2010-11 14-2
Off. Rank 1/32
Def. Rank 8/32

New England
Patriots

Patriots, Packers
Sit atop the heap

By Greg Cote, The Miami Herald

Ayear ago | had the Green Bay Packers atop

my rankings. You could look it up. Those same

Packers, of course — obviously inspired by my
faith — went on to win the Super Bowl.

This is a true story. | would get into how | fared
with the rest of my team rankings,
but unfortunately | don’t have time because

2010-11 10-6
Off. Rank 10/32
Def. Rank 2/32

Green Bay
Packers

The Pats last won a Super Bowl in the 2004 season and last
won a playoff game in 2007; those are drought levels for Bill
Belichick and Tom Brady, so a sense of urgency pushes
this team; adding Chad Ochocinco and Albert Haynesworth
will test Coach Hoodie’s Midas touch, but if any organization
can handle veteran head-cases, it's this one

Philadelphia Pittsburgh
Eagles Steelers
2010-11 10-6 2010-11 12-4

Off. Rank 3/32
Def. Rank 21/32

The Eagles are the national media’s
Dream Team-designate, and there’s a
Super Bowl-or-bust feel around Philly;
give 'em a great shot, but with these
cautions: two strong challengers in NFC
East, and doubts whether Michael Vick
can equal last season’s magic

Off. Rank 12/32
Def. Rank 1/32

Place these reigning AFC champs just a
whisker behind the Pats in that
conference; Ben Roethlisberger and
Troy Palamalu lead a team with great
balance of offense and defense; having
the newly married Big Ben for a full
season after last year’s early suspension
is a bonus

the new rankings are here.

This is how the 32 NFL teams stack up as the
2011 season unfurls. | should say that these
rankings are based on how teams looked to me
on paper in late August, how they should finish.

So now, hut one, hut two, rank:

San Diego
Chargers

2010-11 9-7
Off. Rank 2/32
Def. Rank 10/32

The Chargers always draw raves for
their talents but always seem to
disappoint; it happened again last year,
when a team that led the NFL in total
offense and defense somehow missed
the playoffs; quarterback Philip Rivers
might need to pitch the Bolts into the
Super Bowl to get there

There is no reason right now to demote the defending
champs or to see a falloff in Super Bowl MVP quarterback
Aaron Rodgers; the Pack pretty much stood pat in the free

agency bidding, but should still be improved, and
healthier, after losing chunks of talent to the
injured-reserve list last year

Atlanta Baltimore
Falcons Ravens
2010-11 13-3 2010-11 12-4

Off. Rank 5/32

Def. Rank 5/32

Matt Ryan, Michael Turner and

Roddy White are a potent troika
offensively, and the Falcons are solid
all-around and an NFC contender;
consider that Atlanta beat the
eventual-champion Packers last season
and has gotten better, especially adding
end Ray Edwards to goose its pass rush

Off. Rank 16/32
Def. Rank 3/32

The Ravens remain solid on defense,
though stalwarts Ray Lewis and

Ed Reed are aging, and ascending
Joe Flacco makes the offense strong;
the Ravens hope the addition of wide
receiver Lee Evans will give Flacco the
deep threat he has needed

New Orleans New York
Saints Jets
2010-11 11-5 2010-11 11-5

Off. Rank 11/32
Def. Rank 7/32

Drew Brees is still Drew Brees and good
for fantasy-pleasing numbers; the
guestion is whether rookie running back
Mark Ingram is ready to be the
heavy-load ball carrier that Reggie Bush
(now a Dolphin) never was; don't
overlook that the Saints defense gave
up the seventh-fewest points last year

Off. Rank 13/32
Def. Rank 6/32

Still not convinced Mark Sanchez has
that much less proving to do than does
Chad Henne, especially now that
Sanchez’s receiving corps took a big hit
in free agency; New York media market
and Rex Ryan'’s bluster will always bring
spotlight; pass rush looks suspect, but
Jets should be solid if Sanchez is

Indianapolis
Colts
2010-11 10-6

Off. Rank 4/32
Def. Rank 23/32

Last season ended Indy’s terrific run of
seven consecutive 12-win seasons, and
in 2011, for the first time, quarterback
Peyton Manning may be fairly seen as
both aging and with injury questions
following his neck surgery; Indy’s
advantage is playing in a fairly weak
AFC South

Dallas New York
Cowboys Giants
2010-11 6-10 2010-11 10-6

Off. Rank T7/32
Def. Rank 31/32

Tony Romo’s injury made it a nightmare
season for the Cowboys last year, but
look for a bounce back to playoff
contention; addition of Rob Ryan

(Rex’s brother) as defensive coordinator
should help

Off. Rank T7/32
Def. Rank 17/32

The Giants were playoff-bound before
their late collapse last year, so pressure
is on coach Tom Coughlin to avoid a
repeat; Eli Manning also invited pressure
by calling himself an “elite” quarterback

Houston Chicago
Texans Bears
2010-11 6-10 2010-11 11-5

Off. Rank 9/32
Def. Rank 29/32

Matt Schaub to Andre Johnson remains
an elite, fantasy-pleasing pass/catch
combo, but Texans always seem to be
one of those teams big on potential yet
ultimately disappointing; tough to believe
that will change until the proof comes

Off. Rank 21/32
Def. Rank 4/32

So much depends on the consistency of
erratic quarterback Jay Cutler, and the
loss of longtime center Olin Kreutz won't
help either Cutler or the ground game;
offensive line must improve for the
Bears to have any chance to challenge
the Packers

Tampa Bay
Buccaneers

2010-11 10-6
Off. Rank 20/32
Def. Rank 9/32

| underestimated Tampa Bay last year
because | didn't think Josh Freeman
would be that good; he’s another young
guy who has become what Miami is
hoping for in Chad Henne; Bucs have
lots of young talent but still look to be a
year away

