
Last Saturday night, in the bowels of Bryant-Denny Stadium in Tuscaloosa, I told a friend of mine 
he sounded “ridiculous.” We had been discussing the prospects of UAB football. Better put, I had 
been discussing the prospects of UAB football, and he had been arguing about its validity. Lets just 
say he was very much opposed to the Blazers receiving even a penny from the University of Ala-
bama system to spend on its program. His reasoning was simple: “there isn’t any need for it. At best, 
it does nothing from UAB, and, at worst, it takes away resources from the rest of the system.”  

That was when I told him he was being ridiculous, and countered with: “there is no reason why a 30-
35,000 seat on campus stadium wouldn’t work great over on the Southside. You know, like the one 
they have down at Troy. That would be great for building a fan base and growing school spirit.”  

If you have read the news here in the state this week, you know my friend was proven more accurate 
than I. Oh, I won’t budge from my contention an on-campus stadium would have been great for 
UAB football, and even Birmingham. However, it’s a moot point, as UAB announced this week it 
was eliminating its football program, basically pronto. This after the best season on the field, and in 
the stands, since 2006.  

Obviously, it would appear as though this decision had been in the works for quite some time, re-
gardless of what the current UAB President says. The official reasoning? You guessed it: money.  

This admission gobsmacked the UAB faithful. After all, the official records show football has been 
breaking even recently. How then, could the issue be money?  

You see, the numbers have I seen suggest the revenues and expenses for UAB football are approxi-
mately equal around $8.9 million per year. This constitutes a huge chunk of UAB’s overall athletics 
budget of around $30 million, of which the school subsidizes $20 million. As a result, it isn’t too 
hard to fathom a game of internal three card Monte accounting, where football revenue equals ex-
penses, even if they really don’t.  

After all, here are the numbers: UAB’s home attendance this year was an estimated 131,047 souls 
over 6 games. The face value of home game tickets in 2014 was $15 for the general public, accord-
ing to the website. So, if we assume everyone paid $15 to get into Legion Field, the Blazer’s home 
stadium, which they didn’t but let’s assume, the ticket sales for all home games this year would have 
been $1,965,705. That is the absolute HIGH end, with the real number probably being something 
closer to the $1.1 million number John Archibald has been using in the Birmingham News.  

From what I can tell, that isn’t terribly different what than the Blazers make being the sacrificial 
lamb for various homecomings. Then there is the TV payout from Conference USA of around $1 
million. I suppose you have to throw in licensing, concessions, and earmarked alumni donations, 
but, you know, I have a hard time finding out where or how UAB is getting to close to $9 million in 
revenues from football….without some cute accounting in the athletic department to make the num-
bers work. Licensing for UAB football stuff would have to be close to $3 million or more, which 
would be, what, triple home ticket sales? That doesn’t seem likely, particularly since I don’t see a lot 
of “Blazer football” paraphernalia around town.  

Yeah, $9 million in revenue with $1.1 from home ticket sales; $1 million in television from the con-
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ference, and about $1 million or so from away games? These are rounded guesstimates, but I am certain UAB and sys-
tem officials were staring into a sea of red ink when it came to football, particularly in the future. The reason? After 20 
years without much success on the field or really fan support, it was time for UAB to either you know what or get off 
the pot. It got off.  

Before anyone wants to take issue with that last statement, consider this: yes, the Blazers had a better team and drew 
more fans this year. However, over the last 10 years, they have drawn 976,575 fans to home games. While that might 
sound like a lot, it works out to be less than 100,000 per season, or less than 20,000 per game. While UAB drew more 
than 20,000 at 4 home games this year, it never broke 30,000, and even had a game with fewer than 10,000. The best 
draws were against in state schools, Troy and Alabama A&M, and out of state Marshall, which was ranked 18th at the 
time. Conversely, Louisiana Tech drew, get this, 9,457 fans. FIU brought 16,133 through the turnstiles, and 20,635 
came to see North Texas. 

