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Building the Bridge
to Brooklyn

The arrival of Mikhail Prokhorov as owner of the
New Jersey Nets finally saw work begin on the
franchise’s new arena in Brooklyn

Having announced their intention to move to Brooklyn as far back
as 2005, the New Jersey Nets have found themselves stuck in a tricky
interim period. But, as the 2012 move-in date approaches, a new
owner and a global outlook have helped the franchise bridge the gap.
By James Emmett. Photographs by Graham Fudger.

When Deron Williams inspired his
new team to victory in two thrilling
encounters with the Toronto Raptors
at a sold-out O2 Arena in London in
March, for the on-looking New Jersey Nets
management and ownership team, it was a
glimpse of the future.
With a brand new point guard at the helm,
the Nets played an exciting, winning brand
of basketball in the first two regular-season
National Basketball Association (NBA) games

“i look back on it now and
some of the key decisions
we’ve made were made
because of the delay.”
ever to be held in Europe. Watching those
two games in London were thousands of
new British Nets fans as well as the team’s
new owner, Mikhail Prokhorov, and several
representatives of the franchise’s new premier
partner, British bank Barclays. For Brett
Yormark, the franchise’s chief executive,
who has been working tirelessly since 2005
to bring the franchise to a new home and a
new era in Brooklyn, the two games marked
the culmination of one of the most difficult
periods of his career. Delays, largely due
to various legal hold-ups, have struck the
construction of a new arena in Brooklyn,
the Barclays Center, time after time. The
Nets, somewhat stuck in limbo, have shuttled
from the Izod Center in East Rutherford,
New Jersey to the Prudential Center in

Newark ahead of their protracted move, now
scheduled for the beginning of the 2012/13
NBA season. The on-court performance,
perhaps predictably, has suffered, as have
home game attendances. Last year in particular
was something of a nadir in the franchise’s
history. Having set a league record for the
worst start to an NBA season, losing their first
18 consecutive games, the Nets became only
the fifth team in history to lose 70 games in a
season, finishing last year with just 12 wins.
Remarkably, Yormark has not only managed
to keep his organisation commercially viable
through a turbulent period, but he has
succeeded in remaining one of the most
commercially active franchise chief executives
in the league. Entirely in keeping with his
character, he puts an admirably positive spin
on a story that would have had many packing
their bags years ago. “Candidly,” Yormark
confesses, “this organisation has gone
through some challenges over the last couple
of years, both on the court and off the court
– the delays in Brooklyn; the product wasn’t
really, obviously, something we were proud of
over the last couple of years. But I’m the type
of person who believes that with challenge
comes opportunity. When I took this job in
January 2005 I thought I’d be in Brooklyn
within two or three years. Unfortunately that
didn’t happen. But I’ve learned a lot since.
We’ve been able to acquire and hire a lot
of talented people. But also the vision for
Brooklyn never wavered. Now it’s in striking
distance – we’ll be there in the summer of
2012 – and construction’s ahead of schedule
in fact. I look back on it now and some of the
key decisions we’ve made were made because

of the delay. So as an example, we had 140
suites in the original model. Given where
the economy now is in the US, that was too
much. When we went through some of these
delays we were able to rethink the current
business model and say ‘you know what,
we’ve got to modify that.’ So now we have
104 suites. And we’ve been able to introduce
new products to the marketplace that are
selling very, very well. Had we gone out with
the original product mix, we’d probably be
struggling now. There’s a silver lining there,
and I think the silver lining with the delay is
that I personally have been able to understand
the arena business far greater today than if
we opened up for business three or four years
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ago.” Moreover, Yormark has been able to
maximise that silver lining by finalising what
must be the fullest programming schedule
for any arena 18 months away from opening,
with Oscar De La Hoya for boxing, Feld
Entertainment for childrens’ programming,
Lagardère Unlimited for tennis, and IMG for
college sports all signing contracts to bring
their product to the Barclays Center.
Designed by Ellerbe Becket and SHoP
Architects, the 18,000 – 19,000-capacity
arena will form the centrepiece of a wider
US$800 million development that includes
a rail yard, warehouses and several highrise residential and business buildings. As
Yormark says, construction is on-track for a

