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Rules for Free Agent Market/ Rookie Draft      2016 Edition

Overview   (New rules for 2016 are in red, but if you never quite understood the old rules- or you are new to the UBA - then read everything...)

We want to accomplish four things:  

1. Give every owner a chance to bid on the free agents that are available in our market. (These are all players who filed for free agency by the MLB deadline post-World Series, 2015. Note: our free agent pool does not contain every free agent in baseball. As a reminder, I routinely weed out players who either became free agents later as non-tendered players – there is a reason that their former club decided not to resign them though I have from time to time made one or two exceptions – and... I also trim the list of eligible players who because of limited use would be of little or no value to you anyway and a waste of our collective times to consider, thus saving you a waiver request a little further down the road).  
2. More realistically simulate that open market by allowing teams to bid on multiple free agents simultaneously, consistent with their own bidding strategy, and with an eye to the salary cap.
3. Draft – in a fair and efficient manner - the 250+ rookies awaiting an opportunity to help you build that contending team in 2016 and – if you have a good draft – well beyond...
4. Have fun, as we celebrate the UBA’s 39th season and 48th year of operation. (I know, the math doesn’t add up, but the first few seasons were played on a board with splits and dice. That takes time when you also have to go to school, and keep your own stats...)

Part I: Free Agency

A. The Basics: (Key word...’basic’. More detail will follow as I offer rationale; and, forgive the repetition).
1. After reviewing current rosters and assessing needs, owners will bid on any number of free agents by sending bids to commissioner via e-mail at ubabaseball@gmail.com. (And, feel free to bid using the Excel Bid Book that you will receive. Just fill it out and send back to me. See below).
2. Bidding starts on all players at $1 over their market/qualifying offer value, whichever is greater (see below, part I, sec. D, 1)
3. Offers for free agents will be confidential, and will be accepted anytime up to the moment the player signs.  For realism, we are continuing the practice begun in 2010 of a ‘rolling deadline’, see explanation below. (Far below)
4. Bids can be changed at any time (raised, lowered, withdrawn) and you can join the bidding on a player at any point in the market process. We are very fluid. We need to be.
5. High bid will sign the player. That simple. In case of a ‘tie’, I will contact the teams involved and conduct a confidential ‘sudden death’ bid round. And – depending on which players you sign - there may be compensation involved. Briefly on Comp:
a. As is now the case in MLB, if the former club made a ‘qualifying offer’, the team signing that player will surrender its highest available draft pick. Only players that have received a qualifying offer – and you decide which of your departing players will get one - will generate a comp pick for the team losing that player.  In turn, the team losing the player will receive a comp pick which will come at the end of the first round. (Between Rounds 1 & 2, the proverbial ‘sandwich’ pick). E.g. – Atlanta signs a player with a QO from Buffalo. Atlanta loses its highest available pick, i.e., the pick is removed from the board and all teams moves up in the order. Buffalo is awarded a pick at the end of the first round. And, teams receiving comp picks will do so in reverse order of finish. (More on that later). 
BTW: The Qualifying Offer amount for 2016 is $24. Exception: Players with a market value greater than $24 will have a QO value equal to their market value. (E.g., if Yeonis Cespedes has a market value – MV – of $34, his QO would be – in actuality - $34).
b. There is an important exception to the comp rule above: If the signing team – by virtue of its 2015 W-L record - has one of the top ten picks in the draft, they will keep that pick and instead, lose their next highest pick in the draft; that pick becomes their highest available pick. (This means that Louisville, for example, can sign a player with a qualifying offer and maintain that #1 pick in the draft. So, go for it, Tim. They would instead lose their next highest pick, i.e., it is taken off the board, wherever it falls in the draft order.  So, what that means in practice is that the Sluggers could sign David Price and still draft Kris Bryant. Now that has possibilities...). 
c. Any team signing a second player with a qualifying offer will lose its next highest available pick in the draft, however, the Commission reserves the right to rule that the signing team lose two picks in those instances where the signing teams does not have a pick in the first few rounds, or lose a draft pick in the 2017 draft. The losing team, again, will get a comp pick at the end of the first round. 
(Keep in mind, this is an attempt to approach the system in place under baseball’s CBA.  Just by the nature of our beast, we can and will never simulate MLB exactly. We don’t have enough players in the pool or pipeline).
d. There will be no compensation for any other player signed as a free agent. Players who did not receive a qualifying offer from their former team can be signed with no penalty and no comp picks involved. Signing team does not lose a draft pick and the losing team gains nothing.  (But remember, every free agent you sign counts against your cap and is on your MLB roster!!! So, don’t just sign 20 or so players from among the non-qualified free agents, unless you get them really cheap.)
e. Teams who did not ‘earn’ their top ten pick: If a team concluded a trade for another team’s first round pick and that pick falls in the top ten slots of the draft – i.e., among the protected picks – that will still be considered the highest available pick for that team if – by virtue of their 2015 finish – they did not earn a slot in the top ten.  (E.g. – Prior to the draft, World Champion Vancouver traded a player to Las Vegas in exchange for their first round pick, which is in the top ten, and by our rules, protected, i.e., if a free agent with a QO is signed by a team holding that pick, they do not surrender that pick, but their next highest available pick. This rule exists to promote a competitive balance and assist teams in their rebuilding process, given the limits of our player pool. Since Vancouver did not ‘earn’ the right to a protected pick – geez, they won the UBA title – the pick they received from Las Vegas would count as their highest available pick if they sign a player with a QO. Hey, if they burn that pick to sign David Price and are able to keep their other picks, I’d call that a bargain).
6. During the active phase of the free agent market (roughly January 15 until February 22) any free agent not receiving any bids by the time their random signing date arrives will remain on the market until they receive an offer at least $1 over their market/QO value.  Once they receive that offer, they will immediately be offered to the bidding team. (Of course, this will all be invisible to the market. Only the Commissioner knows when a player will be ready to sign. An example: Let’s say that David Price had a randomly generated signing date of February 1 and had not received a valid bid by that date – QOs do not count since they are a passive, defensive bid. The first team to bid on Price on February 2 or later would be an instant winner. Suspense is everything in the UBA... And, I take the time to mention this because there is a lesson to be learned - if there is a player you really, really want, don’t delay putting in a bid. At least one player comes due every day that the market is open...  so again, don’t let opportunities pass you by).  

