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Hutchins: I Think The Hawks Are Going To Be An Example Of Diversity And Inclusion 

By Maria Boynton 

Some insight perhaps into what happened during Friday’s long-awaited meeting between civil rights 

leaders in Atlanta and executives with the Atlanta Hawks organization.  

After the two hour meeting, the Reverend Markel Hutchins would only say, to media camped out in 

front of Philips Arena, “We had a good and productive conversation and an excellent dialogue. We had 

an agreement that we would speak via a joint news release.” The news release from the Hawks 

organization stated, “It was an extremely productive conversation and we are committed to working 

together moving forward.” 

Today, preferring not to get into specifics of the meeting, Hutchins told V103/WAOK News “I think the 

Hawks are going to be an example for diversity and inclusion and community engagement for, not just 

the Atlanta community, but for the entire National Basketball Association and my hope is that they will 

play a pivotal role in providing that kind of example for all of professional sports.” 

On September 10, 2014, when Hawks CEO Steve Koonin abruptly cancelled a meeting with the civil 

rights leaders, Hutchins led a group in a sit-down outside the Hawks offices at Philips Arena. They sang 

“We Shall Overcome”, a song of protest that became a main anthem of the Civil Rights Movement. 

At issue, was a meeting that had been scheduled to take place at 11 o’clock that morning between the 

activists and Koonin, but was cancelled. Hutchins said it had been cancelled at the last minute. Speaking 

to reporters, who had gathered to cover the protest, Hutchins said “It is the kind of mentality that is 

pervasive, that if you are black, you can be disrespected and you can be disregarded.” 

Hutchins told V103/WAOK News, the civil rights activists were ‘offended’ that the Hawks failed to send 

someone to greet them when they arrived at Philips Arena, “They did not have the decency to send not 

one, not one single executive down to talk with us.” But Hutchins also said, “We are not so offended 

that we are not willing to talk.” He called having a meeting with the Hawks organization ‘necessary’, 

saying, “Only Atlanta can lead the nation in the direction it needs to go in terms of healing from this 

crisis around these tragedies around race in sports.” 

The meeting, that was cancelled by the Hawks CEO, was to discuss the events in-which executives within 

the Atlanta Hawks organization were discovered to have made racially-charged statements. Team co-

owner Bruce Levenson announced that he was selling his majority stake in the team after a two-year old 

email surfaced in-which he implied that the Hawks’ white fans were more important than the black fans. 

General Manager Danny Ferry had made racist statements about NBA player Luol Deng.  

When the tape of Ferry’s comments surfaced, he was heard saying that Deng “has a little African in 

him”, among other comments, while others at the meeting could be heard joking and laughing. 



After hearing the tape of Ferry’s comments, Rev. Hutchins told V103/WAOK News, “One can only 

imagine the conversations that we have not been privy to and the long-standing impact of such racial 

perspectives on these sports teams and on the culture of the NBA overall.” Hutchins also said, “The 

Hawks have claimed for more than a week now that Danny Ferry was reading a scouting report, when in 

fact the audio tape makes it clear, that because of the extemporaneous and fluid manner of his speaking 

on the audio tape, he was absolutely not reading from a scouting report, he was using his words.” He 

added that, “The fact that Ferry felt comfortable using such language on a professional call with the 

owners of a multi-billion dollar franchise, suggests to me that his words are consistent with a culture of 

business among executives and in the NBA and in professional sports in general.” 

There were calls for Ferry to be fired. Hutchins said, “Danny Ferry must go if the Atlanta Hawks are to 

rebuild and to regain the trust that they need in order to do what the Hawks need to do in order to 

become a better basketball team within this community.”  

On September 12, 2014, following a meeting between Danny Ferry and some Atlanta religious and civic 

leaders at Greater Hunter Street Baptist Church in Atlanta, it was announced that Ferry would be taking 

an indefinite leave of absence from the Hawks organization. Atlanta NAACP President Dr. R.L. White told 

V103/WAOK News, “We wanted to hear what Danny Ferry had to say.” 

It was on Thursday, September 25, 2014, that Rev. Hutchins announced that a meeting between he, a 

dozen other civil rights leaders and senior leaders of the Atlanta Hawks organization, would occur on 

Friday, September 26, 2014. He told V103/WAOK News, “We will sit down at, what Dr. Martin Luther 

King used to call ‘the table of brotherhood’ to discuss some of these very important issues.” Among 

those issues were, “Diversity and inclusion, not only in the Hawks but in the NBA and in professional 

sports in general” said Hutchins. He added that there was concern about whether or not the Hawks are 

investing adequately in the community. “By their own admission”, Hutchins stated, “the vast and 

overwhelming majority of their patrons are African Americans. We want to make sure that they are 

doing business with people that are doing business with them.” 

Representatives from Rainbow Push Coalition, Concerned Black Clergy of Atlanta, Georgia Coalition for 

the People’s Agenda, Georgia Legislative Black Caucus, Georgia NAACP, Urban League of Greater 

Atlanta, SCLC, National Action Network, and several ministerial groups were invited to attend the 

meeting. It happened, at the Hawks offices in Philips Arena, behind closed doors. 

On Monday, September 29, 2014, the Atlanta Hawks issued a press release stating that former Hawks 

star and Vice President of Basketball, Dominique Wilkins, had been named Special Advisor to CEO 

Koonin and had been signed to a new long-term partnership. The release indicated that Wilkins would 

continue in his role as VP of Basketball and that a statue of the legend would be unveiled on March 5, 

2015, at a special ceremony at Philips Arena.  

Wilkins told V103/WAOK News, “It puts me in a position where I will have more input. It’s not a figure-

head position. It’s a very important position.” Wilkins also said, ““I look forward to continuing my 

partnership with the team and the City for many years ahead.”  



The statue, which is to be unveiled at a special ceremony at Philips Arena on March 5, 2015, according 

to the Hawks statement, “will be a symbol of the Hawks’ legend’s success as a player both on and off the 

court.” 

Wilkins has indicated that he’d like to be a Hawks owner.  

In the midst of the storm involving Levenson and Ferry, Hutchins told V103/WAOK News, “Neither the 

Hawks nor any other NBA team should really exist without some level of minority ownership. It’s like the 

NBA has become something of the new slave plantation where you have these rich white men that own 

these guys for their entertainment. They pay them millions of dollars, but they make much more in 

return because of the athletic prowess of these guys on the court. And yet, so few African Americans, 

women, or other minorities, have any leadership role within these NBA franchises. That absolutely has 

got to shift.” 

Today, responding to critics about how he and other activists approached the situation with the Hawks 

organization, Hutchins says,”I think a lot of people misunderstand the purpose of our brand of civil 

rights advocacy. It’s not just to highlight an injustice that has been perfected, but it’s also to bring some 

greater good to the community. So, when we go into these kind of situations, we go in to talk to 

embattled organizations about diversity and inclusion about hiring, and promoting more African 

Americans, about doing business with African American businesses, and advertising in black-owned 

publications. So, it’s more than just protest, but it’s what happens after that that gives our tradition 

some real credibility in these kinds of situations.” 

“Atlanta has a rich and powerful history and legacy”, according to Hutchins, “of leaders in the business 

of civic, civil, and human rights community coming together.” 

 