summer 2012 opening date. Having finally
broken ground in March last year, around 60
per cent of the arena’s foundations are now
in place. Steel work is approximately 25 per
cent complete and facade erection is due to
start as early as July.
Commercially, as one would expect with
Yormark at the helm, the arena is well
ahead of schedule. Yormark has opted for a
sponsorship model that will incorporate 12
founding partners as well as one overarching
title sponsor. Of the 12 major slots, for which
the Nets have looked for deals ranging from
US$2 million to US$4 million annually over
at least five-year terms, Yormark has already
filled the majority and is confident of filling

the remainder well before the team moves
into the new arena. “We’ve got a couple of
major categories that we’re looking to fill at
the Barclays Center,” he says. “One is airline,
then there’s auto and insurance. Those are the
three big ones that I’m looking to penetrate
right now.” Of course, Yormark’s crowning
achievement at the Nets has to be considered
the marquee naming rights deal he pulled off
for the new arena – years before the go-ahead
had been given for the construction phase.
In early 2007, British bank Barclays, with
some 10,000 employees in the US but no
one, discernable marketing tool to boost their
operations in the country, put pen to paper
on a 20-year deal worth a reported US$400
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Chris Charlier (left), the new chairman of the franchise, is based in Moscow but is in constant contact with Nets chief executive Brett Yormark (right) and his team

million – though the bank notes that the terms
have shifted since then. “To this day,” says
Gerard LaRocca, managing director and chief
administrative officer, Americas, at Barclays’
investment wing, “Yormark treats Barclays like
he’s still courting us, not like a company that
he already signed a deal with.”
Renowned for his full-service, personal
approach to sponsorship, Yormark is quick to
make use of the Nets trip to London in early
March, when this interview took place, to
do some off-contract sponsorship servicing.
“An added bonus of this trip for us was to
do something in Barclays’ home town,” he
says. “So as we discussed the opportunity
here in London with the NBA, in addition to
the global nature of our business and what
we’re trying to pursue, being able to entertain
and interface with our best partner certainly
was a driver for us. Today we are going to

Canary Wharf with our team; we are making
a full team appearance at the headquarters of
Barclays for over 350 of their employees. We
will give them an update on Barclays Center,
a power point presentation and a video on
Brooklyn; acclimate them to what’s in store;
and then obviously introduce them to our
team. That is as important as anything else,
being able to support Barclays and really make
that relationship as deep as possible.”
If the landmark trip to London gave
Yormark and his team some very welcome
face-time with Barclays, it also cemented
their status as the NBA’s ‘global franchise’.
Similarly, if the games represented a welcome
respite from the doom and gloom that has
surrounded the organisation of late, it was
the catalyst to go global – the deal that saw
Russian billionaire Mikhail Prokhorov take a
majority stake in the team – that allowed the

franchise to glimpse the light at the end of
the tunnel. That deal, which saw Prokhorov –
the 32nd richest man in the world with a net
worth of some US$18 billion according to
Forbes’ latest evaluation – take an 80 per cent
controlling interest in Nets Basketball as well
as a 45 per cent stake in the new arena, was
finalised and ratified in May last year, though it
was confirmed by the Nets in September 2009.
Yormark cannot speak highly enough of
his new owner. “He has created incredible
opportunities for the franchise,” he says.
“He’s got a wealth of resources; he runs and
is involved with lots of different companies;
he brings incredible best practices to the
organisation; he has surrounded himself with
some very talented people who are interfacing
with us on a daily basis. Probably the biggest
thing, though, is that he’s brought a real sense
of confidence to the organisation.”
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Player acquisitions – No quick fix
The comparison between Mikhail Prokhorov’s
acquisition of the New Jersey Nets and
his compatriot Roman Abramovich’s 2003
purchase of English soccer club Chelsea is
an obvious one to draw. Both, after all, are
oligarchs who enjoy the limelight and the
glory that sports team ownership can bring.
Abramovich, who is currently the 53rd
richest man in the world with an estimated
worth of US$13.4 billion according to Forbes,
has invested heavily in the London club,
spending hundreds of millions of dollars
on player acquisitions alone. On the last day
of January this year, he shelled out the best
part of US$110 million on bringing in just
two players. The comparison is one that does
not immediately rankle with Charlier, a keen
soccer fan who is taking the opportunity
whilst in London to watch Andrey Arshavin,
his sons’ favourite player, perform for
Arsenal. “I hope we can be as successful as
Roman has been on the field,” he says. “He’s
gone quite far in the Champions League and
he’s won the Premier League. So if we can
have the same level of success on the court
we’d be very happy with that. Aside from that,
Roman is a very wise businessman so I’m
sure he’s taking the same outlook as we are in
terms of globalising the team and generating
revenues from owning it.”
However, whereas Abramovich has been
able to pump funds into Chelsea, inflating
the European soccer transfer market in the
That confidence is well placed. Not only
has Prokhorov’s wealth ensured that the
Barclays Center, jointly owned by former
Nets owner Bruce Ratner’s Forest City
Enterprises, has the equity it needs to get off
the ground, but the doors he has opened, and
the people he has put in place, have given the
Nets an immediate leg-up.
Chris Charlier, deputy chief executive
of Prokhorov’s Onexim Group, which has
significant interests in mining, metallurgy,
financial services, utilities, media, high
technology and real estate, is the man who
has been tasked with overseeing the Russian’s
interest in the Nets. Based in Moscow,