So, what happens when we get to the last day of the market and there are unsigned players?

a. General Rule: If a player remains unsigned at the end of the free agent market period – i.e., he has no valid bids on or about February 22 - he will no longer be automatically returned to his former club.  
b. If there is no QO on the player, the bidding period for those players will be reset and end at midnight (12 AM) on March 15 - at which time contracts will be awarded to the highest, valid bidders.  (No mystery or random order – in this phase, everybody signs on March 15. Ties will be handled in the same way as before).
c. Players with a QO will be handled in two ways:  
1. If the player’s actual market value is $10 or less, the player with the QO will accept his club’s QO and resign at the QO value. (The contract will match the length of the player’s MLB contract, and the salary will count against the cap. This will provide a way for teams to safeguard certain players that they want to resign, but they run the risk of getting a $2 player for $24, because no one else wanted to spend in excess of $24 and/or sign him for multiple years. So, before you go QO happy, remember that it might come back to bite you) 
2. Players with a true market value of $11 or more:  If no team has a valid bid on player with a Qualifying Offer whose market value is $11 or more, the team that placed the QO on this player has the option of signing that player at his QO value or market value – whichever is greater. If the team in question declines the option, that player – Price, in our previous example – would stay on the market – by the rules above for other players with no bids - and would sign on March 15 with the team that made the highest valid bid  over market – not QO – value. Additionally, the QO is considered void once the former team declines to sign, so there is no comp pick, and the team that does sign the player does not lose a draft pick. (So, you might want to exercise that option.... since the comp pick will be gone if you decline)
d. If there are still players that are unsigned after March 15 - then they cannot be signed by any club until May 1, at which time bidding will open again on those players at half their market value. ($1 will still be $1, however...) All contracts for these players will be awarded seven days later, high bid getting the player. Again, there will be no comp pick awarded for any player signed in this secondary phase of the free agent market - all QOs are now void. MLB contract durations will be honored. (I.e., if the player signed a two year contract in MLB, they would sign a two year contract with the team winning the bid. But, this might still be a bargain...). 
e. Those still not receiving bids after this May supplemental free agent market will remain on the market indefinitely and will be considered signed by the first team to offer a contract at $1 over half the amount of their market value. In theory, we are creating a throw-away pile for teams that might find themselves in dire need of a live body to fill a gap in July.  Fact: Nick Masset spent all of the 2015 UBA season in that throw-away pile. And, not one of you cared enough to even inquire about him....
f. What is a Market Value (MV)? Every one of our players has one and it is the value assigned by our pricing bible…  The Sporting News Fantasy Baseball Yearbook, which is published each January for the new season.  Values range from $1 – for most rookies, benchwarmers and relief pitchers (who get no respect, dabe for the closers), to the mid-$40 range for those super star players (I’m gonna guess that Bryce Harper will come in around $42-$44). This market value becomes the each player’s 2016 salary, the exception being players who are free agents now, or who were signed as a free agent by their current club. The sum of all the contracts for your 25 man major league squad must be at or under our cap of $290… explained in more detail below.
7. The Free Agent market will begin somewhere around January 10 and end on or about February 22. Before the market opens for bids, owners will have seven days to decide if they are going place that Qualifying Offer on any of their players who have filed for free agency. The exact deadline will be communicated by e-mail and also be on the website.

