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Hawks CEO Steve Koonin talks about racial crisis for first time 

By: Scott Light 

Sports is supposed to be the great unifier, a point of pride for cities. So when a racist email surfaced 

from the highest levels of the Atlanta Hawks, the community responded with shock and disgust. 

Atlanta Hawks owner Bruce Levenson said Sunday that he will sell his controlling interest in the NBA 

team. 

In a statement, Levenson admits to making racist remarks when contemplating how to bring a more 

diverse crowd to the basketball games. 

The man at the helm, Steve Koonin, had only been the Hawks CEO for a few months when the crisis hit. 

He hasn't talked extensively about it until now, when hew was at Philips Arena to watch a game.  

Game night with Steve Koonin rarely involves the actual game because he rarely sits down to watch it. 

Koonin is a one man welcoming committee to Hawks alums, fans and people doing business in dozens of 

suites. 

Eventually, we did sit down to watch some basketball and talk about the issue that's dominated his first 

year on the job. 

He was asked if anything in his long storied career prepared him for a racial crisis? 

"No, I don't want to go through that again, but I think I'm a better person for having gone through it," 

Koonin responded. 

Now, some would say that's what any smart, contrite CEO would say. But remember this about Koonin. 

He's a Georgian through and through. He's a University of Georgia graduate and spent 14 years at Coca-

Cola, and another 14 at Turner Broadcasting. 

He loves Atlanta and has loved the Hawks since they moved to Atlanta in the late 60s. 

He was asked if he was mad at the organization? 

"Very," he responded. "You know I felt like for years, things should never have gotten to the level that 

they got to." 

He gets emotional talking about those first few days of the crisis when a 2012 email surfaced from 

owner Bruce Levenson who wrote, among other things, that black Hawks fans scare off white fans. 

Koonin said, "I had several sleepless nights. Several nights that were extremely difficult because there 

really wasn't anywhere to turn." 



Some said Koonin and the organization were slow to respond at first. In those first few days, some 800 

emails flooded his inbox. Not many people know that he responded to every one of them. He also 

apologized in an open letter to the community and promised the Hawks would build diversity and re-

build trust. 

In the home opener, 19,000 Hawks fans came out to Phillips Arena. Koonin said that was the night the 

organization rounded a corner. "I felt that on the ride home opening night. I said we landed the plane," 

Koonin said. 

That same feeling was echoed from NBA brass. 

Koonin told me, "It wasn't an email, but a call I got from Commissioner David Stern. He was incredibly 

positive and said he was really proud." 

Koonin says the Hawk's pledge to be a community unifier isn't a fleeting mission statement. It's a 

permanent promise. 

"The community has been very supportive," Koonin said. "I give credit to the people of Atlanta. Nobody 

will ever forget, but I think they forgave." 

 


