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CHL franchises, worth millions, can afford to pay players:
study
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The Calgary Hitmen are the most valuable franchise in Canadian major junior hockey, according to a study
recently filed in an Ontario court as part of a lawsuit against the Canadian Hockey League.
According to a report on franchise economics filed in Ontario Superior Court in Toronto on June 14, the
Hitmen are worth $68.95 million, tops among the 42 teams in the Ontario Hockey League and Western
Hockey League.
The study — prepared by Kevin Mongeon, an assistant professor of sport management at Brock University
— was commissioned by the lawyers for former junior players who say that CHL franchises are raking in
millions of dollars from ticket revenue, corporate sponsorships and TV rights fees, and are worth tens of
millions of dollars.
The former players have filed a lawsuit alleging major junior teams should be sharing more of their profits
with players. The CHL, the umbrella organization that represents the OHL, WHL and Quebec Major Junior
Hockey League, has argued that it is a development league featuring amateur student athletes. It has also
argued that if it’s required to pay damages to the players, some teams may go out of business.
Mongeon wrote in his study that the Ottawa 67’s are the OHL’s most valuable team, worth $55.53 million.
He said other valuable teams from the two leagues include the Edmonton Oil Kings ($51.06 million), the

Mississauga Steelheads ($44.85 million) and the London Knights ($23.02 million).
Mongeon’s study does not include teams from the QMJHL. Ted Charney, a lawyer representing former
junior players who are suing the CHL, hired Mongeon to conduct the study. Another law firm in Quebec is
handling the case against the QMJHL and may conduct its own study of franchise values there.
Mongeon wrote that his study was not scientific, and that he relied on assumptions based on the confirmed
sale prices of 11 CHL franchises since 1990. The professor created a rate of return model that accounted
for a team’s market size.
For instance, the OHL’s Mississauga franchise, Mongeon wrote, sold for $4.56 million (expressed in 2015
dollars) in 2003 and $10.68 million in 2006, resulting in a 138 per cent return on investment.
“Complete and sufficiently publicly available revenue and cost data are rarely available to analyze and
estimate franchise values,” Mongeon wrote. “Accounting regulations do not always attribute revenues and
costs and can also make valuation estimates based on balance sheets difficult. Many team owners have a
background in investment and business ownership suggesting CHL ownership is an investment vehicle.”
Mongeon did not respond to email and phone messages seeking comment.
His study is sure to draw scrutiny after he valued the Knights, a franchise that has repeatedly led the OHL
in attendance in recent years and has a virtual monopoly in its market, for so much less than franchises in
Ottawa and Mississauga, Ont., where major junior teams compete against NHL clubs for attention and
sponsorship dollars.
Former NHL players Mark and Dale Hunter bought the Knights in 2000 for $3.8 million, The Globe and Mail
reported in 2009. Shortly after the Hunters bought the team, the Knights moved in to the $42million John
Labatt Centre, which has 9,000 seats and at least 38 luxury boxes.
London led the OHL in attendance in 201516, with an average pergame attendance of 9,013. (The
Quebec Remparts of the QMJHL led the CHL in attendance, averaging 13,835 spectators per game.)
CHL president and OHL commissioner David Branch wrote in an email to TSN that Mongeon’s study was
based on assumptions and was “contrary to and does not account for the evidence that has been filed [in
court] by the teams.”
Mongeon estimated that WHL and OHL teams generate between $2 million and $10 million in ticket
revenue in a season, not including revenue from sponsorships, merchandise sales and broadcast revenue.
Based on a 40hour work week for 25 weeks, it would cost teams about $281,250 to pay 24 players the
Ontario minimum wage of $11.25 an hour for one season, he wrote.
“The revenue estimates that I provide show that sufficient resources exist to pay players,” Mongeon wrote.
“These findings raise questions about the statement that one third of teams would be unable to afford
minimum wage… Economists have long argued that owners have strategic reasons to plead poor. Claiming