B. Getting started:

Before anything begins you will receive the following from the Commissioner:

1. The Bid Book – An excel sheet listing the players available through free agency. The list will offer information including position (s) including current Strat fielding ranges, former team, 2015 stats, fantasy market value (MV) as set by The Sporting News (TSN), qualifying offer status; and, the length of the free agent contract. (If that last item is known. We don’t always know....  part of the risk).

The list divides the players by position, indicates comp requirements and market value and also includes a brief – but valuable - stat summary for each player.  (This is a handy tool for recording your bids with my office. You can also click on the players name to visit the ESPN player site – and there you can find out just about everything you want to know about the player short of spouse’s name and astral sign). Remember, this is a replay league, meaning that the computer simulation uses those 2015 stats, which also offsets some of the risk of signing the big free agents. You already know that in year one of his new contract, Chris Davis will hit 45-50 homeruns and drive in around 110. (It’s the next six you’ll need to sweat)

I will continually update this document. (Note: Players who filed for free agency in November may have already resigned with their original clubs and our precedent has been to follow suit in the UBA. However, once we start the free agent market all players on the free agent list will remain free agents even if in the real world they do resign with their MLB clubs.  (For example, let’s say we start the market on January 8 and on January 10 Chris Davis decides to go back to his former club.  Well, that’s great news for the Orioles – and also some serious science fiction - but too bad for the Firebirds, his former UBA team.  He is gone and they’ll have to compete on the open market for him and re-sign him at some ridiculous price far above the TSN market number – and hope they made a qualifying offer to get comp in case they do fail to re-sign him).

2. The official Draft Order for the rookie draft, which – barring a rule change - begins on Sunday, March 6, 2016. (I provide this so you can see what you might be giving up by signing a qualified free agent – or track what you are gaining as others steal your qualified players). I will continually update this sheet, too.  (It will change somewhat by draft day as free agents with QOs come off the board). You are also permitted to trade up in the draft order, or trade away your own picks...  Be creative....   And, be careful...

3. The Rookie List. The Strat-O-Matic Disk will define the final list of available rookies, but this list will be really, really, really, really close.  At the least, it will contain the names of all rookies – like Kris Bryant, Noah Syndegaard and Carlos Correia – and their stats, so that you can determine who will immediately help your club in the coming season, and who will be a prospect or project for the future. (And if you do not recognize any of the names on the list, you have some serious homework to do). TSN market values are included on the list.  Unlike the free agents, when you draft a rookie, the TSN market value IS their 2016 salary. We don’t bid on rookies – we draft.  But, this will also give you an idea as to how much money you might need to leave below the cap to carry a Bryant on your Major League Roster. (Take note, Louisville...  and don’t spend too much on David Price).  Again, the Rookie Draft begins March 6, which is after the Free Agent market has closed.  More info on all of the festivities as that big day draws near.

