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Introduction

This paper examines the nature and magnitude of public funding for major league
sports facilities, from the earliest days of dedicated ballparks in the late 19" century up to
the present day. Drawing on an original database that includes 215 facilities in-use for
the “big four” major leagues sports from 1890 to 2005, I identify three distinct phases of
funding: 1) the 100% privately funded facilities of the early 1900s, 2) the 100% publicly
funded facilities prevalent from the 1930s to the 1970s, and 3) the public-private
partnerships of the 1990s, where industry advocates report the average share of private
funding to be 57% (Table 1).

My findings are generally consistent with most existing studies of trends in public
funding, but differ on two important points. First, I argue that throughout the past
century, the real cost of public funding has been underestimated due to the routine
omission of land cost write-downs, infrastructure grants, and lease give-backs, often
obscured by complex development and leasing agreements. Second, by correcting and
extending the underlying dataset (o include all facilities due to open by 2003, I show that
the trend toward increased private contributions for sports facility construction — a
gesture often necessary to navigate the increasingly treacherous public review process —

is reversing.

A Note on Measures and Data Sources
I measure public funding in two ways. First, [ measure the level of public
funding, defined as the total public dollars spent adjusted to 2001 dollars. Second, I

measure the share of public funding defined as the percentage of total costs paid by the



2000-05 | 1990-99 | 1980-89 | 1970-79 | 1960-69 | 1950-59 l 1940-49 | 1930-39 | 1920-29 | 1910-19

Number New Built 20 52 14 28 25 0 3 7 11
Avg. Total Cost (m)] 314 226 157 132 126 108 166 32
Avg. Public Share{ 67% 57% 66% 89% 78% 100% 67% 29% 0%

Number New Built
Avg. Total Cost (m)
Avg. Public Share

50 140 184
100% 100% 50%

Number New Built 5 30 10 12 14 2 0 1 5 1
Avg. Total Cost (m)] 197 201 111 77 85 55 75 157 n/a
Avg. Public Share| 63% 42% 72% 91% 71% 100% 0% 20% 0%
Number New Built 7 10 1 4 4 1 0 0 1 9
Avg. Total Cost (m)| 330 281 158 128 53 76 28
Avg. Public Share| 66% 76% 81% 60% 100% 0% 0%
Number New Built 0 2 2 4 7 2 0 1 0 1
Avg. Total Cost (m) 171 163 217 167 70 140 49
Avg. Public Share 91% 43% 100% 100% 100% 100% 0%

Number New Built
Avg. Total Cost (m)
Avg. Public Share

8 n/a 293

Number New Built 1 9 8 5 7 2 0 0 0 0
Avg. Total Cost (m) 275 200 94 73 40 55
Avg. Public Share| 58% 62% 65% 100% 100% 100%

Number New Bui] 1 1 1 3 4 0 0 0 0 0
Avg. Total Cost (m)| 380 | 227 | 151 53 107

Avg. Public Share| 33% 20% 100% 67% 25%

i
Number New Built 3 10 1 4 3 0 0 1 5 1
Avg. Total Cost (m) 145 172 191 101 78 75 158 n/a

Avg. Public Share{ 67% 48% 100% 100% 94% 0% 20% 0%

Notes :

1. Number built includes new construction and major renovations (over $50m).

2. Facilities are included only if built primarily to host a major league team. University facilities are not included, nor are
those built for other purposes, then later used to host a major league team.

3. Facilities are classified by leagues and single- versus joint-use based on the intent at the time of construction.

4. Facilities built for teams in other leagues (AAFL, WHA, ABA) that were eventually absorbed by the major leagues are
treated as built for major league team(s) provided that the merger occurred within one decade.

5. Costs are adjusted to 2001 using the Construction Cost Index. Costs in the early 1930s were lower than in the 1920s.




public sector. Each measure is important: /evel reveals magnitude while share reveals
relative responsibility.

The findings in this paper are based on cost and public funding information for
the 215 stadiums and arenas ever in-use for MLB (1890-)', the NFL (1933-), the NBA
(1949), and the NHL (1917-), for those teams still operating in the 2001 season (facilities
used by defunct teams are not included). Table 2 lists each facility by location, name,
date of opening, facility cost at opening, facility cost adjusted to 2001, public funding at
opening, public funding adjusted to 2001 dollars, and public share of facility costs.

There is no single source of facility data across all four sports that include those
built before 1950, so I compiled much of this data myself. For each facility, I cross-

referenced data from different sources, including industry?, academic?, and general

' MLB originated in 1876, but bocause of the frequent—virtually annual--movement of teams among cities,
as well as the rudimentary and temporary nature of many ballparks, I include only those facilities in-use
from 1890 onward, and only for those franchises still operating in 2001.

2 Industry publications are the most comprehensive source of data for facilities currently in-use, notably
Inside The Ownership of Professional Sports (Team Marketing Report 2001), The Stadium Game
(Greenberg 2000), and the UL! Guide to Sports, Convention, and Entertainment Facilities (Petersen 1996).
While industry publications are generally good sources for ownership, capacity, and market data, they are
less reliable for specific cost and public share information, and tend not report historical data. The
exception is the ULI Guide, which provides good cost and public share data, but unfortunately for this
study, covers a relatively small number of major league facilities currently in-use.