So, factor out the Troy and A&M fans which came to town, as well as the curious for Marshall, and you can probably 
find your core UAB football base: (9,457 + 16,133 + 20,635) / 3 = @15,320. Fair enough, but consider the City of Bir-
mingham buys 5,000 season tickets as part of its contract with the school (for it to rent Legions Field). Take those out, 
and what do you have? That is right, a true core base probably around 10-15,000, which would include students. If you 
estimate 25% of the student body will go to a game, which is just a stab in the dark, you can then come to the follow-
ing: core community and alumni fan support for UAB football is around 10,000/game +/- 2,500, and that is with a bet-
ter team.  

In 2013, when the team was miserable, the Blazers drew less than 11,000 per game, apparently including the 5,000 
season tickets the City bought….factor in student attendance, and, voila, community support was about 3,000 folks, or 
$45,000 per game at ticket face value. Multiply that by either 5 or 6 home games, it doesn’t matter, and you come up 
with about half of the head coach’s salary. Let me just put it to you this way: the City of Tuscaloosa ain’t buying 25% 
of the home tickets for Alabama games.  

At $15 per ticket, my estimated 2014 core community support works out to be $750-900,000 in annual ticket sales de-
pending on a 5 or 6 game home schedule, plus or minus $150-180,000. Now, consider the face value for an Alabama/
Auburn ticket this year was $100, and Bryant-Denny Stadium in Tuscaloosa seats over 101,000. You can do the math; 
even with, say, 25,000 student tickets at $10, wow. Let me just say, this year’s Iron Bowl had a bigger gate than all 
UAB home games for the last 5 years combined, at a minimum….probably closer to 6-7 years.  

With these numbers in mind, remember back in 2011, when UAB went to the U of Alabama System Board of Trustees 
with plans to build a 30,000 on-campus stadium, that had an estimated total project cost of $75 million? Remember 
that? What do you think the cost would really be today, particularly when the 8,500 seat Regions Field AA baseball 
stadium cost around $65 million in 2013, in roughly the same section of town? Add 20,000 seats with 33 luxury suites 
and 24 loge boxes? I would be willing to bet you a plug nickel such an undertaking would probably push up against 
$100 million by the time all was said and done.  

THAT is what UAB officials had to consider. The school had been playing football for a couple of decades, without a 
ton of success. Fan support, both local community and student, had been mediocre in the best of years, and downright 
awful in others. Clearly, an on-campus, cozy stadium would be beneficial for the program, clearly….I don’t think any-
one could sensibly argue otherwise. It would help with recruiting, and drawing in more fans...there would be absolutely 
no way it couldn’t or wouldn’t.  

As it is, in decrepit, yes decrepit Legion Field, the UAB football program has, or had, little hope for the future. Here is 
what www.stadiumjourney.com had to say about Legion Field, ranking it #123 out of 124 FBS football stadiums:  

“Some stadiums in college football have a mystique. Some stadiums are home to great moments, classic 
games, and many great players. Legion Field is one of these stadiums - or at least, it was. Legion Field is 
still in use, however. In 1991, the University of Alabama-Birmingham Blazers began playing their home 
contests at the venue. The magic and mystique of Legion Field, however, has vanished. The stadium has 
deteriorated. Due to unsafe conditions, the upper deck had to be torn down. What was once a great place 
for football has become an old, rusty, lifeless facility, all due to the city of Birmingham's inability to take 
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care of it.” 

In a separate review of the stadium, the same website had this to say about once venerable Legion Field:  

Atmosphere    2 (out of 5) 

When you buy a ticket at the box office, you will be asked if you want the UAB or visiting side. Choose 
UAB, as the tickets seem nicer than those given to fans of the visiting squad. UAB fans sit on the west side 
of the stadium. Almost all the seats are metal benches and when it is hot and sunny, the seating bowl turns 
into an oven. There are some seats at the top of the UAB side that are shaded and many fans make their way 
there early in the game to avoid heatstroke. There are also a few box seats, but they look equally uncomfort-
able. There are tarps over most of the seats in both end zones too, which makes the stadium that much more 
unattractive. 

During the game, the cheerleaders cheer and the bands play and that adds a little bit to the spectacle, but the 
video board above the north end zone is terrible, and the scoreboard above the south end zone is old and 
should be refurbished. 

Neighborhood    1 

Legion Field is in a residential neighborhood with nothing around it. Some reports consider it to be unsafe, 
although during the day you won't notice anything worrisome. But I wouldn't want to hang out there at 
night. Really, you will drive in and out and spend not a second longer than you need to here. 

If you want somewhere to eat, I would suggest going to another part of town. Some great places to eat in 
Birmingham include The Cantina and Bottega Cafe. Good People Brewing Company, across the street from 
Regions Field where the baseball Barons play, offers cheap microbrews but no regular food menu. 

One place in Birmingham you should try to visit is Vulcan Park and Museum, home of the Vulcan statue, 
the largest cast iron statue in the world. 

Fans    2 

There are a good number of fans at Legion Field, but they can't come close to filling the stadium. It seems 
like a small community where everybody knows everybody else, but that just underlies that the fan base is 
relatively limited when compared to the other schools in the state. 

Access    3 

There is a parking lot that looked to be free, but I chose to park on the street a block away, which makes 
getting out a bit easier. The stadium is just a couple of blocks south of I-20 and west of I-65 so it is easy to 
get to, but the neighborhood is mostly side streets and not that simple to navigate. 

Inside, concourses are more than wide enough for the sparse crowd and you can sit pretty much anywhere. 
You can also stand at field level and watch the game through a fence for a few minutes without being has-
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sled. 

Return on Investment    3 

All tickets are $15 and most seats are general admission. This is very cheap for FBS football but the lack 
of amenities in the stadium make it difficult to spend four full hours here, especially on a hot afternoon. 

Extras    1 

There is a statue of Bear Bryant in front of the stadium that is the only historical element on display, a 
shame given how much has happened at Legion Field over the many decades that football has been 
played here. 

Final Thoughts 

Legion Field is clearly nearing its end of life and is no longer fully maintained, making it both fascinating 
and depressing to watch a game here. I rarely advise that you avoid a stadium, but this is one that a stadi-
um traveler need not add to the bucket list when you visit Alabama. See a game at Jordan-Hare Stadium 
in Auburn or a Bryant-Denny Stadium in Tuscaloosa instead. 

 

There you have it. The fate of UAB football was ultimately decided back in 2011. However, contracts had been signed, 
and schedules had been made, yada yada yada. Had UAB been able to field a winner, a real winner, and dramatically 
improved attendance, dramatically, by the time the contracts with the City, etc., all expired, perhaps the school would 
have some sort of case, somehow. However, the team was awful in 2011, 2012, and 2013, and drew attendance that 
reflected it...each year going down. Further, the Blazers’ head coach resigned at the end of 2013 to take an assistant’s 
job at Louisville, yes Louisville. It wasn’t like he was going to one of the marquee programs in the country.  

So, the school hired kind of a obscure coach, very successful but still not a household name, from a FCS program, paid 
him near the bottom of the list of FBS schools, and probably thought the team would limp through 2014 with a 4-8 rec-
ord at best. It could shut the books, and no one would really care.  

Unfortunately for the school administration, the team won 6 games, and had its best attendance in almost a decade. 
Even so, it wasn’t enough. Had this happened in 2010, UAB would have something to build upon; as it was, and is, the 
die had been cast. In so many ways, this season was like that movie “Major Leagues,” where the owner of the Cleve-
land Indians wants to move the team to Florida….only to have the team improve, and the community rally to save it. In 
2014, in Birmingham, it was so much “too little, too late.”  

The reason is simple: 6-6 teams, with $8.9 million budgets, $20K in internal accounting profits, and 22,000 fans a 
game don’t finance $100 million football stadiums by themselves. It would take 100 years of current “operating profit” 
just to cover the annual debt service of $100 million at 2%, let alone pay back the principal. Shoot, the school is al-
ready subsidizing the athletic department upwards of $20 million per year; does it really want to take on $100 million 
with, say, a 20-year amortization schedule? An additional $5+ million a year?   

That is the reality of the situation…..and the UAB President said as much. Where in the heck am I going to come up 
with $5+ million per year for the next 20 years just to keep the program competitive? Keep in mind $5 million is about 
total home ticket sales for the last 4 years COMBINED! 

In the end, yeah, the Blazers had a much better year this year, and, yeah, it felt like there was some momentum build-
ing, but, would it have been enough to make that type of financial commitment? That decision was ultimately made in 
2011, and UAB football didn’t do anything to change anyone’s minds, anyone with the ability to make a new stadium 
happen, in the interim.  

