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The latest installment of league realignment appears to have brought a much better sense of balance to the APFL as a whole.  The most significant portion of the realignment was in the relocation of Nicholas and Charleston from the AFC East to the NFC West.  This immediately establishes two very competitive NFC divisions and should ensure there will be much more drama as the season unfolds.  Without a doubt, there are seven highly competitive teams in each conference, ensuring that the battle for playoff berths could become very exciting as the season progresses.  Breaking down each division, it is interesting to see which teams have emerged as preseason favorites.





NFC East





Realignment didn’t have much affect on the top teams of the NFC East.  Once again, Jersey leads the group as the most complete team of the division and appears to be a lock to return to the playoffs.  The Jays will have an internal challenge of working through a few injuries this season, but they seem to be poised as a top contender again.  Their biggest division rivals will be Philadelphia, Cheshire, and Northern Valley.  All three teams have continued to emerge as threats within the division and all could be playoff contenders this year.  The Stars lead the trio as the most balanced team, but injury issues could become a concern as the season progresses.  The Cats have an abundance of offensive weapons at their disposal and a few play makers have emerged on their defense, making them a strong playoff contender this year.  The Pioneers have the offense to produce, but their defense looks a little suspect and could become a problem as the season progresses.  Brooklyn and Yellowrock both have serious player concerns for this season and will need to play superbly to compete with the rest of the division.  Both teams could be in for a long season.





Realignment Recap:  Craigsville (formerly Franklin) left for the AFC East while Brooklyn reclaimed their spot within the division.





NFC West





Realignment has completely restructured the hierarchy of the NFC West, as Nicholas becomes the immediate favorite to claim the top spot in the division.  The Grizzlies retooled their roster during the offseason in an attempt to defend their extraordinary “Perfect Season” and seek to duplicate the feat in the NFC.  They are going to have an internal challenge of managing through some injury issues during the season, but they appear to have adequate depth to compensate.  Their strongest divisional opposition will come from Charleston and Ajax.  Ironically, the Shockers (who was one of Nicholas’ AFC East rivals) will bring the biggest threat to the Grizzlies’ success in the NFC West.  The Shockers have the offensive firepower to put up a strong challenge, but their defense may not be strong enough to slow down the Grizzlies.  The same can be said about the Buffalos, they have enough offensive weapons to challenge Nicholas, but they may also be a little too weak on defense to adequately slow down Nicholas’ offense.  Both Charleston and Ajax are legitimate playoff contenders.  Ft. Lauderdale, Boise, and Nebraska (formerly Scottsbluff) are going through major rebuilding cycles.  Each team appears to have had a very successful rookie draft, which should allow them to make great strides toward reconstructing their teams.





Realignment Recap:  Brooklyn returned to the NFC East, while Cloverdale and Fairfield switched divisions with Charleston and Nicholas.  Ft. Lauderdale reclaimed their spot within the division.





AFC East





Realignment helped clear the playoff picture somewhat within the AFC East.  With Nicholas moving to the NFC, Capital City finds themselves the strong favorites to win the division.  The Crush has emerged as a top team and they appear to be solid on both sides of the ball, but they will have some injury issues to contend with as the season unfolds.  Their biggest division rivals will be Beckley, Cloverdale, and Fairfield.  The Punishers appear to have a balanced attack, but they will need to come up big in their key games to earn a playoff berth.  The Clansmen are no longer a struggling team and appear to be on track with a balanced attack.  They have made significant improvements, but will need to manage through some of their injuries and deficiencies to reach the playoffs.  The Drillers have enough offense to compete for a playoff spot, but injuries and a suspect defense will likely prohibit a playoff berth this year.  Atlantis and Craigsville (formerly Franklin) are in rebuilding mode and have been plagued with serious injuries for this season.  Both teams likely will be in for a long season.





Realignment Recap:  Panther Creek returned to the AFC West, while Charleston and Nicholas switched divisions with Cloverdale and Fairfield.  Craigsville (formerly Franklin) relocated from the NFC East.





AFC West





Realignment didn’t have any affect on the playoff scenario in AFC West.  It will be interesting to watch the season unfold because there appears to be no clear cut favorite to win the division.  Texas, Chicago, and Florida all have an equal opportunity to claim the division’s top spot.  Each team has a balanced attack, but none seems to be a completely dominant team.  The Longhorns were the early favorites, but the Sharks and Blitz have both made significant moves that have brought them into equal standings.  Anything the Longhorns might lack on defense is more than compensated with their potent offense.  The Blitz made a late push and appears to have solidified their team, but injuries and inadequate depth could challenge them throughout the season.  The Sharks are the better balanced team of the trio, but they lack some of the firepower that their competitors possess.  There is the potential that all three teams will make the playoffs, but that will largely depend on how well they play against their AFC East foes.  Columbus, Yukon, and Panther Creek are all working through rebuilding cycles.  The Cougars appear to be in a position to emerge, possibly as soon as next season, but they will struggle through injuries and better competition this year.  Injuries have plagued both the Rush and the Destroyers and each team will need to be creative to get through the season.  Both teams desperately need to have a successful 2003 draft to restore their teams.  All three teams likely are in for a long season.





Realignment Recap:  Ft. Lauderdale returned to the NFC West, while Panther Creek reclaimed their spot within the division.