4. Your current roster and payroll. Most important. This excel spreadsheet – you have received one version of it without the non-free agent salaries - will display both your current major and minor league rosters and also show your payroll at the moment.  (Payroll cap is $290).  Some of you will already be very close to that threshold, meaning that taking a chance on Mark Reynolds at $3 or $4 to fill that hole at first base for one or two seasons might be a wiser strategy than going after Chris Davis or some other potential budget busters.  Now, I have done the best I could with this chart.  Some of your $1 players may not have had more than a few MLB at-bats or innings pitched last season, so I have taken the liberty of placing them where they will probably begin the season - in your farm system.  Some will listed among your farmhands – because they were there last year – but because of their playing time in 2015 may have earned a spot on your big club. (You’ll make all of those decisions) Others will have left baseball since last season or perhaps were mired in the minors or injured with no ML stats to show for 2014. They appear – italicized – at the bottom of the hart and listed as DNPs. (Did Not Play, at least in the 2015 MLB season). One last note: DNP players do come and go, so, as in Memphis, you might discover that your very own Chris Narveson has returned from his UBA hiatus. And, once the Start disk arrives, we might discover another player or two that has returned. I don’t catch them all.

5. A revised Team-By-Team Comparison Chart.  This will show what I believe to be everyone’s current payroll – within a few bucks, see # 4 above – and the returning players - give or take that Chris Narveson (see above, again) or two that I might have missed – and as such give you an instant snapshot of your club and how it stacks up against your competition as our off-season goes into its highest gear.  The teams are presented in alpha order by division.  (I know that some of you may not realize that you are in a division, but...  here’s the proof).

Once you receive this stuff, review all materials carefully. I welcome your calls and e-mails with questions and/or comments and requests for clarifications, or if you just want to talk about your club and speculate on the players available.  I will assist in any way that I can. Think of me as your personal Mike Ferrin. (One of my MLB network heroes).
Communicating with the other clubs. The team owners are all identified in the email listing. Team abbreviation (e.g., TOL, LOU, NY) are part of the address.  Feel free to contact other owners as you peruse the Team-to-Team and see players of interest. You can also see everyone’s Payroll/Roster sheet on the website on their team page if you want more detail).  

Once you have made an assessment of your needs for the coming season, check out the free agent list and make determinations about free agents to whom you might like to make an offer, and also the rookie list for players that you might like to draft (rookies). You know, create some sort of front office strategy. Like the one we Orioles’ fans always hope against hope that Dan Duquette has devised, though we know better. (In spite of the success in recent years of the Orioles strategy, watching your players defect and hoping that some cheap retread will be adequate does not spell success in the UBA. Our player pool is much too thin, would that we had virtual scouts and fully-stocked farm systems) So, plan your work and then work that plan!!!!  

C. Payroll  

Very important to pay attention to this. Your cap is $290 fantasy dollars.  Come Opening Day, you must be at or below this number. What number? $290. You cannot exceed this limit - $290 - no matter what, and the commissioner will be keeping a close eye on your payroll as this process unfolds.  (And will nag you about it incessantly as Opening Day approaches if you are hovering around $330 after that signing binge) And remember, as you prepare to make offers to free agents, keep in mind that you will also want to have money left to pay for those impact rookies, though realistically, if you have signed your way to a $350 payroll, you probably have no draft picks to speak of...

Also remember: free agents that you have signed in prior seasons to long term contracts, must remain on your payroll. (They will be in bold type on your roster sheet and highlighted, with the final year of the contract also noted in bold).  Even if they suck and you find a way to get them through waivers and farm them down, or they got hurt and did not play at all in 2015, you still need to pay them.  If a free agent has time left on his contract with you, then his salary will count against your cap.  (And what is that cap???  Why, it’s $290. Thanks for asking...).

But also, also remember - and this is a BIG BUT, ALSO - There are creative ways to deal with the cap!!! (So, on second thought...  enjoy that spending binge).