process, immediate and nigh-on limitless
player acquisition is not an option for
Prokhorov in the NBA, where salary caps and
a draft system are fundamental tenets of the
league. “There’s a limit on how much you can
offer a single player and a limit on how much
you can offer a whole team,” explains Charlier.
“It’s actually a pretty complicated science. The
liquidity does count for something though
because there’s money you can spend in the
locker room, there’s money you can spend on
travel arrangements, there’s money you can
spend on the practice facility. You can make
the players feel welcome and taken care of.
At the same time, there are things you can do
in terms of salaries: you are allowed to make
upfront payments, so you can front-load the
salaries in cash, which is something that we’re
prepared to do to recruit the right players.”
In the midst of their transition, the Nets
struggled in the trading periods over the
summer and again this winter. In the hunt
for LeBron James’ signature, and then for
Carmelo Anthony, both players slipped away
from the franchise. “For a team that had the
performance that we did last year, I think
we made credible bids in both efforts,” says
Charlier. “Unfortunately we lost.” The team
was, however, able to pull off one surprising
bit of business in February when two-time
All-Star and Olympic gold medal-winning
point guard Deron Williams joined from the
Utah Jazz in exchange for two players, two
Charlier, in his position as chairman of the
Nets and director of Brooklyn Arena, the
company that manages the Barclays Center,
is in nigh-on daily contact with Yormark
and his management team. “Even though
he’s headquartered out of Moscow, it’s like
he’s next door because we communicate that
often,” says Yormark. “There isn’t an issue
which is too small for him, which is terrific.”
Charlier, French by birth but educated in
the US, has been one of Prokhorov’s closest
associates for over a decade. The 39-yearold, who studied finance at the Wharton
School before joining JP Morgan in New
York after graduating, was headhunted by

first round draft picks and US$3 million cash.
“I think we surprised the world by getting
him,” says Charlier. “He has more assists in
his first three Nets games than any player in
their first three games for a new team in the
history of the NBA. And that’s quite telling.
He’s an amazing player. We hope through
Deron we can show some other players that
we’re the team to play for.”
Yormark’s reaction, meanwhile, is equally
positive: “The bold move with Deron
Williams is a great example that Prokhorov’s
willing to take calculated risks, risks that will
certainly benefit the franchise long-term,
and I expect many moves like that from him
in the future. I think from a commercial
point of view, for season ticket holders,
sponsors, key stakeholders, and for that
matter anyone that might be looking at us
with respect to Brooklyn, I think they need
to see vision, they need to see direction. And
I think directionally now we’ve made a very
bold statement: Deron Williams will be the
cornerstone of this franchise and that there is
clear direction. We have received an incredible
amount of support since we made the trade.
We track everything, and our daily business
has doubled for the current season in ticket
sales. Last year we were number six in the
NBA for new tickets sold and we are already
well ahead of that rate. So I think in all
respects, both on the court and off the court,
we’ll benefit greatly from it.”
Renaissance Capital, a financial services
company in which Prokhorov had a minority
stake, and moved to Moscow in 1997. Quickly
winning Prokhorov’s trust, Charlier moved
to Norilsk Nickel in 2001 to work as the
head of strategic development and mergers
and acquisitions at the metallurgy company
that made the bulk of Prokhorov’s fortune.
In 2004, Charlier decided to take some time
off “to travel the world and raise my five
sons” but returned to Russia some four and
half years later to take up the deputy chief
executive role at Prokhorov’s Onexim Group.
A mergers and acquisitions specialist,
Charlier was privy to all of Prokhorov’s
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A franchise in no man’s land – how B2B sponsorship is bridging the gap
The New Jersey Nets’ plan to relocate
to Brooklyn has been public since 2005.
The franchise finally expects to fulfil that
goal in the summer of 2012. Quite apart
from dealing with a natural measure of fan
disenfranchisement that comes about with
such an openly stated desire to move, the
organisation has also had to ensure that it
keeps its current corporate partners happy.
In a previous interview with SportsPro, Brett
Yormark spoke about “selling a Toyota in the
day, while selling a Bentley at night.” Getting
the corporate community excited about the
move to Brooklyn has been relatively easy
compared with the task of persuading it
to stick with the franchise in the interim.
New York is a centre of world commerce
and a much more obvious global platform
than New Jersey. But Yormark has stuck
to his task with a dogged determination,
clear-sightedness and patience. “It gets back
to the question of ‘what are you doing for
me today?’” he says. “Everyone likes to
think long-term but given the fact that the