losses most notably enhances an owner’s position in bargaining for new stadiums with current host cities or
for leveraging new investments from other actors.”
CHL franchises in markets of at least 1 million people are worth more than $60 million, Mongeon wrote,
adding teams in markets of 100,000 people are worth far less – an average of $6.2 million.
To be sure, some of the estimates used in Mongeon’s study are widely off.
He estimates that the Knights generate $1.1 million from ticket sales each season and that the Kitchener
Rangers, whose average attendance of 7,012 in 201516 was second in the OHL to London, made
$646,410 from ticket sales.
The Rangers are controlled by a group of about 4,500 communitybased owners and the team’s annual
report, which is distributed to those owners, shows the Rangers make far more money than Mongeon’s
estimate.
The Rangers generated regularseason ticket revenue of $3.4 million for the year ended May 31, 2015,
according to a copy of the team’s 2015 annual report obtained by TSN.
The Rangers made an additional $2.4 million in sponsorships.
The team’s regularseason operations surplus was $273,789. (The Rangers also made $334,221 from
playoff ticket revenue, according to their annual report.
Documents also filed in court include allegations about the financial health of the Niagara IceDogs, a
franchise that’s worth an estimated $8.3 million, according to Mongeon.
Team coowner Denise Burke, who has owned the team alongside her husband Bill since 2007, wrote in a
Nov. 14, 2015, affidavit that the team has lost money almost every year, with the exception of the 201112
and 201415 seasons.
The IceDogs generate about $2.7 million in revenue, Burke testified. She also testified the IceDogs’
expenses were $2.7 million to $2.9 million each season.
“We, of course, hope to one day make enough of a profit so that we do not bankrupt ourselves, but we
never have and never will expect to become wealthy from the IceDogs,” Burke wrote. “We provide
everything we possibly can for the players and treat them as our own adopted children.”
In documents filed on June 28 in Ontario Superior Court, former IceDogs player Sam Berg, the son of
former NHL player Bill Berg who launched the proposed classaction lawsuit, challenged Burke’s claims.
“I never felt like I was one of the Burkes’ children, nor did I see them treat any of the other players as their
own children,” Berg wrote. “The Burkes did, however, hire their own children as IceDogs staff members,
naming their son Billy Burke as an assistant coach and their son Joey Burke as an assistant general
manager.”
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“The Burke affidavit presents a very negative picture of the club’s finances, but does not discuss the fact
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that the IceDogs were the number one team for attendance in the entire OHL based on arena capacity
percentage, for the 200809 to 201314 seasons,” Berg wrote. “In fact, the IceDogs were over capacity in
terms of attendance for every game for those six seasons. This means that, for every single IceDogs home
game, there was standing room only.”
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1

Ottawa 67s

$55.53 M

2

Mississauga Steelheads

$44.85 M

3

Hamilton Bulldogs

$32.69 M

4

London Knights

$23.02 M

5

Kitchener Rangers

$13.78 M

6

Windsor Spitfires

$13.26 M

7

Sudbury Wolves

$10.08 M

8

Oshawa Generals

$9.41 M

9

Barrie Colts

$8.53 M

10

Niagara IceDogs

$8.26 M

11

Guelph Storm

$7.69 M

12

Kingston Frontenacs

$7.76 M

13

Erie Otters

$6.25 M

14

Flint Firebirds

$6.22 M

15

Peterborough Petes

$4.95 M

16

Sault Ste. Marie Greyhounds

$4.72 M

17

Sarnia Sting

$4.55 M

18

North Bay Battalion

$3.37 M

19

Saginaw Spirit

$3.13 M

20

Owen Sound Attack

$1.36 M
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1

Calgary Hitmen

$68.95 M

2

Edmonton Oil Kings

$51.06 M

3

Vancouver Giants

$37.94 M

4

Portland Winterhawks

$36.70 M

5

Saskatoon Blades

$13.97 M

6

Spokane Chiefs

$13.13 M

7

Regina Pats

$12.14 M

8

Kelowna Rockets

$7.37 M

9

Everett Silvertips

$6.48 M

10

Seattle Thunderbirds

$5.81 M

11

Red Deer Rebels

$5.69 M

12

Kamloops Blazers

$5.39 M

13

Lethbridge Hurricanes

$5.25 M

14

Victoria Royals

$5.03 M

15

TriCity Americans

$4.65 M

16

Prince George Cougars

$4.52 M

17

Medicine Hat Tigers

$3.77 M

18

Brandon Wheat Kings

$2.90 M

19

Prince Albert Raiders

$2.21 M

20

Moose Jaw Warriors

$4.09 M

21

Kootenay Ice

$1.21 M

22

Swift Current Broncos

$970 K

 Numbers courtesy Kevin Mongeon

