
This morning, al.com, the online news outlet for 3 of Alabama’s largest newspapers, ran a story 
about how a handful of Birmingham’s most prominent businessmen worked together behind the 
scenes to help save the UAB football program. Trust me, this was/is a powerful group of men, and 
those I know personally are great guys.  

To be fair, the UAB faithful rallied, and came up with a surprising number of pledges. In fact, the 
advertised and much ballyhooed tally is so large, I will be more than a little surprised if they can 
collect it all. Even so, it wasn’t just the guys mentioned in the article, but, according to the reporter, 
they were indeed the tipping point or the deciding factor in the school’s ultimate decision to reinstate 
the sport, and a couple of others, in 2016.  

Now, for those not familiar with the story that has been dominating the headlines in Birmingham for 
the last umpteen months, the University of Alabama-Birmingham announced it was permanently 
scrapping its football program at the end of last season, citing financial difficulties. Frankly, this 
wasn’t, or shouldn’t have been, that big of a surprise. However, the school handled the situation very 
poorly, which was the driving force behind the groundswell to save it, in my opinion.  

It certainly wasn’t the economics of UAB football.  

In its last 10 seasons (2005-2014), the Blazers won 37 games out of 119 played. That works out to 
be a 31% winning percentage. They played 54 home games, and drew an announced 975,855 in at-
tendance. That is an average of around 17,947 per game. Last year, the face value of a home ticket 
was $15. If we assume that was the average ticket price all 10 years and everyone paid it, the Blaz-
ers earned $14,637,825 from home game ticket sales. Divide that by 10, and, voila, it comes out to 
be $1,463,782.50 per year. This does not include concessions and parking and the like.  

By comparison, roughly 45 miles down the road, the Alabama Crimson Tide drew 710,736 fans in 
its 7 home games at Bryant-Denny Stadium this past year alone; over 101,000 per game. If you as-
sume every fan only paid the generic face value of the ticket for each game, and they vary, the Tide 
collected $42,165,220 at the turnstiles in 2014. This also does not include concessions and parking 
and the like.  

But that isn’t a fair comparison? Well, why not? They are both Division I schools.  

It seems the first order of business, now that the program has been saved, if you want to call it that, 
is a $13 million capital campaign to upgrade the “football facilities” at the school, not including the 
dilapidated municipal stadium where the team plays its home games. Reread that lengthy sentence, 
and then go back up and read the last two sentences of that paragraph with all the UAB statistics. I 
will give you a little time.  

You back? Okay, what did you read? That’s right, the planned upgrade in the football facilities, the 
field house, dorms, weight room, training and locker rooms, etc., will cost about as much as the total 
home gate over the last decade...using sort of that best case scenario above. Hmm.  

Now, consider the average annual in-state tuition at the school, according to US News, is around 
$9,280. If you do some math, you could move 350 students through UAB, all expenses paid, for all 

Well friends, they commenced to move and 
they wasn’t so much I could do except to move 

with ‘em. 
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four years until graduation for the same amount of money as the “football facilities” upgrade.  You know, that (350) is 
the size of 2015 graduating class of Huffman HS, a City of Birmingham school, plus an additional 100….where fully 
85% qualify for either a free or reduced price lunch, and college is only a dream for many.  

Well, when you put it like that.  

The University’s administration knew the numbers. It knew what it would cost to get the program up to speed, as it 
were. It knows the current stadium is currently considered one of the absolute worst in NCAA Division I football. It 
knows what the records and fan support have been. It also knows the financial 3-card Monte it has had to do in order to 
balance the books in the Athletics Department. Finally, it knows it will never be able to fully compete against the likes 
of the Crimson Tide or the Auburn Tigers for fans. There just aren’t enough people in the state, and allegiances are 
passed from generation to generation.  

So, why all the fuss and crazy money to bring back a money losing proposition? Particularly when the money can be 
deployed elsewhere, namely academics?  

The simple answer is the folks in town are sick of losing, and I don’t mean just in football. In truth, you can’t make the 
numbers work, no way, particularly if the ultimate aim is to build an on-campus stadium. Especially if you include that 
last little nugget, which will end up costing about $100 million to do it right, there is no possible, ethical calculation to 
generate a positive ROI...without hiring some consultant paid to discuss vague things like “overall economic impact” 
and dubious multiplier effects and the like.  

However, after decades of losing corporate headquarters and being eclipsed by once comparable cities like Nashville 
and Charlotte, Birmingham’s economic engine is UAB and the affiliated medical school. Combined, it/they employ 
some 23,000 people in our metropolitan area, according to the Birmingham Business Alliance (2013). The next closest 
employer is Regions Financial Corporation at 6,000. So, it isn’t even close.  

