March 1, 2001

Nick Sakiewicz

General Manager - MetroStars

One Harmon Plaza

Third Floor

Secaucus, NJ 07094

Dear Mr. Sakiewicz,

As a fan of your organization from its conception with the league in 1996, I have seen many changes with the organization and have developed a unique perspective on your operations.  The MetroStars have been an integral part of Major League Soccer (MLS) since its launch and are well known as the most high profile and recognizable team in the league.  In your organization’s mission statement it is clear that you want to  “Inspire the development of soccer in the metropolitan New York / New Jersey market” while maintaining profitability and a diverse fan base.  I see your current lease with the New Jersey Sports Authority for use of Giants Stadium for your home games as a threat to some key issues with your goals as an organization.

The Problem With Giants Stadium:


East Rutherford was a logical place to house an exciting new sports franchise in a fresh, dynamic league back in 1996.  It serves the local football teams with great efficiency (the NY Giants have been sold out every game for the last 20 years) and the Meadowlands was a good central location to headquarter the team.  Attendance figures were well above expectations and aside from being forced to play on artificial turf in the fall, the fans seemed happy with their new franchise.


However, after four seasons many things have changed.  Attendance figures have dropped substantially every year for all four seasons despite having a spectacular year in 2000 falling just short of reaching the MLS Cup.  The average attendance for MetroStars home games in 1996 was over 17,000 and plummeted to under 10,000 this past year (Garber).  As a fan, it is really hard to watch the team have so much success on the field and having nobody in the stands to see it.  I remember a great match where your boys battled back against rival Tampa Bay from a 3-0 deficit to win in “Golden Goal” style in overtime 4-3.  I also remember being one of only 20 fans in the ESC Supporter’s section and being one of only 4,000 people in total attendance.  This is a serious problem when one of the best games in franchise history is played in front of less people than a Rutgers basketball game versus Wagner College.


Financially, things could not be worse for the MetroStars right now.  Your organization has the highest payroll in the league at $4.2 million and is third to last in attendance and fourth to last in revenue.  The costly lease with Giants Stadium along with stagnant merchandise sales have put your organization in a position where cutting costs is something you should be quite interested.  I have devised a plan that would increase both attendance and revenue through merchandise sales.  It is based on, but does not rely solely on the MetroStars choosing to not resign their lease with the NJ Sports Authority and Giants Stadium.


Not only has the lack of attendance been crippling the team financially but has dramatically polarized the fan base.  Not only did management choose to separate the supporters into an English and a separate Spanish sections, but has brought in a couple of international players of the same nationality.  Instead of bringing in players from Argentina, Venezuela and Germany, they signed three Columbians.  This means that instead of drawing on fans of several nationalities, they will only fill the seats with Columbian fans.  In 1996, the Supporters’ section (101) was completely packed with representatives of every nationality.  There were 18,000 different people at the games representing all four corners of the globe.  Nowadays, the bulk of the attendance comes from the one nationality that happens to be the same as the star player on the other team.  For example, if the MetroStars are hosting D.C. United, there will be 3,000 Colombians in attendance to come see Marco Etcheverry play, forcing team loyalty to suffer.

What Soccer in the U.S. is all about:


Soccer in this country is dramatically different from any other country in the world.  We have so many sports here with such a huge head start in attendance and popularity that makes starting a new league a dangerous venture.  First of all, you have to look at the demographics of people in this country that already support soccer and will be the most likely candidates to go to the games and buy merchandise.  Soccer is the number one sport in the world and the number five or six sport in the U.S.  What your organization needs to do is tap into the love for the game that our naturalized citizens and immigrants already have.  Also, soccer is the number one sport played by America’s youth.  More kids play soccer than football, baseball and hockey combined.  It is the official sport of suburban America and the MLS and more importantly the MetroStars should recognize this.

One of the major concerns of Major League Soccer (the U.S. professional soccer league) is international respect.  Simply put there is none for this fledgling league that promises some of the highest level of game play in the world.  This lack of respect stems mostly from dismal attendance figures from the teams in the major markets like Los Angeles and New York.  Soccer is by far and away the number one sport in the world with almost 2 billion fans.  Stadiums in Europe and Asia have more fans showing up at games than available seats easily selling out stadiums with 110,000 seating capacity.  Yet, in this country teams are lucky to break the 10,000 attendance barrier.  

What Should be Done about it:


Recognizing these demographics, it would be in the best interests of the club to move the team to a stadium where A.) the rent is cheaper, yet has suitable seating/ parking/ mass transit capabilities and B.) can draw on a superior fan base.  I believe that a move to Rutgers Stadium in New Brunswick would fulfill these requirements.  Not only is Rutgers Stadium natural grass, which is meticulously maintained and ideal for soccer, but the stadium itself is relatively new with new seats and clean food service facilities.  While the stadium is used predominantly for football, it is perfectly sized for soccer if the sidelines are adjusted slightly wider.  Much like the scheduling arrangement the MetroStars have reached with the NY Giants and Jets, most of the season between soccer and football do not overlap.  There are only a few weeks during the fall football season in which soccer is still being played.  Therefore, the MetroStars would be using the stadium and its facilities during its offseason while it would be otherwise sitting idle; and obvious win-win situation for the MetroStars and Rutgers University.

The community surrounding Rutgers Stadium consists of New Brunswick, East Brunswick, Highland Park and Piscataway.  Somerset county has proved to be the richest county in New Jersey and most of its population is comprised of suburban families (Bureau of Economic Analysis).  This is the demographic that has been most lacking in attendance in East Rutherford.  A move to Piscataway would boost the numbers of families and teams of clinic kids leagues in attendance.  This is also the same demographic that buys the most merchandise at the stadium.  So, using the pre-existing team store, scores of MetroStars team apparel and Rutgers related merchandise could be sold.  Again, this is a win-win situation for your organization and the university.

Mr. Sakiewicz, what I am proposing is that your organization does not resign a lease with the New Jersey Sports Authority and plays its home games instead at Rutgers Stadium in New Brunswick, NJ.  This is a complex proposal that would take a great deal of communication between your organization, my University and the State of New Jersey.  I invite you to come to my presentation, being held in Murray Hall rm. 111, at Rutgers University on xxxxx, xxxxx.

Sincerely,

Robert C. Huebner
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