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Goldman Sachs Believes It Will Get More Than $1 Billion For Atlanta Hawks 

 By: Mike Ozanian 

There appears to be no end in sight for the incredible bull market in sports in general and the NBA in 

particular. 

Latest example: Goldman Sachs thinks it can get more than $1 billion for the Atlanta Hawks, according 

to people familiar with the matter but not authorized to speak about it publicly. Bruce Levenson, who 

hired Goldman Sachs to represent him in the sale, announced in early September that he would sell his 

controlling interest in the NBA team as a result of an “inappropriate and offensive” e-mail he wrote two 

years ago. Goldman Sachs would not comment. 

The group that owns the Hawks paid $250 million for a 93% stake in the basketball team, the NHL’s 

Atlanta Thrashers and operating rights to PhilipsArena in 2004, have been trying to find investors or sell 

their teams outright for years. In 2011, the group sold the Thrashers (now the Winnipeg Jets) to True 

North Sports & Entertainment for $110 million (the new owners paid the league an additional $60 

million relocation fee). 

The NBA recently signed a nine-year national media deal with Walt Disney DIS +1.24% and Time 

Warner TWX +1.13% that will pay out an average of $83 million to each of the league’s 30 teams 

annually beginning with the 2016-17 season, 177% more than the current media deals. 

The Hawks current cable deal with Fox Sports South (inherited from Turner South about eight years ago) 

pays in the neighborhood of $12 million a year on average. But the Hawks are working on a new deal 

with Fox that would likely begin with the 2016-17 season and average more than $30 million a season, 

according to sports media experts. 

A sale of the Hawks for $1 billion would fit the team between the NBA’s two most recent sales: The Los 

Angeles Clippers were purchased by formerMicrosoft MSFT -1.37% CEO Steve Ballmer for $2 billion in 

May, a record for any sports team without a stadium (MLB’s Los Angeles Dodgers were sold for $2 

billion but that price includes the team’s stadium). And the NBA’s Milwaukee Bucks were sold for $550 

million in April. Sports bankers say the NBA’s global appeal is one reason a money-losing team like the 

Hawks can attract suitors that might be willing to pay $1 billion. 

As we saw with Clippers and the NFL’s Buffalo Bills, it takes just one very cash-rich person who wants a 

team very badly to set a new transaction price record. Ballmer bid $400 million more for the Clippers 

than the second-highest bidder, a group led by David Geffen and Oprah Winfrey, and Terry Pegula, who 

purchased the Buffalo Bills for an NFL record $1.4 billion earlier this month, topping the next-highest 

offer by Jon Bon Jovi’s group by $300 million. 

 