economy is where it is, they’re all looking at
‘what’s my business solution today? What’s
going to drive relevance with the consumer?
What’s going to drive purchase at retail?
What’s the catalyst today? And I’ll worry
about tomorrow later on.’ So my goal is to
be a solutions provider today. And as long
as we can show great measurement and why
a relationship with Nets basketball today is
meaningful enough for someone’s business,
then regardless of where we might end up
being 12 or 18 months from now, that really
shouldn’t matter. It’s when you’re no longer
relevant to that customer, and can’t impact
on business, that’s truly when they should
raise their hand and say ‘you know what, the
relationship really doesn’t make sense for
me anymore.’
“For me, it’s all about business,” he
continues. “So one of the things that we’ve
done, and I think we’ve done probably
better than most, is we’ve really pushed
the whole business-to-business platform,
in creating synergies amongst season ticket

holder companies, key vendors as well as
our corporate partners. Networking and
getting them to do business with each
other. That has been a huge catalyst for us,
because that’s measuring. Because I can say
at the end of the year, ‘hey, I got you ten
qualified meetings, five of them you were
able to convert; it drove your business;
who else is doing that for you?’ We have
something called the Nets Chamber of
Commerce; it’s a compilation of over
500 companies that have joined, season
ticket holders, vendors, corporate partners.
Each of them is guaranteed ten qualified
meetings with each other. We track all the
meetings. We don’t guarantee business,
but we guarantee top-level meetings.
That’s been a big, big driver for us. We’re
instituting other programmes like that and I
think that truly saves the day for us. Because
if I can create meaningful relationships
amongst my partners, they’re going to stay
with us as long as we’re in New Jersey and
then hopefully go with us to Brooklyn.”

It is not just the franchise that will benefit
from an international platform, but the Nets
players themselves, as Charlier explains: “Our
view is that we need to differentiate ourselves
from the other teams. There’s a bit of
scepticism still about what we’re doing with the
Nets, but the real idea behind the globalisation
is to offer our players and our organisation a
much bigger stage than what any other team
is currently focusing on. On any other team
you play for, your fanbase is a city or, at most,
a state, and in most cases not even a whole
state. Not only are we Brooklyn; not only are
we New York; but we want fans around the
world to think of us as their team – that’s why
we brought the team to China, we brought the
team to Russia and we brought the team here
to London – and that creates for the players,
well, jetlag, but it also creates some amazing
sponsorship opportunities. They will be able

to derive a lot of marketing benefits personally
from having a much wider audience follow
them, which we think while they’re players is
important, but more importantly when their
career ends, they will have become a wellknown personality, worldwide brands in their
own right. You look at someone like David
Beckham, or you look at Anna Kournikova,
who had success on the field and on the court,
but certainly have much greater visibility
and much greater revenue streams coming
from their marketing arrangements – much,
much more than their sporting performances.
That’s what we want to offer to our players.
Don’t get me wrong, we still want to win the
championship, and quickly, but we want to
offer our players a combination of winning
and being marketable. Then you can become
a Michael Schumacher or a Roger Federer and
that’s an amazing opportunity for a player.”

