Ducks Set Attendance Record Behind Long Island Fan Support
By Ronald A. Busse

Citibank Park in Central Islip first opened its gates in 2000, the inaugural season of the Long Island Ducks.  Since then, over a million baseball fans, young and old, have passed through the turnstiles, making the Ducks the fastest minor league team in the country to reach seven figures in attendance, given the size of their ballpark.

     So far this year the Ducks have drawn an average of 6,085 fans per game, the majority being sell-outs, making Long Island the most prolific franchise attendance-wise in the Atlantic League of Professional Baseball – and by quite a large margin.  The Somerset Patriots are a distant second at 4,927 (through July 8th).

     You might be wondering                                                    why so many Long Island baseball fans would come out to watch a team other than the Yankees or Mets.  The Ducks, as well as the other seven ball clubs in the Atlantic League, feature better skilled players than AA or AAA ball, many with prior Major League experience.  The league has had great success in getting players like Ducks’ slugger Patrick Lennon, slick fielding shortstop Kevin Baez and versatile third baseman Aaron Ledesma back into the majors.

     In fact, Lennon’s contract was recently purchased by the Tampa Bay Devil Rays.  The right-handed DH, who earned Player of the Month honors for June, will be assigned to the Triple-A Durham Bulls of the International League.

     But the Ducks organization extends beyond baseball to involve the fans and create a family oriented atmosphere in a friendly setting.  They are committed to providing quality, affordable entertainment to Long Islanders by offering a promotion or event at over 85 percent of their home dates.

     Ranging from theme nights like ‘The Long Island Luau’ and ‘St. Patrick’s Day Again’ to five different Fireworks Nights; from giveaways like autographed baseballs, caps and bats to bobble head dolls and foam hands, the Ducks have their fan base covered.  “It’s half of what we’re all about,” states Michael Hirsch, Director of Business Development and Communications.
     Upon welcoming their one millionth fan on June 17th, the Ducks literally rolled out the red carpet.  Matthew Stallone, 7, of Seaford, NY was the lucky fan who was greeted with ticket confetti and presented with an official “One Millionth Fan” Ducks jersey and a Gateway computer system.  He also participated in an on-field pre-game ceremony with the Ducks’ Principal Owner Frank Boulton, first base coach and part-owner Bud Harrelson, and General Manager Matt O’Brien, who watched Matthew throw out a ceremonial first pitch.  How’s that for royal treatment!

     Sideline shenanigans are another popular lure for fans.  After every half inning of play throughout each home game, some sort of game or antic takes place on the field where fans get to participate and win prizes.  It could be anything from a race around the bases against Ducks mascot Quacker Jack, to a water balloon toss, to a unique version of bocci ball played with a lemon and bowling balls!  But whatever it is – a dance contest in the coach’s boxes or “Let’s Make A Deal” Ducks-style atop the dugout, everyone is having fun.

     Also during the 2002 season, the Ducks and Island Harvest teamed up to hold three pre-game food drives.  In an effort to help end hunger on Long Island, fans attending home games on June 16th, July 26th and August 30th supported the cause by donating nonperishable food and baby items.

     Local boys and girls had the opportunity to improve their skills this summer at the Long Island Ducks/Keyspan Youth Baseball Clinics.  Three separate two-day sessions gave children ages 7-13 of all abilities a chance to learn baseball fundamentals from the Ducks players and coaches, who ran the clinic.

     Through games as of August 18th, the Ducks find themselves on top in the Atlantic League’s North Division with an 18-17 record, two games ahead of the Bridgeport Bluefish.  If they can maintain their hold for the remainder of the second half, Long Island will secure its first ever playoff spot in team history.            
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