Here are a few tried and true strategies, but feel free to approach me with any others that are reasonable. (The Commissioner is a very reasonable man...  who also honors the fantasy baseball Prime Directive):

Free Agents: You can defer payments or front load big payouts.  Say that you look at that big contract that Chris Davis got from the Astros (Ras-tros?), and you think to yourself, “Self, how do I make a competitive bid and not seriously hurt my ability to build a competitive team around that self-absorbed s.o.b. (and by that I mean Scott Boras, not Chris Davis) who is seeking this ridiculous contract?”   Simple:  
Front-load or back-load your offer.  (It’s the way I play Monopoly. But everything by hocking everything else)
Say you make the winning bid on Chris Davis and it is for $60...and again, that’s $60 a year for, oh, let’s guess... 6 long years. Instead of seeing it as $60 per year, think in terms of total contract, in this example, $360.  Now, let’s say that by adding Davis you have completed your 25 man roster and the total payroll – including Chris’ $60 – is $240.  That means you’re $50 under the cap.  Joy! Why not give Chris Davis $110 that first year, leaving a balance of $250 for the next five seasons, or $50 per year instead of $60.  Well, you get the idea…. Front loading is your friend. (Do it as often as you can...)
Or, let’s say you have only $25 left under the cap and you desperately want to have Mr. Davis.  Make that $60 bid, but only pay him $25 this season, deferring that additional $35 to another season – after all, as things change year to year, you might pay him $100 in 2017 - or, by the previous example, just pay him $67 a year for the last five years of the contract instead of $60. (You don’t want to do this too often, though, or with too many players, or you will find yourself entering some future off-season with  payroll of $350 and only 9 players on the roster… The league record is 122 losses and you’d be vying for a shot at that record with all those $1 bargains that you were forced to sign to field a team after dumping all the salary that you could). 
Deferring payments can also be your friend, but more like an in-law who is always borrowing money... with no visible means of repaying you. Be cautious...  And, remember, front-loading and back-loading can only be done with free agents who sign multi-year contracts. Everyone else goes year to year with the market value salaries as dictated by TSN.

You can unload big money in a subsidized trade: I.e., you can trade away big contracts by agreeing to pick up a part of that player’s salary.  E.g., say you are Birmingham and decide you no longer wish to pay Albert Pujols his unbelievably large contract - and no one else does, either. You might offer him to, oh, Phoenix – who just lost Chris Davis to free agency - for $25, and agree to count the remainder against you cap. Hey, it at least frees up $25 to use for a hot rookie or two, so think about it. Or, you could shop two veteran free agents on the cheap with decent combined numbers. (Be creative... Inside of each of us is a Billy Beane waiting to get out. Be the Moneyball - the Commish likes imaginative owners). You can also pick up or trade part or all of a non-free agent’s yearly salary, if that’s what it takes to close a deal.

OK.  Once you think you have a vision for the team you want to field and a strategy mapped out for putting it together and, of course, paying for it, now what?


D. The Free Agent Market: Less Basic

1. More Meanderings on Qualifying Offers: 

While MLB players- by their real life decisions - dictate who our free agents will be each year, we draw the line when it comes to making the critically important decision about Qualifying Offers. That is to say, we do not just copy what happens in MLB, for many of those decisions would not make sense for our teams’ individual circumstances. These are important, strategic decisions. So, the UBA allows our club owners to decide who among their free agents is going to receive a qualifying offer - not Brian Cashman, not Billy Beane or, for the love of God, not Dan Duquette,  but you...  yes you, the UBA owner reading these rules. 
But, before you celebrate, let me tell you that this will not be an easy decision. 

So, ask yourself that most basic question...to QO or not to QO? Well, with a Cespedes or a Price that might be an easy decision, especially if you want to get some compensation for them. (In spite of what I said earlier, do you really think that no one will be willing to offer Davis a six year contract at $1 over his QO?)  So, do yourself a favor and place that QO on Davis, Price, Cespedes, et al. But, with the other players it takes a bit more thought, and involves some risk. 

