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Hawks young bigs under microscope following Splitter's season-ending injury 

By Zach Dillard 

ATLANTA — At the end of November, Tiago Splitter's right hip could no longer be classified as run-of-

the-mill NBA pain. The Atlanta Hawks' backup center began enduring significant discomfort, even away 

from the basketball court, as his team's schedule kicked into top gear. 

"It just started to get worse and worse," Splitter said at Hawks practice on Wednesday. "Even like sitting 

in the car or walking at home or sleeping was horrible." 

After trying "several techniques and treatments" over the past two-plus months, Splitter elected season-

ending surgery to repair the damage. The procedure will take place on Feb. 25 in New York and the 31-

year-old is expecting an eight-month recovery process, at least. The details of the procedure were not 

disclosed. 

It is not a decision Splitter or his medical advisers made lightly. 

The projected rehabilitation timeline will sideline him until mid-October, which would bypass the start 

of the 2016-17 season, and cause him to miss the 2016 Olympics, which are being held in his home 

country of Brazil. 

"It's very hard. I just got here this season. I wanted to help this team more. I wasn't able to perform 100 

percent, that's for sure," said Splitter, who the Hawks acquired via trade with the San Antonio Spurs this 

past offseason. "I told everybody that I would try to help the team any way I can outside of the court, of 

course. Talking to the young guys, especially the guys that play my position: Musky (Mike Muscala) and 

Edy (Tavares). Just try to, here and there, give advice." 

Where this leaves the franchise in the season's second half remains unclear. 

The Hawks frontcourt is already the subject of trade rumors around the league —soon-to-be free agent 

Al Horford is considered one of the top attainable players on the market heading into Thursday's trade 

deadline — and while head coach and president of basketball operations Mike Budenholzer said 

Splitter's absence does not affect the team's deadline plans, it at least adds another obstacle on the 

road back to the Eastern Conference finals. 

Replacing Splitter will not be an easy task. Despite admittedly playing below 100 percent this season, 

he's lived up to his billing as an under-the-radar contributor. Splitter averaged just 5.6 points and 3.3 

rebounds in 36 games played this season, his sixth in the NBA, but only backup point guard Dennis 

Schroder owned a better net rating among Hawks regulars and opponents were shooting 30 points 

lower when he was on the floor. 

He's the difference-making backup center that you don't realize is making a difference. 

Sounding Off: Will Tiago Splitter's injury impact Hawks before trade deadline? 

If Horford and Paul Millsap are both in Atlanta after Thursday's deadline, Budenholzer mentioned that 

the two All-Stars may have to accept larger workloads to fill the frontcourt void. 



 

 

 

Outside of the starters, though, young big men Mike Muscala, Mike Scott and even 7-foot-3 rookie Edy 

Tavares are candidates to pick up available minutes. 

"Musky's had a great opportunity here, I don't know if it was the last four or five or six games that Tiago 

hasn't played. Real happy with how he played and performed. So he's going to get a lot more 

opportunity," Budenholzer said. "Mike Scott might play a little more. Edy has gotten some minutes in 

some games - over the course of the last 25-30 games, there's probably going to be opportunities or 

moments when we need Edy." 

Muscala is the obvious candidate. 

Splitter missed 19 games before the All-Star break, including the team's final six, and in that closing 

stretch Muscala's playing time exploded. After not logging double-digit minutes in a single game since 

mid-December, Budenholzer leaned on the 6-foot-11 Bucknell product for 15.3 minutes per night as his 

team capped the first half with a 4-2 finish. Muscala averaged Splitter-esque numbers over that span: 

6.2 points and 3.3 rebounds. 

"I don't have any expectations. ... I think I've found for myself, when I just focused on my game what 

happens with the minutes happens. It's not under my control," Muscala said. "Just try to work every day 

and have a good mindset and helping the team win. Keep it simple: Run the court, try to play good 

defense, set good ball screens. 

"The more simple I keep it, the better." 

Tavares, the third active center on the roster, has played sparingly while shuttling between the NBA and 

the D-League during his rookie campaign. He's seen action in just 10 games, but, as Horford and 

Budenholzer pointed out, he could be forced to develop sooner rather than later, if only for five minutes 

here or there.  

All of this could change with one phone call, of course. 

Atlanta's front office has a decision to make, or multiple decisions, regarding the ceiling of this roster 

and what the future holds. If a major piece moves, playing time will be reevaluated. 

As things currently stand, the team sits at No. 4 in the East, far behind the Cavaliers and Raptors, and 

the play of Horford and Millsap becomes even more vital moving forward. Meanwhile, the team's three 

20-something backup bigs need to make the most of their opportunities if this franchise has any shot at 

rediscovering its 2015 spark. 

 

  


