
BETTING THE FARM
Baseball America’s top position player prospects for 2007

1
ALEX

GORDON
Royals, 3B 

2
DELMON
YOUNG

Devil Rays, OF

3
CAMERON
MAYBIN

Tigers, OF

4
EVAN

LONGORIA
Devil Rays, 3B

5
BRANDON

WOOD
Angels, SS
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In the offseason, almost imperceptibly, the very foundation of
baseball’s talent-flow system — the means by which rich and
poor teams amass players and move them among each other —
was jolted by a tectonic shift. When the New York Yankees not

only held onto their best pitching prospect, right-hander Philip
Hughes, but also traded away two potential Hall of Fame veterans,
Randy Johnson and Gary Sheffield, for six prospects, it may have
marked the end of an era — one that we shall call what?

“We’re not going to be anybody’s sugar daddy anymore,” Yankees
General Manager Brian Cashman said this spring, when asked about
this shift.

So there it is: The Sugar Daddy Era. And it’s over, thanks largely
to Cashman and the Yankees.

For generations, the Yankees drove the talent marketplace. Agents
flocked to them to coax big paydays for their clients, which raised the
market value of other free agents. Small-market teams, unable to af-
ford to keep their players once they reached higher salary levels,
knew they could always count on the Yankees — and at times, other
large-market teams — to give away the fruits of their farm system to
take those higher-priced players off their hands.

Even as smaller market teams such as Oakland and Minnesota be-
gan to figure out that the key to sustained success was through a
healthy farm system — which, if properly maintained, could continu-
ally replenish the major league roster with new, fresh talent wherev-
er it was needed — the Yankees remained willing to plunder their
own farm system for the sake of the quick fix.

But not anymore. The Sugar Daddy Era is over. When even the
Yankees have wised up to the proper notion of long-term success
through a thriving farm system, all that can be done is to close the
books on one era, and herald the dawn of a new one. The old para-
digm, fueled by the Yankees’ largesse, no longer applies.

“Small-market teams used to get their players, keep them until
they couldn’t afford them, then trade them to the Yankees and get

prospects,” said ESPN baseball analyst Steve Phillips, formerly the
general manager of the New York Mets. “But now, large-market
teams are holding on to their prospects. You can still trade your play-
ers but you’re going to get less talent in return. And that cycle of
large-market teams funneling prospects to small markets — which is
another form of revenue sharing, because prospects are assets —
isn’t there now.”

It is clear now throughout baseball, even among the largest-
payroll teams, that the key to sustained long-term success is through
the farm system. A thriving farm system is a constant source of
young, cheap talent. And as the size of free agent contracts has sky-
rocketed, the relative value of the “zero-to-three” player — one in his
first three years in the majors, who typically makes less than
$500,000 annually — has grown exponentially.

“The best teams are a blend of youth and experience,” Washington
Nationals General Manager Jim Bowden said. “You need to have
both. You can’t pay everybody $10 million.”

Think of it this way: If a team’s payroll is $100 million (an average
of $4 million per player on a 25-man roster), every cheap zero-to-

three player that you carry — at, say, the major league minimum of
$380,000 — gives you the leeway within your budget to carry an es-
tablished, borderline-star veteran at close to $8 million.

Smart teams also have figured out how to hoard draft picks by
signing relatively cheap free agents whose inevitable departures at
the end of the season bring the team extra picks as compensation —
a system Oakland Athletics General Manager Billy Beane is widely
credited with perfecting.

And while there always is a team trying to spend its way to a cham-
pionship — such as the Yankees, Baltimore Orioles or Texas Rangers
of the early 2000s, and of late the Chicago Cubs, who spent around
$300 million in contracts this winter — recent history has proven
that spending big money typically does not work, and makes the fail-
ures that much more painful.

“If you don’t grow your own talent, you have to allocate a lot of re-
sources — either players or money — to get it,” said Larry Beinfest,
general manager of the Florida Marlins. “And it’s very expensive.
Young pitching, especially, is so coveted in today’s game. We draft
heavy on pitching and put a lot of premium on it because we think
that’s how you win.”

Last year, the Marlins proved that a massive rebuilding effort with
prospects did not have to be a long-term process. In the fire sale that
followed their 2005 season, they traded away star players such as
Carlos Delgado, Paul Lo Duca and Josh Beckett — getting a total of
15 players in return, most of them prospects, including 11 pitchers.
Widely predicted to finish in last place in 2006, the Marlins, fueled by
rookies, remained in playoff contention until mid-September and
wound up finishing fourth.

“We traded away premium guys,” Beinfest said. “That’s the price
you have to pay to acquire young pitching nowadays.”

In Washington, fans may be hoping for a repeat of the Marlins’

Baseball’s New Landscape

The ‘Sugar Daddy’ Era Is Over as Even the Richest Teams
Are Making an Effort to Keep a Young Crop of Players
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LOST CAUSE
The Nats couldn’t find a deal for

Alfonso Soriano, who left
anyway via free agency. 

SALARY DUMP
In an unusual twist, it was the
Yankees who traded veteran
Gary Sheffield for prospects.

UNTOUCHABLE
New York refused to let go of

Philip Hughes, above, but sent
Randy Johnson packing.

HOARD DRAFT PICKS
GM Billy Beane has perfected a

system that allows the A’s to
accumulate young talent.

SOMEONE TO
BUILD AROUND

The Nationals have one
young star in Ryan

Zimmerman; the trick
will be finding more.
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FARM SYSTEMS
A look at how the Nationals, left, and Orioles

compiled their 40-man rosters:


