
No land rush in � nding 
Richmond replacement

And the winner in the recently abandoned, 
and suddenly sought-after Richmond market 
sweepstakes is . . . patience.

That’s the message Minor League Baseball 
president Pat O’Conner is sending out from 
his office in St. Petersburg, Fla., following the 
Braves’ recent announcement that in 2009 
they’ll move their Triple-A affiliate to the 
Atlanta suburb of Gwinnett County (see Page 
3). There will not be a repeat of the land rush 
mentality that accompanied the Braves’ 2004 
departure from Greenville, S.C.

“We learned some things in the Greenville 
process,” said O’Conner, referring to the 
teams that flooded Greenville with offers to 
move in there when the Braves left. Another 
minor league official compared the process to 
“someone throwing chum in the water and the 
sharks came circling.” 

“It led to a change in rules that all explo-
ration (of a new territory) needs approval,” 
O’Conner said. “Greenville was a learning 
process for us in some ways . . . We’ll develop 
some process so that we don’t have clubs over-
whelming the city.”

Exactly what teams would be bidding on 
at this point remains unclear. Would it be to 
play in The Diamond, the same aging ballpark 
that caused the Braves to sever a 42-year rela-
tionship with the city in early January out of 
frustration that eight years of negotiations to 
renovate or replace it had gone nowhere?

Or would bidders expect city officials to 
carry forward on a plan announced just prior 
to the Braves’ exodus that called for a new 
ballpark at the site of The Diamond as part of 
a 60-acre renovation?

“We’re going to talk to and work with the 
city, and see what goals they have,” O’Conner 
said. “Nothing is going to happen immedi-
ately.”

Despite the questions surrounding 
Richmond, two facts have emerged in the 
days following the divorce: Triple-A baseball 
will not be back in Richmond in 2009, barring 
a delay or disaster in Gwinnett County’s sta-
dium construction; but there almost certainly 
will be minor league baseball in Richmond in 
some form in 2009.

“There are people champing at the bit to 
get in,” International League president Randy 
Mobley said.

Richmond will remain International League 
territory until the Braves vacate the area. (Teams 

interested in the market must first get permission 
from the International League and Minor League 
Baseball. If the IL denies permission, O’Conner 
said, there will be an appeals process.)

Once the Braves leave, so will Triple-A 
baseball. Mobley said stability within the 
International League means one of its clubs 
almost certainly won’t come to Richmond, 
even though it’s the largest market in the 
league. The league expanded in 1998 follow-
ing the folding of the American Association, 
making Ottawa’s move to Lehigh Valley for 
2008 the first actual franchise movement in 
the league in 15 years. Columbus has plans to 
replace aging Cooper Stadium. And Pawtucket 
ranked second in the IL in attendance last year 
with 613,065 fans, playing in historic McCoy 
Stadium, which was built in 1946 but has been 
significantly renovated in recent years.

“It’s a bittersweet day,” Mobley said. “The 
International League has been founded on a 
lot of stability. After 42 years, you don’t just 
go. I think the Atlanta Braves ended this situ-
ation respectably. They never threatened; they 
never pounded their fists on the table. They 
made clear what they needed . . . I told media 
people (in Richmond) several times, eventu-
ally there is going to come a time when the 
hourglass runs out.”

Yet don’t expect The Diamond to remain 
dark.

A pair of Carolina League teams have 
already made inquiries, a source told Baseball 
America, and the Richmond Times-Dispatch 
also reported inquiries from Eastern and 
South Atlantic League teams. Southern League 
president Don Mincher said no teams in his 
league have expressed interest, yet the Braves 
“moving out of there like they did, I was 
somewhat surprised that the territory became 
available. I would bet that there would be 
some inquisitions and some inquiries.”

More Than A Gift
Grainne Owen still chokes back tears when 

she talks her about her son Killian, some four 
years after the energetic and athletic 9-year-
old passed away following a three-year battle 
with leukemia.

“That first year (after Killian’s death) was 
bleak. It is so hard when you fought for nearly 
three years,” Owen said, her voice trailing 
away as she paused before continuing with 
a telephone interview. “To have to give up is 

very hard. Killian was a real fighter, always 
optimistic up to the last few minutes really 
. . . I realized Killian wouldn’t want me to 
be sad and depressed. He would want me to 
do something about it. The under-funding of 
pediatric cancer research is wrong, and we 
have the ability to do something about it.”

And Grainne has done just that.
With the help of her husband Clay, Grainne 

(pronounced Grahn-ya) founded Curing Kids 
Cancer, a charity devoted to raising awareness 
and funds for pediatric cancer research, which 
we briefly highlight in the Charity Spotlight 
below. The idea behind the charity was born 
when a youth football coach in the Owens’ 
hometown of Marietta, Ga., donated his end-
of-season gift to the Aflac Cancer Center at 
Children’s Healthcare of Atlanta in Killian’s 
honor, and in essence formed the basis of a 
charity that in four years has raised nearly 
$750,000 for pediatric cancer research. In place 
of an end of season gift for a coach, Curing Kids 
Cancer encourages teams to donate money in 
honor of the coach, who will receive a certifi-
cate and commemorative shirt.

“It is simple. It makes a team mom’s life easy 
and coaches love it because it is such a unique 
gift,” Grainne said. “We started to do research 
and looking into the number of kids that play 
team sports. The numbers are phenomenal. If 
we had one dollar for every kid that played just 
baseball, we would be raising millions of dol-
lars instead of hundreds of thousands.”

Grainne’s passion for the work was born out 
of the pain of seeing her own son suffer and 

the frustration that science could not provide 
a cure, primarily due to a lack of funding.

After rounds of chemotherapy and a bone 
marrow transplant from Killian’s twin brother 
Garrett failed to provide a cure, the Owens got 
special permission from the FDA for Killian 
to receive an experimental treatment at the 
National Institutes of Health in Bethesda, Md. 
Killian became the first person to receive the 
drug BL-22, which targets only cancer cells. 
Doctors had been trying to get a pediatric trial 
for more than three years.

The baseball community has already become 
involved in Grainne’s fight: John Smoltz and his 
brother Mike purchased the first batch of shirts 
for coaches; Tom Glavine and his wife Chris are 
also active with the charity. Curing Kids Cancer 
is one of the beneficiaries of the annual Aflac 
All-American High School Baseball Classic. The 
charity was awarded $20,000 at the event’s 
banquet in honor of each player’s coach, and 
Aflac also recently presented it a $50,000 grant 
to promote nationally.

However pairing minor league baseball with 
Curing Kids Cancer seems like a natural fit. 
Have an open date on your team’s promotional 
schedule? A Curing Kids Cancer youth baseball 
night sure sounds like it has potential.

“I really believe we can make a difference,” 
Owen said. “It helps me to do something 
positive, because I know that is what (Killian) 
would want. He would go have chemo, a spi-
nal tap, and that afternoon he would be on the 
baseball field, unless he would be in too much 
pain to be upright and that was very rare.”

A failure to replace or renovate The Diamond led the Braves to end a 42-year relationship with Richmond

I nspired by the passing of her 9-year-old son Killian to 
leukemia, Grainne Owen formed Curing Kids Cancer in 
2004, and has since guided the organization to raise 

roughly $750,000 for pediatric cancer research. In lieu of a 
season-ending present, the charity encourages youth sports 
teams to make donations in honor of their coach, who would 
receive a certi�cate and commemorative shirt.
The Atlanta-area-based charity has drawn the support of 
many in the sports community, and has become one of the 
bene�ciaries of the A�ac All-American Baseball Classic. It 
recently received a $20,000 grant in honor of the coaches of 

the 2007 All-American Team in addition to another $50,000 
A�ac research grant.
Braves pitchers Tom Glavine and John Smoltz have been active 
with the organization, and sports personality Lee Corso serves 
as Curing Kids Cancer’s spokesman.
Owen’s work is beginning to spread beyond her home state 
of Georgia, where the �rst donation went to the A�ac Cancer 
Center at Children’s Healthcare of Atlanta.
“If we had one dollar for every kid that played just baseball, 
we would be raising millions of dollars instead of hundreds of 
thousands.”
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