you start to notice the accumulating signs of danger.


A group of new owners who lack the crucial institutional memory of their predecessors . . .


A growing level of debt that causes concern both within the league and among lenders . . .


The most visible franchises in the league being the ones that are most exposed . . .


A dismal economic climate in which everyone wants to reduce their debt load . . .


A corollary downward drift in ticket demand, ad revenues, and many other crucial financial indicators . . .


In short, a perfect storm of events within and outside the game, and a coming collective-bargaining negotiation that promises to be the most difficult and contentious in decades.


To understand how we got here, you have to consider what has changed about pro football since the present economic system was put in place in 1993. That visionary deal, which brought free agency to the players and a salary cap to the owners, ended a bitter, divisive decade dominated by strikes and lawsuits, and the end of labor discord provided the financial stability the league needed to thrive.


The first real glimpse into the modern economics of football came in 1994, with the sale of the New England Patriots, a losing franchise on the field that had been losing money at the box office as well, with an apparently gloomy financial future and an unfavorable stadium situation. Despite all that, the Patriots sold for a record price of $172 million, to Robert Kraft, a longtime Patriots’ season-ticket holder and also, as it turned out, a savvy businessman.


This transaction was eye-opening to me. At the time, I was a young assistant with the Minnesota Vikings, and assumed I understood how pro football economics worked. The Patriots had seemed a cursed franchise. Billy Sullivan, the original owner, was the least wealthy of the members of “The Foolish Club,” the American Football League owners who challenged the established NFL in 1960. Sullivan sold to Victor Kiam, the electric-razor magnate, who developed a reputation as a boorish caretaker of the franchise. Kiam, in turn, sold to James Orthwein, who, it quickly became clear, was intent on moving the franchise to St. Louis. The entire situation—team, stadium, tradition—was a mess.


Then Kraft stepped in, for the record sum. His reasons for buying the team were sentimental and civic, but also profit-minded. By the time the Patriots were sold, the NFL had emerged from the nightmare of litigation and work stoppages that had marred the 1980s. With labor peace, the salary cap that came with it, and richer TV contracts, teams could now more accurately project a good deal of their expenses and income.


Their basic revenues (the long-term TV deals, ticket revenue, other league revenue) were either fixed or highly predictable. Teams’ expenses, limited by the salary cap, were also fairly predictable. As one highly placed NFL executive put it, “That defined margin between the revenue that you could almost certainly count on, and the cost that you could almost certainly count on, left a lot of money sloshing around in the system. As it happens, a lot of clubs didn’t use that to book net income that they would then put into their pockets. They bought team planes, they built practice facilities, they put the money from football back into football.”


After a damaging round of franchise movement in the mid-nineties, the league stabilized, grew smarter and more aggressive in terms of marketing opportunities, and capitalized on its attractiveness as a TV enterprise, pitting the networks against each other (just as Pete Rozelle first did in the sixties) to increase the value of each NFL TV contract. With the new guard of aggressive, debt-ridden owners leading the way, they also struck more aggressively at maximizing league income.


There is much to recommend the league’s new way of doing business. In the early nineties, the NFL’s licensing business was a nightmare of different companies, some of which (Pro Player and Starter) went out of business. By the end of the decade, different teams had deals with different companies, with Nike, Adidas, Puma, and Champion all outfitting some teams. Then the league consolidated all those outside deals into one exclusive leaguewide deal with Reebok, which would pay $250 million over ten years, far more than the total from the separate deals that had been in place. (A few years later, the NFL would do the same thing with computer gamemaker EA Sports, and its dynasty John Madden Football game, opting for more money through an exclusive deal than they would get with any number of nonexclusive deals on the open market.)


By early in the twenty-first century, all the leading indicators—TV revenue, ticket sales, stadium revenue, ancillary revenue—were good, and the league was flush.


That set the stage for the 2006 CBA extension negotiation, which, tellingly, was extraordinarily difficult despite all the positive factors. Paul Tagliabue and National Football League Players Association executive director Gene Upshaw had been negotiating in earnest, forging a partnership, for more than a decade. Their paradigm of cooperation brought the league unsurpassed profitability.


But even with all that goodwill, the talks came down to the eleventh hour. Upshaw, exasperated by the owners’ intransigence, finally made a last offer, a take-it-or-leave-it proposal, then boarded a plane to Hawaii. Tagliabue, spending every last bit of the political capital he’d accumulated over seventeen years, pressed hard to get the deal done.


And the deal got done.


“The perception is that we are fabulously profitable for many years,” says one league executive. “So labor sees this, particularly in the form of increasing franchise values. They see it in owners’ planes getting bigger, team facilities getting better. They pressed for more at the very time that our growth in revenues was starting to slow, and they got it.”


But the extension changed the environment for the owners. In the previous deal, the players received 64.25 percent of defined gross revenues (DGR), based solely on broadcast revenues, ticket sales, and merchandise sales. The new agreement gave the players just 59.5 percent, but that was of total revenue, not just of DGR. With that, the owners’ profit margins began to diminish.


That’s one reason why the owners, in spring 2008, voted to reopen the negotiations two years early. And why all around the league in 2008, you heard people fretting over the possibility of an uncapped year in 2010 and a complete lockout in 2011.


The 2006 deal also had a powerful unintended effect on smaller-market teams. The salary cap, for the first time, was calculated as a percentage of all team revenues, including most stadium revenues, the income item in which there is the greatest disparity among clubs, and which is largely unshared. When the salary cap had been determined by DGR, the money that big-market, new-stadium teams such as Washington and New England were making on stadium revenue had no direct bearing on the salary cap. But with all revenue going into figuring the cap now, smaller-market teams were put at an additional disadvantage. Revenue from new stadiums, which wasn’t being shared equally among the thirty-two teams, was being used to calculate a growing leaguewide salary cap level that they still had to pay. Put differently, small-market teams had to spend a much greater percentage of their total revenue (at times more than 65 percent) than big-market teams to put a competitive team on the field.
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