Arizona Miami
Cardinals Dolphins
2010-11 5-11 2010-11 7-9
Off. Rank  T26/32 Off. Rank  30/32

Def. Rank 30/32

Acquiring Kevin Kolb from the Eagles
alone should make the Cardinals a
factor in a winnable division; Arizona
investing a lot of blind faith that Kolb is
all that, but they don’t need him to be
Kurt Warner, they just need him to be a
major upgrade at quarterback, and that's
all but assured

Def. Rank 14/32

So much depends on Chad Henne's
play, his ability to find consistency;
Henne's future, and likely that of coach
Tony Sparano, will be on the line this
season; Miami’s defense should be
solid, and the addition of Reggie Bush
figures to give Miami big-chunk-yardage
this offense has been lacking

St. Louis Oakland

Rams Raiders
2010-11 7-9 2010-11 8-8
Off. Rank  T26/32 Off. Rank 6/32

Def. Rank 12/32

St. Louis made a six-game improvement
last year and seems to have a solid
foundation in coach Steve Spagnuolo
and quarterback Sam Bradford; the
Rams also have the advantage of a
weak division in which a 9-7 record
could take it

Def. Rank 20/32

The Raiders have made the climb from
awful to mediocre, but the next step is
harder; Oakland has impressive team
speed, but | can’t have much faith in a
team counting on Jason Campbell as
the answer at quarterback

Kansas City
Chiefs

2010-11 10-6
Off. Rank 14/32
Def. Rank 11/32

The Chiefs made huge strides last year,
but I'm feeling a step back into
single-digit wins this time out; I'm having
doubts about whether quarterback

Matt Cassel is up to another big year;
that, and the Chargers are clearly better

Detroit Minnesota
Lions Vikings
2010-11 6-10 2010-11 6-10

Off. Rank 15/32
Def. Rank 19/32

Things are looking up for long-
woebegone Lions, with Ndamukong Suh
anchoring an improved defense; they
could hang in the wild-card hunt if
guarterback Matthew Stafford stays
healthy enough to reach his potential,
and if cornerback play doesn’t make
pass defense a question

Off. Rank 29/32

Def. Rank 18/32

Only the Vikings could get younger at
quarterback by signing 34-year-old
Donovan McNabb; if he has a strong
year left in him and proves doubters
wrong, the Vikes could be a sleeper for
a wild-card spot

Seattle San Francisco
Seahawks 49ers
2010-11 7-9 2010-11 6-10

Off. Rank 23/32

Def. Rank 25/32

The Seahawks backed into the playoffs
with a losing record and then upset the
Saints, so don't underestimate Seattle in
this average-is-enough division;
guarterback Tarvaris Jackson has a
couple more weapons with the addition
of Sidney Rice and Zach Miller

Off. Rank 24/32
Def. Rank 16/32

Their weak division alone means you
don’t count out the Niners; but lots of
changes, starting with new coach

Jim Harbaugh, a shaky defense and
more Alex Smith at quarterback, suggest
this is not a team ready to win big

Jacksonville
Jaguars

2010-11 8-8

Off. Rank 18/32

Def. Rank 27/32

The Jag’s defense should be better, but
reaching .500 again could be a lot to
ask; quarterback David Garrard will be
his usual average self until rookie
Blaine Gabbert is ready to take over in
the huddle

Tennessee Cleveland
Titans Browns
2010-11 6-10 2010-11 5-11

Off. Rank 17/32
Def. Rank 15/32

Running back Chris Johnson hasn't
stopped being a high fantasy draft pick,
but not a lot of talent surrounds him;
Matt Hasselbeck is the Band-Aid at
guarterback, but it might not be long
before the reins and future are given to
Jake Locker

Off. Rank 31/32
Def. Rank 13/32

The Browns are young and mostly stood
pat in free agency bidding, all of it
suggesting another long season for The
City LeBron Forsook; so much depends
on whether quarterback Colt McCoy is
the answer, or ready to be the answer
now

Washington Denver
Redskins Broncos
2010-11 6-10 2010-11 4-12

Off. Rank 25/32

Def. Rank 21/32

Might coach Mike Shanahan wish he
had kept Donovan McNabb? Could be,
with Rex Grossman and John Beck as
his options; no team in the Andrew Luck
Sweepstakes could use Luck more,
literally or figuratively

Source: The Miami Herald, The Detroit Free Press

Off. Rank 19/32
Def. Rank 32/32

Holes all over the field suggest a rough
first season for coach John Fox; while
Dolphin fans no doubt plot the year
Kyle Orton is having and compare it to
Chad Henne's, Denver will try to figure
out if the future belongs to Tim Tebow

Buffalo
Bills

2010-11 4-12

Off. Rank 28/32

Def. Rank 28/32

Chan Gailey has his work cut out,
starting clearly fourth in a four-team
division; an O.K. Trent Edwards isn't the
problem; a lack of talent and depth
elsewhere are the issues

Cincinnati Carolina
Bengals Panthers
2010-11 4-12 2010-11 2-14

Off. Rank 22/32
Def. Rank 24/32

The Bengals suffered a six-game
dropoff last season and now endure the
Carson Palmer debacle after refusing
his trade demands; growing pains lay
ahead, but the team would rank around
10 spots higher here with Palmer’'s
presence

Off. Rank 32/32
Def. Rank 26/32

Carolina tried to move decisively in free
agency, but another tough year presents
itself; as the Dolphins saw in the second
preseason game, rookie quarterback
Cam Newton might have a bright future,
but he’ll need time and patience
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