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Last piece Hawks need to contend not found on court 

By: David Aldridge 

They work, these Atlanta Hawks, and that is true on two levels. They put in the time to practice, develop 

and get better, they give great effort on the floor and they're in first place in the Eastern Conference. 

And, they work. As in, the pieces, finally, fit together. 

The Hawks have been an untapped jewel -- maybe the untapped jewel, along with the Golden State 

Warriors -- in the league for years. There isn't a player in the league that doesn't love coming to Atlanta, 

and any number of players live there in the offseason. But, for some reason, Atlanta has rarely been an 

on-court destination for players. 

Whether that changes or not in the next few months hinges on solving the riddle that is ownership. 

Friday, the Atlanta Journal-Constitution reported that the three ownership groups who have owned the 

Hawks the last few years had reached an agreement that they would sell 100 percent of the team going 

forward. This would end years of dysfunction between the two older groups -- the Washington, D.C.-

based group led by primary owner Bruce Levenson, which controls approximately half of the team, and 

the Atlanta-based group led by Michael Gearon, Jr., which owns 30 percent. A third group of New York-

based investors owns the remaining 20 percent. 

Levenson has already said his group will sell its piece of the team, after the September disclosure of a 

2012 e-mail he sent to general manager Danny Ferry decrying the lack of middle class white fans at 

Hawks games, and his racially-imbued reasoning as to why they weren't coming. 

For months, the league has been leaning on the Levenson and Gearon groups to come together. Sources 

said NBA Commissioner Adam Silver had Levenson and Gearon up to New York just after the start of the 

season to try and hammer out a deal, without success. 

There was pushback on the AJC report later Friday, when Atlanta NBC affiliate WXIA quoted Rutherford 

Seydel, a co-owner aligned with Gearon, as saying there was not yet a deal (Seydel is married to former 

owner Ted Turner's daughter, Laura; Turner is the "Turner" in "Turner Sports," which runs this website, 

and "Turner Network Television," which I work for, even though Ted Turner left the company in 2006 

when he resigned from the Board of Directors). 

The competing stories just accentuated the fractured nature of the relationship between the owners, 

the last iteration of Atlanta Spirit. That group initially bought the rights to the Hawks in 2004, along with 

the NHL's Thrashers and Philips Arena, from Turner Broadcasting. (The group sold the Thrashers to an 

out-of-state party in 2011, which moved the team to Winnipeg, Manitoba that year and renamed it the 

Winnipeg Jets. These Jets are the second team with that name, the first having played in Winnipeg from 

1972-2006 before moving to Phoenix.) 



The original Spirit group splintered when co-owner Steve Belkin objected to a trade approved by the 

other owners to send Boris Diaw and two future first-round picks to the Phoenix Suns for Joe Johnson in 

2005. Belkin and his former partners spent much of the next five years in court against one another, 

culminating in his being bought out in 2010 by Levenson and Gearon. That deal gave Levenson more 

than 50 percent of the team and controlling interest. 

But Levenson and Gearon soon were at odds with one another, and Ferry was in the middle. Ferry, given 

an unusually long six-year deal as general manager by Levenson, was quickly seen by Gearon as a 

Levenson guy. 

Gearon wanted Ferry fired as GM after the spring meeting at which Ferry, reading from a prepared 

report on rising free agent Luol Deng, quoted an unnamed front-office person from another team as 

saying Deng had "some African in him." That was a slur that purportedly meant Deng was viewed as 

acting one way toward management and coaches and another way toward teammates and media. 

That disclosure, detailed in a June letter from Gearon to Levenson, triggered the internal investigation 

that led to the discovery of Levenson's e-mail, which had been written two years earlier. Levenson then 

reported the e-mail to the league and announced he would be selling his majority stake in the team. 

Ferry took an extended leave of absence. 

The Hawks have worked in the subsequent months to address the issues raised. In December, they hired 

a chief diversity and inclusion officer, Nzinga Shaw, responsible for developing diversity best practices 

throughout the organization. This was a key request of the local civil rights groups that met with the 

Hawks in September. 

With all of that history as prologue, the sides are, apparently, working toward a deal to sell together. 

Whether or not the agreement is completed today, it ultimately has to get done, for the league can't 

allow the franchise to float along like this forever. 

Remember, we thought it would take months -- years, maybe -- before the Clippers' mess was cleaned 

up and a new owner put in place to replace Donald Sterling. In reality, it took four months from the 

initial disclosure of Sterling's racially inflammatory remarks in April to the final approval of the sale of 

the team from Sterling's family to Steve Ballmer for $2 billion in August. 