Let’s say that in Phoenix, Brian puts a QO on Davis (advisable) ... but what about Mark Buerhle? Solid pitcher, but by our Bible, his market value may be only $2 or $3. Still, Brian really wants to keep him in Arizona or else make somebody surrender a pick to get him. So, he extends a QO to Buerhle. Which means, again, that teams wishing to sign this $3 player will have to pay at minimum of $25 (the QO amount PLUS $1) AND lose their highest available pick to sign him.  Now, Brian’s strategy might just work. It may be that no one bids on Buerhle because they do not want to pay more than market value/QO and lose that pick in the bargain. But, here is the risk... yeah, the QO might cause other teams to shy away from this guy, but...if no one bids on him, Brian will have no choice but to sign him for $24 and not for $2 or $3, since by our rules teams must resign a player with a QO that a.) received no bids, and, b. has a market value of $10 or less. And, that $24 is no laughing matter...it is 8% of the cap.  Of course, for a player that you feel you cannot afford to lose, $24 might still be worth it. Just don’t do it too often. Those $$$ add up quickly.

Placing QOs.  (Guess I should mention this….) It’s simple… You just let me know by the QO deadline – TBA -  on which players – if any – you wish to place a QO. That deadline will be set by the Commissioner’s Office and will fall roughly one week (7 days) after your official payroll/roster sheet has arrived. (With all of your players’ salaries, courtesy of our friends at TSN). Bidding will begin one week after all of that info is in your hands and the QO deadline has passed.

2. More detail on Compensation Picks: As mentioned, only players with qualifying offers will create a compensation scenario.

a. If you sign a player who has received a qualifying offer you will forfeit your highest available pick in the draft (first round, comp, or other picks if you have no first round picks to lose).  Exception: If your team finished 2015 with one of the ten worst won-loss records – and we’ve all been there at one time or another - you will not forfeit your top ten pick, but your next highest pick in the draft, wherever and whatever that might be. That protection is not afforded a team with top ten pick that did not earn the pick by virtue of their 2015 W-L record. If that team – Chicago, for example – signs a player with a QO, they would lose the pick at #6 that they acquired via trade with Las Vegas. (And Tallahassee would slide up into that #6 slot)
b. Teams that lose a player with a QO do not receive the highest available pick of the signing team. That pick is taken off the board and all teams below that slot move up the board. Teams that lose a player with a QO will be given a comp pick at the end of the first round. Teams receiving these comp picks will also do so in order of 2015 finish. Teams receiving more than one comp pick will get their second pick after all eligible teams have received one pick, and so on...  Order of finish will still apply to teams with multiple picks.
c. If you sign a second QO player, you will forfeit your next highest available draft pick no matter where that slot falls in the draft or why (comp pick, via trade, second, third, or fourth round), although – as stated earlier - the Commissioner reserves the right to require the forfeiture of an additional pick(s) if the signing team’s highest remaining pick is beyond the first few rounds. The team losing the player will still be given a comp pick after the first round. (E.g., there may be a team that has traded away its first and second round picks and/or signed Davis and lost a pick, and then signed David Price. Well, William and Mary won’t do, and neither will losing a third or fourth round pick in the draft as comp for Price. The Commish may require both picks, or – in some extreme cases, require the highest pick in the 2017 draft.  (So, don’t think you can waltz away with 3 or 4 QO players and not pay a price....  not that you won’t be paying a high price already with your cap issues....)

