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Will the Pirates� Rebuilding Ever Stop? 
 

Pittsburgh Pirates fans are witnessing yet another attempt to shed high-priced players in 
return for young (and, in some cases, not so young) prospects in order to right-size the 
franchise's finances and hopefully produce a division contender.  This attempt to recast 
the team by Pirates' management is all too familiar yet somewhat surprising.  While the 
team has gone through the rebuilding process several times before, it was not supposed to 
be happening three years into the new digs at PNC Park.   
 
Occupancy of PNC Park was to be the event that would change the financial fortunes of 
the Pirates. Recall that the ability of the Pirates to compete was linked with a new 
stadium that would allow the team to garner new revenues and compete against "large 
market teams".   
 
The Pirates' owner noted that he needed the new stadium because he "couldn't make [the 
team be successful] long-term in Three Rivers Stadium".  Furthermore, the owner was 
convinced that the Pirates "would be able to exist and thrive in the City", but that without 
the public subsidy and the new stadium, making the team viable "would've been tough". 
 
Fast forward five years and we see what has actually happened. Instead of a competitive 
team, the Pirates have languished in a weak division; instead of sellout crowds, 
attendance has plummeted from the first year at PNC Park and now stands at a level 
comparable to the closing years at Three Rivers Stadium. Moreover, instead of a sound 
financial footing, the owner now claims that the franchise has lost $30 million since PNC 
Park's opening and must now reduce payroll significantly. 
 
The owner of the Pirates constantly bemoans the "large market teams�" spending 
advantage over the "small market teams" and uses that as an explanation for the Pirates� 
long running saga of losing seasons.  Granted, on average, the top ten payroll teams tend 
to post winning records. However, a number of teams with payrolls well below the major 
league average are fielding extremely competitive teams.  Likewise, there are teams with 
payrolls over $100 million that are ranked at the bottom of their respective divisions.  
 
Consider Kansas City and Oakland who have "small" payrolls but nonetheless are 
contenders for division championships. It is noteworthy that neither of these two winning 
teams is playing in a new ballpark.  Contrast their performance with the pitiful-to-
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mediocre records in Detroit, Milwaukee, Cincinnati, Cleveland, and Baltimore, each of 
whom, like Pittsburgh, has a new or fairly new park.  Obviously, something else is going 
on in Pittsburgh. Could it be poor management?           
 
The problem with another rebuilding is that it often takes a number of years to show 
meaningful improvement in on-field results and there is little guarantee it will succeed 
where other attempts have failed. Meanwhile, another two or three years of lackluster 
performance by the Pirates will do nothing to boost attendance.  Indeed, the erosion of 
already weak attendance could well accelerate. Thus, the team�s ballpark related revenues 
are likely to suffer as will the income at restaurants, bars and shops near the stadium that 
depend heavily on game day traffic.   
 
The fact that the Pirates are once again talking about rebuilding-- a code word for salary 
dumping-- is tantamount to admitting failure. The team is now facing virtually the same 
financial problems it experienced at Three Rivers Stadium. However, there is a major 
difference.  To wit, the taxpayers have spent more than $200 million and 29 acres of 
taxable land and several buildings on that land have been removed from the tax rolls.  
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