Believe me, this wasn’t as personal as UAB fans would like to make. This was and is simply business. The program 
didn’t have a track record to warrant such an out of pocket expense, and, as nice as it would be to have an on-campus 
stadium, you know, everyone kind of knew it. The University of Alabama system and UAB itself would have had to 
almost completely subsidize it through funds it thought best spent elsewhere. As for improvements at Bryant-Denny 
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and trying to compare them, as some UAB supporters have attempted? Well, it ain’t a fair comparison, as Alabama has 
filled every seat for every game for years, even as ticket prices have soared. It is just math, and for the 2011-2012 school 
year, according to Forbes, the Alabama Crimson Tide reported a profit of $45 million on $81 million in revenue. For 
2012-2013, it would appear as though the Tide made $47 million on about $88 million in revenue.  

Adding to Bryant-Denny? That is a no-brain business decision. Put $100 million on a 20-year am to add 25,000 seats, 
and it barely moves the darn profit margin in Tuscaloosa.  Building a $75-100 million stadium for a program that proba-
bly isn’t making money when you take away the subsidies, and some of the accounting fictions? That is also a no-brain 
decision, only in the other direction.  

Simply put, there is no way the football program can generate the money, and there is no way the Board of Trustees 
could legitimately justify the expenditure of such a huge sum of money given the Blazers’ track record. None. As a bank 
credit analyst or lender might say: “it doesn’t spread.”  

It is no secret there are and have been a lot of vocal opponents to UAB athletics in Tuscaloosa, and even on the Board of 
Trustees. The original reasoning was simple: why should a satellite campus compete with the mother ship for recruits 
and resources? Hey, the money to be made in college football wasn’t as great back in the day, so this made perfect sense. 
Further, Tuscaloosa was playing its marquee games in Birmingham, because Legion Field was larger and better than the 
on-campus stadium 45 miles away. Why shift money to UAB when the primary program needed funds for expansion 
and the like? It was completely understandable.  

Today, the issue is still about money, but not the way it was in the 1970s. For UAB to have what it needs to truly com-
pete “at the next level,” the system will have to come up with significant funds from someplace to pay for it, without any 
realistic expectation it will make any sort of return on its investment. In fact, I don’t see how it couldn’t lose money be-
fore the need for another capital injection.  

Certainly, the system could peel off $100 million from its endowment; there is no argument it has the money. However, 
it is also probably making around 6% on it, or $6 million per year. Hey, there isn’t a CFO on the planet that would think 
taking $100 million making 6% and dumping into a project with a negative or zero IRR is a good idea! In fact, it is a 
horrible idea, and anyone taking their duties as a trustee, anywhere, seriously would have a difficult time approving such 
a request. Why? If for no other reason, $100 million at 6% magically turns into over $320 million in 20 years.  

That represents a lot of scholarships, research grants, school expansion, etc.  

Think about that number, and remember UAB football made $20K last year. To make $220 million, at that pace, it 
would take UAB 11,000 years. I have news for you, UAB ain’t gonna be around in 11,000 years, and neither is the Uni-
versity of Alabama System Board of Trustees, let alone Paul Bryant, Jr.   

Simply put, major capital expenditure decisions, it doesn’t matter if it is business, athletics, or education, come down to 
money. Projects have to pay for themselves, or have a realistic expectation of doing so in a reasonable period of time. 
You have to attach revenue to expenses, period….end of discussion. If you can’t, find another project that will. To that 
end, making improvements to Bartow Arena would be a much easier sell than building a football stadium, much easier. 
After all, that decision was basically made in 2011.  

In the end, I called my friend ridiculous last Saturday night for being so adamantly opposed to UAB football. While I 
still think he was a little over the top in his conviction, you know, I was equally, if not more, ridiculous . Yeah, an on-
campus stadium would have been great in a lot of ways, but someone would have had to pay for it, and that would have 
meant money not spent someplace else. But, you know, I wasn’t going to be the person paying the tab.   

….which made my support for an on-campus stadium, which was an imperative for long-term success, that much easier.  

 

The point or motto of all this: in life, be wary of anyone who: 1) doesn’t have any direct skin in the game, and; 2) who 
confuses passion for fact, and idealism for reality, and; 3) wants you to spend YOUR money how THEY want you to 
spend it.  
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