d. Even more on the order for Comp picks: As established long ago, the final order will not be a ‘first-signed, first compensated’ scheme since teams losing players with qualifying offers have no control over when their players will sign with another team. (That is based on the random order that I generate and only I will know) Order for comp picks will be based on the 2015 W – L records of the teams to be compensated. However, teams receiving two or more comp picks will not receive consecutive picks.  Teams receiving multiple picks will still do so in order of finish after all teams have received their first comp pick. (You’ll see how it works out when the draft order is finalized. Trust me). 
e. Miscellaneous detail
a. TSN Market value.  For QO and non-QO players alike, you can find this number on the Bid Book (Excel Spreadsheet list) and please, use this as a guide.   Also think of this as the price that the current team will pay to retain the player (but please review the relationship between market value and QO as detailed above). 
(Note: Remember, you can bid on your former players who have become free agents. The market value is treated as if it is your opening bid – same with the QO where that applies - but you do not have to hold there. Just know that, again – albeit, passively – you do have an offer already on the table for your former players, and one that they most likely will not take, i.e., you will be beaten on that passive bid by one of your competitors trying to fill various holes in their roster at any price... )
And, when the bidding period begins you can bid on as many players as you wish, and you can do that by either e-mailing back the excel sheet that lists the players by position in alpha order – the Bid Book - indicating your offer next to each player that you are interested in signing, or by sending a separate e-mail at any time that simply gives the players name and your offer in fantasy dollars.  What could be easier?
And, you can change bids, add bids to other players, withdraw bids, you-name-it, at anytime as the market heats up.  Keep those offers coming....and going...
b. Duration of free agent contract is equal to the contract that the player signed in MLB, which means, that if you win the bidding on David Price, your winning bid of $70 will be $70 for 7 long seasons…Note: Once we get started, I may not have contract terms for all of the free agents.  When the market opens – somewhere in mid-January 2016- there are probably not going to be too many multi-year deals left out there, but it’s a risk you will have to take when you bid on a contract of unknown duration. I will post the contract lengths as soon as they are available via MLB. In the heat of the market, you always have the option to decline as high bidder (back out of the deal) and pass to the next team in line... 
c. The offers will be confidential.  No other team will know what you are offering a particular player. I will send out/post updates every day or so - or as I judge they are needed to stimulate competition - that will simply identify the teams that have tendered offers on each player (On the same revised chart – the Bid Book - you will see after each player’s name, the teams that are bidding on that player. You will know who is bidding against you, just not how much they are over or under your bid. Little wonder we overpay...just like MLB)  

Again, this important reminder....You are allowed to update (increase, decrease, withdraw) your offer to a player at any time prior to the moment he signs on the dotted line, or place a bid on a player that you might have forgotten or ignored until the constantly changing situation dictated that you make a move… you can always be late to the bidding game on any player.  Highest bid wins.  In the event of a tie, those teams with identical offers will be contacted by the commissioner’s office and I will solicit another confidential ‘sudden death’ bid. In those cases, you will know what the other team has bid because you are in a dead heat... and you will know who they are. (So, you can send them threatening e-mails...)

d. Other Stuff
i. Beginning on or around January 20 – date to be determined by the Commissioner’s Office, and about ten says after market opens and about three days after bidding begins - players will begin to sign contracts based on your offers. Order will be random.  Every day – again, beginning on January 20 or thereabouts - signings will be announced.  As signings are announced, you can frantically – well, maybe not frantically - continue to bid on any and all other players until they sign with another team or with you. (We live for the last minute theatrics! As players begin to disappear from the market, strategies will shift, and monies will be thrown at other players. Trust me. Those who have lived through this before know whereof I speak...)
ii. Beginning about January 20 as well, nightly press releases will appear via e-mail/website that announce those signings (The bigger names might actually get articles with photos and quotes... so be watching on the website and on FaceBook). There will be no week-end, i.e., Saturday or Sunday signings. Stakes are high and owners will need a couple of days to regroup as they survey the changing field and make decisions on their shifting strategies. That will also be a good time for me to summarize the bigger picture...  and for you to rethink strategy (or, send those threatening e-mails to other owners bidding on the players you want).
iii. There is a finish line, however, and that tentative date is Friday, February 26.  All signings will be announced by then.  Once again, all players not receiving bids/not signed by a team, do not automatically go back to their former team (see above)

Contract awards – ultimately - will of course be predicated on a team’s ability to sign that player under their cap.  If there is room – or if you can finalize with me how you are going to make room by front- or back-loading - then the player will be yours.  (Of course, you might have to adjust or withdraw other bids, but this is all part of how your personal strategy works out…or, does not.  Understand this: there are 30 teams out there with different needs and various and sundry strengths and weaknesses. You are not going to sign every one you try to sign, even though you may focus on particular players. Such is life...  But, as free agents slip away, you can adjust your bids for the other players at those same needed positions. Learn from the Dodgers… And don’t panic too much. Between our free agents and rookies there are roughly 350 players to add to our rosters over the next two months, so you won’t come way empty-handed. You might just not get the hand you anticipated.