? Academic publications often fill this gap by providing cost (and sometimes public cost) data for large
samples of sports facilities, most notably Pay Dirt (Quirk and Fort, 1992), The Stadium as a Municipal
Investment (Baim 1994), and Sports Pork: The Costly Relationship Between Major League Sports and
Government (Keating 1999). Quirk and Fort (1992) present a table listing the cost of all major league
facilities in-use at 1991, however they do not provide public share data, and often do not provide sources.
Baim (1994) provides total cost and public share data for 14 older stadiums, with additional cases covered
in his doctoral dissertation (1988). Baim’s work has the virtue of citations from primary sourcc matcrials.
Keating (1999) provides the most comprehensive list, including cost and public share data for 167 facilities
built from 1887 to 1999. While not a completely comprehensive listing (some 50 facilities are not
included), Keating does provide sources for his data, but in many cases, the references are problematic; for
example he cites Quirk and Fort (1992) who in turn, do not provide sources. Finally, there are a number of
excellent single-facility or single-city case studies, such as those found in Euchner (1993), Noll and
Zimbalist (1997), Rosentraub (1997a), and Rich (2000), that provide superior cost data, and are sourced to
academic standards.
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interest publications4. When industry, academic and general interest sources were not
available, I compiled data using primary sources including newspapers, magazines,
industry newsletters, and where appropriate, team and fan websites.

Regardless of the source, I present cost data that is unquestionably conservative.
For the older facilities, accurate cost data is often unavailable as there were few public
records for these predominantly private facilities, and the data that is available does not
take into account the many subsequent renovations. For facilities built mid-century, the
availability of cost data improves because city and county governments kept public
records of the projects, but their reported figures often do not include land and
infrastructure costs, or subsequent renovations. For the newest facilities, despite
increased media scrutiny. the real cost of pubic funding is obscured by complex
development agreements, the omission of land and infrastructure costs, incremental
renovations, and public participation in lease expenses.

Notwithstanding these limitations, the compilation of the database is significant in
itself. It is the first comprehensive presentation of this data, thus it eliminates the need
for future researchers to replicate its construction. I welcome future refinements and
improvements that were not within the scope of this study. Moreover, this database is a
step toward basic information consistency among the actors involved in making decisions

about public funding for sports facilities.

* General-interest publications are also a source of facility cost and public cost data, but since they are
written for the lay audience they have little need for cost precision, so this data can be unreliable.

Additionally, most of these publications are dedicated to ballparks, notably Green Cathedrals (Lowry
1986), Take Me Out to the Ball Park (The Sporting News 1987), Ballparks of North America (Benson

1989), and Diamonds: The Evolution of the Balipark (Gershman 1993). There are no such general interest
publications for football stadiums, basketball and hockey arenas.
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The Three Phases of Public Funding

That governments spend a lot of money on major league sports facilities is hardly
breaking news. Analyses of public funding for sports facilities are ubiquitous in both
industry and academic circles, and many offer the same conclusion: spiraling costs. ’

By the year 2001, the public sector — federal, state, county, and local governments — had
paid a staggering $16B to participate in the construction of the 100 major league
ballparks, stadiums, and arenas currently in-use in cities across North America.

How did this dramatic commitment of public funds arise? To answer these
question, I begin with an overview of public funding history, organized into three boom
periods in new facility construction: 1) the “entrepreneurial” period from 1890-1930
when the public share of cost was typically 0%, 2) the “civic infrastructure” period from
1950 to 1979 when the public share was typically 100%, and 3) the “public-private
partnership” period starting in the 1980s, when the public share of costs reportedly
averaged about 50%. Because public sector funding is typically negotiated immediately
prior to facility construction, it follows that major changes in public funding patterns
follow these cycles of facility construction. Table 1 summarizes facility cost and public
funding data by decade.

Before 1910, the only type of facility expressly built for professional sports was
the baseball stadium. A few football stadiums and hockey arenas were built, but these
were generally intended to host amateur, varsity, and professional team sports, as well as
non-sports events. Professional ballparks were built by enterprising businessmen who

were sometimes team owners, but often not. Park ownership was a less-attractive

* Academic surveys of facility cost data include Quirk and Fort (1992), Petersen (1996), Greenberg (1996),
Danielson (1997), Noll and Zimbalist (1997), Rosentraub (1997a), Keating (1999), and Seigfried and
Zimbalist (2000).
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prospect for team owners because they wanted to be able to relocate if team fortunes
changes. In this era, entrepreneurial owners would charge the teams rent, and collect
admissions, concessions, and later, parking revenue. On occasion, public lands might be
rented for baseball uses, but otherwise there was minimal government involvement in the
process.

In the 1910s and 1920s, the majority of new facilities were privately built. As
MLB and the NHL stabilized, teams became permanent fixtures in their host cities, and
prominent industrialists began to purchase teams and built substantial new stadiums and
arenas, including Wrigley Field, Comiskey Park, the Montreal Forum and Boston
Garden. Also during this period, the first examples of public funding for major league
sports facilities emerge. They were 100% financed by city governments and marketed as
essential pieces of a new civic infrastructure, some under the auspices of Roosevelt’s
New Deal. In three cases, new stadiums were built with public funds as part of bid
packages for the 1932 Olympic Games, including Chicago’s Soldier Field, Cleveland’s
Municipal Stadium, and the Los Angeles Coliseum. The impact of these 100% publicly-
funded facilities was to raise the average public share of funding from 0% during the
1910s 10