But there's no guarantee things will go as planned. This isn't the same as Sterling. The league can't strip 

anyone in Atlanta of ownership. 

"There's already ownership in place there," a source with knowledge of the parties' inner workings said 

over the weekend. "It already is operating. There's nothing the league has to approve. And there's really 

no leverage the league has over them. You can't force someone to sell unless they violate the rules of 

the league and its provisions. What Adam does have is the power of persuasion." 

Gearon, Jr., has strong ties to the franchise; his father spent three decades with the team, rising from 

general manager to president to chairman of the board. According to the source, the ownership 

agreement between the parties "gives him a tremendous amount of say for a minority owner." 



It is such an important time for the franchise. Getting the ownership question settled before next 

summer is crucial, because it's been two decades since all the important metrics for the franchise were 

all trending up to this degree. 

When Atlanta beat the Utah Jazz on Friday and the Toronto Raptors lost at Golden State, the Hawks 

took over first place in the Eastern Conference for the first time in 17 years. Before their western road 

trip, they sold out their last three home games at Philips Arena for the first time in almost five years. 

And, they were averaging 2,200 more fans per home game than at the same time last season -- the 

largest increase in the league. 

On the court, coach Mike Budenholzer has given the Hawks the look of the San Antonio Spurs teams 

which he was a part of for nearly two decades as Gregg Popovich's top assistant coach before getting 

the Atlanta job in 2012. The Hawks whip the ball from the strong side to weak side, and their guards 

punish opponents with jumpers behind dribble-handoffs -- the same way Manu Ginobilihas in San 

Antonio for (seemingly) 100 seasons. 

The Hawks lead the league in assist percentage (67.0 pct). Atlanta is third overall in total assists (834), 

fourth in both true shooting percentage (56.4) and effective field goal percentage (52.4) and 10th in 

offensive rating (105.7 points per 100 possessions). Improving the team's ball movement was a process 

that Budenholzer and his staff made a priority when they came to town. 

Any number of Hawks players -- Horford, Paul Millsap, Kyle Korver, Jeff Teague-- could be All-Stars. Or, 

none of them could. The Hawks are a sum-of-the-parts squad. 

"We kind of got the grips of it last year, but we wasn't putting it all the way together," 

swingman DeMarre Carroll said late last month. "A lot of new guys. Jeff and Kyle and Al, they'd played 

with each other a year. Me and Paul come over from Utah. You're just adding these different pawns 

together, and we didn't trust other. That's my opinion. This year, everybody trusts each other. We'll pass 

up a good shot for a great shot." 

Defensively, Atlanta is just as good; the Hawks are seventh in the league in defensive rating (100.7) and 

fifth in points allowed (97.5 points per game). 

"When you get everybody to buy in and help each other on defense, the offense takes care of itself," 

Carroll said. 

The only thing the Hawks don't have in their Spurs-like system is a Tim Duncan. 

That's not a criticism of Horford, a two-time All-Star in his own right. But Atlanta has been unable to 

attract a superstar in free agency ... and it's not from lack of trying. They went hard after Dwight 

Howard, an Atlanta native, both in free agency and via trade. They went hard after Chris Paul, who 

wanted to play for the Hawks before Atlanta passed on him in the 2004 Draft in favor of Marvin 

Williams. (To be fair, Paul never really tested the free-agent market once the Los Angeles Clippers 

successfully courted coach Doc Rivers.) 



Under Ferry, the Hawks didn't reach or overpay for the players they did get. They signed Millsap to a 

very reasonable two-year, $19 million deal. Korver came in a sign-and-trade from Chicago before they 

re-signed him in 2013 to a four-year, $24 million deal. They put a good team together, one that is 

showing the way in the East. 

But there will be decisions this summer. Millsap, Carroll, Pero Antic and Elton Brand are all free agents. 

The team is set to be able to be aggressive in signings and trades, depending on who it wants to re-sign, 

and for how much. The on-court product is now appealing to prospective free agents. Budenholzer, who 

has GM control for now, has a structure in place (what ultimately happens with Ferry is still not certain). 

But someone above Budenholzer, ultimately, is going to have to sign off on adding payroll. Someone is 

going to have to okay big-money additions to the roster in the next year if the Hawks want to keep what 

they have, or tweak what needs tweaking. Someone has to assuage the fears of employees who don't 

know what's going to happen long-term to them. 

Someone has to make this organization work. The team has done its part. 

 