OK....digest all of that, but keep one eye looking to March 6, when we move to ...

Part II: The Rookie Draft

Once the free agents have been signed, the way will be cleared for us to draft the new players into the league.  As always, we draft in reverse order of finish, meaning that Kris Bryant should probably look forward to a UBA debut in Louisville.

As always, owners are welcomed to be present in the League offices on draft day– wherever that may materialize and the league lap top is set up - to be part of the excitement in person; but, given that we have owners in metro Baltimore, Los Angeles, Cambridge, Chesapeake Beach, Washington DC, Brewster, NY, and in various other hamlets, we will also conduct the rookie draft over the Internet. 

I am planning to begin the Rookie Draft on Sunday afternoon, March 6, at approximately 2 PM. Those who can make it to the official League nerve center – Buffalo Wild Wings in the Riva Road Center in Annapolis - are invited to do so. Those who cannot be there are invited/ required – to do one of three things: (or any combination)
1. Once again we will utilize Facebook – so, I invite you to log in to Facebook (it’s free) and set up an account.  On draft day, all selections are posted in a running conversation in real time on the UBA Facebook Wall.  Once you join Facebook – if you have not already done so - ‘Like’ the UBA and ‘Friend’ me, Ken Phelps.  (If you friend me, I will send you a ‘Fan’ request from the UBA FaceBook page and you can get in that way. But, it also allows us to IM during the draft through FB, and that is an extremely helpful tool). Again, the Draft will unfold on the UBA’s Wall, while owners and the Commish use the chat feature on Facebook to communicate individual picks and to conduct private draft business. 
2. Join us on Google Hangout....  Notify me in advance of Dart Day and I will send you the link so you can join in from a remote location.
3. E-mail...   not as fluid, but if it is all we have to connect you, so be it...
4. Create a drafting priority list.  THIS IS CRUCIAL IF YOU CANNOT JOIN US IN PERSON OR ELECTRONICALLY....
If you cannot be present, I will expect to receive a priority list from you indicating which rookies you would like to draft, and in order of preference.  (A list about 20 – 25 deep should suffice, but feel free to rank the whole crop if you’d like.)  Without the list, I am forced to allow HAL – the computer simulation’s GM program - to make your picks for you.  Not a good thing. I guarantee that HAL has a different philosophy about team construction than you do, one that burrows deep into sabermetrics and your ball park size and how many actual left-handed at-bats you have on your bench - things you don’t want to think about. (And he also does not know your hometown loyalties, nor is he aware of your intuitions or superstitions pertaining to certain players. And, he has never read a scouting report or Baseball America review. He sees the available players, sees what he feels are your deficiencies – and some are not the most urgent, but, if the best player to fit them is available, guess what?   Again, this is not a good thing).

Now, we will not finish the draft on that Sunday. Just won’t happen, though we might just get through three or four rounds.  At some point, exhaustion, real life, spouses and children or some combo intercede and we begin to peel away from the task at hand. (As was the case in past years, we will continue the draft by utilizing those priority lists – as applicable and needed – but primarily through an e-mail chain for those who really want to brood over the fringe selections...  there is gold in there sometimes. Just ask my brother about the day he drafted Derek Jeter...and the impact that late rounder had on UBA history)  
With luck, we will match last year’s late rounds and finish in about eight - ten days (March 13 or so) This will give you nearly three weeks to finalize your 25 man roster – including payroll adjustments - set your priority line-ups, starting rotations, bull pen assignments, bench deployment, routine defensive changes, etc. and be ready for the UBA opener on Sunday night, April 3, when the defending UBA champion Vancouver Death Lemurs open the season at home against the Oklahoma City Otters.  You will get a blank copy of the Computer Manager Report after the draft... and, if you like, with HAL’s suggested settings and lineups.    


But, forget about all that for now...  focus on those free agents and the immediate task at hand. As always, call or write to me with questions or comments.   Good luck!
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