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In looking at the current state of team-building in the NBA, it is clear that the idea for most teams is 
to follow the path taken by the Rockets without ending up like the Mavericks. 

Houston built up enough cap flexibility and tangible assets to reel in two superstars (James Harden 
and Dwight Howard). Dallas, meanwhile, created flexibility but was so utterly devoid of assets that 
the Mavs have turned over the roster with leftovers in consecutive offseasons. 

Lou Williams will return to the Atlanta Hawks after suffering a torn ACL last season. (AP Photo) 
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Against that backdrop, Hawks general manager Danny Ferry has emerged as a guy envied by his 
peers. Since getting the job in Atlanta in June of last year, Ferry has unloaded three players (Josh 
Smith, Joe Johnson and Marvin Williams) whose contracts had been choking the team’s flexibility 
and gave the Hawks some semblance of youth with the drafting of big man Lucas Noguiera and 
point guard Dennis Schroeder this year—last season, the only player under 25 to average more than 
15.0 minutes was point guard Jeff Teague. 

“We’re well-positioned for many reasons,” Ferry told Sporting News in a phone interview. “We have 
good players who will work hard and will be very competitive this year. We have salary-cap flexibility 
this year, with some space, but also space going forward. We have all our draft choices going 
forward as well. We have the opportunity to be competitive, but to continue to build on what we’re 
doing.” 

The Hawks, as they stand, will be competitive, and with good health, will be a playoff team in the 
East. In place of Smith, who signed with the Pistons, the Hawks brought in Paul Millsap, a more 
traditional power forward, as well as Elton Brand, who can play power forward or center alongside 
Millsap. Atlanta matched Milwaukee’s offer sheet for Teague, brought back shooter Kyle Korver and 
added versatile forward DeMarre Carroll. 

They’re good enough to avoid the kind of turnover the Mavs have had to make. But the important 
thing here is that Ferry can still swing for the fences, whether that opportunity presents itself through 
a trade at the deadline in February—when the Hawks will have very tradable contracts like that of 
Millsap (two years, $19 million), Brand (one year, $4 million) or even Horford (three years, $36 
million)—or in free agency next summer, when the Hawks will have $11 million in cap space. With 
youth and picks available, too, the Hawks are set up much as the Rockets were at this point a year 
ago, before they got James Harden, who paved the way to Howard. 

This summer, for example, the Hawks were in a position to sign both Chris Paul and Howard. It was 
a longshot all the way, but had Howard and Paul truly been intent on joining forces, Atlanta was the 
only team that could have made it happen without requiring help from other franchises. Predictably, 
Paul stayed with the Clippers and Howard then lost interest in the Hawks, but at least Atlanta was in 
the arena. The hope is that if they’re in the arena enough times, and have enough desirable assets 
on hand, the Hawks can become Rockets East. 

In the meantime, Atlanta will be a team worth watching. With Johnson and now Smith gone, expect 
to see new coach Mike Budenholzer—finally pried from his seat next to Gregg Popovich as top 
assistant with the Spurs—speed up the tempo and take advantage of the versatility that a frontcourt 
of Millsap and Horford can bring. Horford could especially shine, after averaging career highs of 17.4 
points and 10.2 rebounds. 

It’s been said that Horford would be better off playing more power forward than center, but Ferry 
doesn’t think that matters much. 

“Al is just a basketball player,” he said. “He can be a center, he can be a power forward as well. … 
Our team evolved last year. Losing Joe, it is hard to lose a great player, but he was a high-
possession-rate guy here. So everyone was put in a position of, we had to play through them a little 
more than we’ve had to in the past. 



"Again, I think that will continue for Al this year. But we’ll play a different way. The players will have 
to adapt to how Bud wants us to play offensively. We’re going to play fast, good spacing, ball 
movement, those will be keys. Al will succeed and thrive in the system.” 

And there is guard Louis Williams, who averaged 14.1 points off the bench for the Hawks before 
tearing his ACL last January. Ferry said he is not prepared to put a timeline on Williams’ return, but it 
is expected that Williams will be back at some point, probably before the New Year. While Williams 
could conceivably start at shooting guard, chances are Budenholzer—coming from Popovich’s 
school of thinking—will want him to remain as sixth man. 

“That’s to be determined,” Ferry said about Williams starting. “I could see him being that—you know, 
Bud is used to Ginobili. Bud is not from the school that your five best players have to be your 
starters.” 

All in all, it gives the Hawks a very good balance. They’re a team that, on paper, should not 
experience a very big drop-off from last year. But when it comes time for Ferry to pick up the phone 
and gauge the trade and free-agent markets, the Hawks will be in a much better position to make a 
franchise-changing blockbuster move. 

If things fall just the right way, Atlanta might get a bump up along the lines of the Rockets, without 
suffering the disappointment of the Mavs. 

 


