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Atlanta Hawks Try To Move Forward With Conversation On Race 

By Elly Yu 

The Atlanta Hawks have launched a new initiative to host conversations about race and diversity, the 

latest effort by the team to address issues of race after fallout from insensitive remarks made by former 

team officials. 

At the National Center for Civil and Human Rights last Thursday, team officials and other panelists spoke 

to an invited group of about 150 people. The forum's title: "Race and Gender in Sports." 

On the panel, Hawks co-owner and former NBA player Grant Hill said he is excited about the opportunity 

for the team to be a leader in the community, both in the city and in the league, on inclusion and 

diversity. 

“Because of what sort of what happened, we have a great opportunity to do something amazing, and 

that’s what excites me,” Hill said. 

In 2014, the Hawks then-general manager Danny Ferry made what some considered a racially-charged 

remark about a player. Then, an email surfaced from the team's former co-owner saying black fans were 

keeping white fans away from games. The events sparked outcry from civil rights leaders in the city, who 

demanded a change. 

The team has since hired a chief diversity officer, and Hawks CEO Steve Koonin said the team has put 

together a diversity council. Koonin said the Thursday event was something he had never seen before in 

the context of sports. 

“We made a promise that we were going to look at the world different,” Koonin said.  “We don't have all 

the answers, we don't even know all the questions, but today we started the conversation.” 

But not everyone was happy about the Hawks’ approach. Civil rights activist Joe Beasley said he and 

others who pushed the Hawks for a change were not invited to the inaugural forum, and said Koonin 

was “unrepentant” of what the Hawks have done. 

“That’s what bothers me when we have these farce meetings,” Beasley said. He said he heard of the 

event through word of mouth. 

Nzginga Shaw, the team's chief diversity and inclusion officer, said they invited a representative from 

Beasley's group, the Rainbow Push Coalition.  

Civil rights activist Markel Hutchins, who led the meeting with team officials, said the Hawks are making 

a step in the right direction but understand passions around the insensitive remarks are still high. 



 

 

 

“People want the Atlanta Hawks to go further, to do more, to be as inclusive as possible, to make sure 

stakeholders are at the table,” Hutchins said. But Hutchins said he's encouraged by what the Hawks 

have done so far.  

"Progress is certainly being made, slowly but surely," Hutchins said. "Obviously we would like for things 

to progress more rapidly than they have but Steve Koonin and his leadership team have kept their word 

promise to us.”  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  