As such, the private sector’s drive has less to do with the actual school (let alone the football team), as opposed to what 
the school represents and its economic potential. No, UAB football will never be as popular as Alabama and Auburn, 
but, rightly or wrongly, having a football program does carry some sort of panache when discussing D-I schools and 
major metropolitan areas. As such, this push is an investment in the community’s outward perception, as opposed to a 
money making venture...even if some folks do okay during the build out, which they will.  

But how to fund something that WILL lose money? Therein lies the rub. The City of Birmingham really doesn’t have 
the financial wherewithal to backstop such a massive undertaking at this juncture, let alone Jefferson County which 
declared bankruptcy a few years ago. Since the school and the University of Alabama system didn’t/doesn’t appear to 
willing to finance a massive overhaul of the UAB football program, again, from where will the money come?  

I fully expect one of the fellows mentioned in the article to pull me aside at church at some point over the next several 
months to talk about the capital campaign. I also fully expect to get a letter or two in the mail, with the “Dear Mr. Nor-
ris” scratched out and “John” handwritten above it. I also anticipate cutting a check for an amount which will satisfy no 
one; me for spending the money and the folks raising the funds who think I could or should do more.  
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We would both be right.  

Do you want to know what else? There will be literally thousands of people around here that will do the exact same thing 
as I, because the whole endeavor will take on a certain community esprit de corps, and everyone will want to say they 
did their part, even if they don’t want to admit how paltry their part is.  

So, will it work? Yeah, it will work and then some. Businesses and individuals will grumble when opening their wallets, 
but the man leading the charge on the initial $13 million capital campaign, Hatton Smith, could sell a diamond to a starv-
ing Eskimo, and I am sorry if that old adage offends anyone in our contemporary culture….but it is true. Once that mon-
ey is in the bank, the powers that be will arm twist local municipalities and the Birmingham-Jefferson Convention Com-
plex, which is purported to have been squirrelling away money for a multi-purpose domed facility. Not to be left out of 
the mix, and without a say in the matter, the City of Birmingham will ultimately pledge money it doesn’t have. Finally, 
due to everyone kind of coming together, the University of Alabama Board of Trustees will be shamed into forking over 
some amount of change.  

Oh, the total amount, might not get to the $100 million or so needed to do it right, but it will be close enough to get the 
ball rolling, and the Birmingham metro area will finally, yes finally, have a facility which not only gives UAB a decent 
place to play football, but also puts it in the running to get things like the Conference USA and SWAC football champi-
onships. We might even be able to land NCAA soccer championships, heck maybe even an MLS/NASL/USL team, and 
big ticket arena concerts….like we used to occasionally get before Legion Field deteriorated to its current state.  

The list goes on and on…..but, make no mistake about it, the end result will NOT be a facility solely for UAB football. 
This baby is going to morph, and the end result will be a public/private multi-use facility which will represent one of the 
few times in recent memory when all aspects of the metro area worked together to build something constructive.  

There will be plenty of people who will complain about how we should be spending money on far more productive 
things like, namely, education. They might be spot on accurate. However, if handled correctly, this could be the time in 
our community’s history where we look back and say: “it was painful, but we finally got that done...together.” Hopeful-
ly, that will lead to more positive public/private partnerships moving forward.  

Whew.  

In the end, we might just have a situation where the rest of the country looks at Birmingham, AL, and says we did it 
right. All it took was for some guy to kill the football program in order to get it done.  

…..only in Alabama.  

 

 

As an aside, this morning, the BLS announced the economy created 280,000 jobs during May, and the stock markets did-
n’t like it so much. I suppose the thought process is the Fed will now definitely raise rates at some point in 2015. Be that 
as it may, look for 2Q GDP to be a pretty substantial number...and the headline could even surprise. However, and you 
read it here probably first, that gaudy number will have more to do with a “righting” of the export/import picture which 
got turned upside down in 1Q due to the work slowdown on the west coast. It seems once the ILWU (longshoreman’s 
union) agreed to a tentative contract, all those incoming containers finally got processed, which inflated our 1Q imports 
and screwed up the GDP equation. As such, 2Q will see a marked improvement in our trade balance vis a vis 1Q which 
will add substantially to the number. If you factor this out, you will find a somewhat worrying lack of worker productivi-
ty, as the economy creates, as Mohammed El-Erian called them, barbell jobs….at either end of the skill spectrum, with a 
huge gap in the middle. Because of this, the Fed would be wise to consider the truth health of the US economy, as op-
posed to the headline 2Q GDP number before aggressively tightening credit.  

But that is a topic for discussion for a later date.  
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