Why go global?
The Nets have been unabashed in their desire
to become a global franchise and Yormark
is often the first to raise his hand when
NBA commissioner David Stern suggests
something to broaden the league’s horizons.
If, at first, the global push was borne from a
flagging home market in New Jersey, it is now
providing a gateway to new opportunities and
new revenue streams. “I do really think that
at some point you’ll be able to monetise it,”
says Yormark. “Let’s look at sponsorship, as
an example, we’ve got about 15 to 20 of our
partners with us for this trip to London. We’ve
got companies that are global, like Cushman
& Wakefield and PNY Technologies and
HighPoint Solutions, these are all companies
that are doing business in the UK, so they’ve
all come here and they’re hosting some of their
clients while they’re here, using Nets basketball
as a bit of a linkage.”
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Deron Williams (top) is a key addition to a roster which Mikhail Prokhorov (centre bottom) has big plans for

musings as he weighed up the opportunity
to buy the Nets and was an integral figure
in the structuring of the deal itself. That
deal, though financial details have not been
confirmed, is believed to have included a
US$700 million bond sale as well as a direct
US$200 million investment.
“Mikhail owned CSKA [Moscow basketball
team] for several years,” explains Charlier,
“and he brought them to the pinnacle
of European basketball; they won the
Euroleague championship twice and made
the Final Four four years in row. When he
sold his stake in Norilsk Nickel [in early
2008], which was also the direct owner of the
team, he became separated from the sport
he loves. He thought, ‘well, what’s a bigger

stage than European basketball? It’s the
NBA.’ Fundamentally the desire is to win an
NBA championship. I’m tasked with actually
making a business out of that desire.”
While Prokhorov clearly has the wealth not
to worry a great deal if the Nets don’t make
him money, like any successful businessman,
he didn’t get where he is today by operating
loss-making entities, and Charlier is quick
to dismiss the notion that owning an NBA
team is simply a vanity project for Prokhorov.
“Owning a sports team is a lot of fun,
certainly,” he concedes, “and, as I said, the
fundamental goal is to win a championship,
but he’s tasked a businessman to be the
chairman, not a sports fan. We structured
a great deal in a difficult time in the team’s

and in the arena’s history. We provided the
equity to get the arena built in Brooklyn at
a time when very few investors were willing
to step up. We will get a nice value creation
from stepping in when no-one else wanted
to get in and once we’re in Brooklyn I think
everything changes. Just from some of the
discussions we had with the sponsors, for the
same signage and for the same exposure, we
can add multiples in terms of sponsorship
fees. We expect that fans will also be prepared
to pay more to see the team in Brooklyn and
that applies across the board – local TV in
New York included. There’s value creation
from stepping in when no-one else believed in
the project and immediate value creation from
going to Brooklyn in the Barclays Center.”
Of course, while the Nets had already stated
their ambition to become the NBA’s first truly
global franchise before the Prokhorov sale,
the Russian’s involvement is facilitating the
journey to that goal. The Nets have recently
made pre-season trips to London and China
and, understandably, are concentrating their
efforts on growing their fanbase in Russia. A
whistle-stop tour on the way to China in the
summer has been followed by the opening
of a dedicated Nets merchandise store within
one of Adidas’ biggest outlets in Russia. The
team currently has around 30 of its games
broadcast on NTV+ in Russia and, as Charlier
explains, they are in constant dialogue with
NBA itself to get more of a foothold, for
both the team and the league, in the country.
“I think our aim is to make the Nets Russia’s
home team,” he says. “But we’re still in the
early stages there. The Russian fan is a very
knowledgeable fan in that you’re not going
to trick them into becoming a fan unless
you’re winning.”
If the fans are yet to follow in the droves
that they’re at some point expected to, the Nets
have already been able to make an impact on
the Russian sponsorship market, with both
Aeroflot and Stolichnaya signing significant
deals with the franchise towards the end of last
year. “Obviously Mikhail and his colleagues
open a lot of doors for us,” explains Yormark,
“and once those doors are open, it’s up to me
to go there and make the sales presentation.
And it’s a wonderful opportunity.”
It’s an opportunity, one imagines, that
Yormark won’t fail to grasp.
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