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The Mets and the Chicago Cubs open the baseball season tomorrow, earlier in the calendar than ever before, as well as earlier in the day. The season opener is set to begin at 5:08 a.m. Eastern time, and most fans of both teams will be able to see the game only on television -- because it will be played in Tokyo.

The game, the first in the regular season to be played outside North America, represents a significant escalation of Major League Baseball's international aspirations. "Globalization is the next big step for baseball," said David Cone, the Yankees' veteran pitcher.

Baseball officials hope to advance a number of goals by having the Mets and the Cubs fly halfway around the world for a two-game series. They want to increase the sport's visibility worldwide, enhance revenue through marketing and retailing and develop new sources of talent.

One possibility, though, is definitely not on baseball's agenda: creating new major league franchises in Asia, Europe or other international settings. Instead, some players and league executives are hoping that starting the season in Tokyo will be a steppingstone to a different kind of global event, a baseball World Cup that might be played at the end of the major league season.

"It's sort of a segue to a World Cup series," said Cone, who is a member of the baseball union hierarchy.

"You'd have players playing for their own country in the World Cup-type of format. I think it's a wonderful idea. Everybody I talk to gets excited about it."

In attempting to go global, baseball is playing catch-up with the other major professional sports. Even Commissioner Bud Selig has acknowledged that football, basketball and hockey have been more aggressive with international plans.

But baseball has been rapidly expanding its horizons. The San Diego Padres and Colorado Rockies opened last season in Monterrey, Mexico. A half-dozen teams played exhibition games in Latin America this month. And in taking two National League teams to Japan for the season opener, which sold out in a matter of hours, baseball is trying to emphasize its international vision.

"We make a statement in that marketplace about how important we think it is," said Tim Brosnan, Major League Baseball's executive vice president for business. "We think so much of them that we deliver our opening-day game to them."

Major league players have been traveling to Japan for off-season games since 1908, playing there a total of 33 times. The most recent visit by a major league all-star team came after the 1998 season. Most of those trips were designed to promote international good will and interest in the game.

The current initiative is more focused and more mercenary. By exposing its glamorous players on a global scale, Major League Baseball wants to generate greater interest in its game and greater revenue in its pockets. Baseball sells rights to televise games to various countries and licenses merchandise that is sold all over the world.

"We want to bring the game to the fans," Brosnan said. "Let them see it, smell it, taste it. In a market like Japan, where we have both an avid fan base and an ever-increasing curiosity, we're on more people's radar screens every day."

In addition, if by taking the game to other countries, baseball can entice youngsters to play and they become good enough to play professionally, well, the more sources of talent, wherever it is found, the better for baseball's future. For the past eight years Major League Baseball has sent instructors to clinics in countries where the game is in the developmental stage.

What baseball does not plan to do through the extension of its global reach is to undertake expansion to other countries. 

"I don't see it happening in the short term; it's not on the front burner," said Paul Beeston, Major League Baseball's president and chief operating officer.

Baseball has added enough new franchises in recent years, officials have decided. And if it were to add teams, they would not be placed in Asia or Europe because the travel would be too punishing for players.

Holding the World Series outside the United States and Canada is also unlikely, at least in the short run. But expanding baseball's global horizons does have an ancillary benefit: it is one major matter on which the owners and the players agree and on which they can work harmoniously.

"Don can almost speak for ownership when we talk international because we're on the same page in the same book," Beeston said, referring to Donald Fehr, the head of the players association.

Fehr and the union, in fact, were ahead of the owners in pushing for the development of a global strategy. The 1985 collective bargaining agreement called for a study committee on international play. But Fehr said it was not until Beeston became baseball's second-most-powerful executive that the owners became interested in global strategies.

"He had a particular interest that I had not seen before," Fehr said.

Beeston, a Canadian, came to baseball's executive offices from Toronto, where he had served as a Blue Jays executive since the team's inception in 1977, becoming president in 1989. As a member of one of the major leagues' two teams outside the United States, Beeston tended to have a broader outlook on baseball's international possibilities.

"It's good for commerce, good from a marketing point of view," he said. "We sell television and merchandise in all those areas. We also have a social responsibility to go to countries that provide players to Major League Baseball."

That responsibility resulted in a series of exhibition games played this month in the Dominican Republic (Boston and Houston), Venezuela (Atlanta and Tampa Bay) and Mexico (Arizona and Anaheim). 

"The ovation in Venezuela may still be going on," Beeston said. "The excitement in that stadium was almost tangible. The cheer that Chipper Jones got was equivalent to anything here. Jose Canseco didn't play the second game, and they chanted, 'Canseco, Canseco, Canseco.' It was incredible."

In Japan, Brosnan said, 90,000 tickets were sold for the two games in four and a half hours. 

Brosnan said the trip to Japan would increase corporate and fan interest in baseball. "We would expect to see a spike in some television ratings and in our merchandising business," he said.

Business has boomed internationally during the past five years, Brosnan said: television revenue has increased about 300 percent and sponsorship revenue has expanded 700 percent to 800 percent. He did not provide specific figures.

Players, too, can benefit individually. Sammy Sosa, the Cubs slugger, became an instant hero there in 1998 when, as a touring all-star, he hit a home run in his first at-bat, then bowed to the four corners of the ballpark.

As a result of that visit, Sosa has earned $2 million to $3 million in Japanese endorsements and is expected to make much more in the next few years. Not all players will benefit so abundantly, but most endorse the idea of international play.

"All world-class athletes want to have some sort of an opportunity to demonstrate they're world class and not just stars at home," Fehr said. "Why does the World Cup in soccer attract people? The players want to participate in these things; not everybody, but a large majority."

Mark McGwire is a notable exception. The home run record-holder persuaded his St. Louis teammates last year to reject the chance to go to Japan this week.

"I know Major League Baseball wants to do more internationally, but there's no purpose in it," McGwire said last week. "I don't agree with it."

Since players seem to get most of the new revenue generated by the international initiative, they have a vested interest in pursuing trips like the one to Japan. "Once a lot of players realize the goal and the payoff down the line for future players," Cone said, "everyone would agree it's important and needs to be done."

The commissioner's office and the players association are splitting the profits from the Japan trip. They are assured of $2 million each, with management's share going into the clubs' central fund and the union giving its share to the players on the Mets and the Cubs. Each player will receive $25,000. 

A baseball World Cup could reap rich rewards far beyond a two-game visit to a foreign country. Talk of a world event began about eight years ago, Fehr said, when players became interested in playing in the Olympics. The problem with the Olympics, though, is that they are held during the baseball season, and neither players nor owners want to interrupt the season. 

The United States team for the Summer Olympics in Sydney, Australia, next September will have professional players, but they will be primarily minor leaguers. If a World Cup were to be held after the World Series, major leaguers would be able to play.

"If you're trying to develop baseball, a World Cup format would make sense," Fehr said. "Over time, it could attract large audiences."

Included in a true world tournament would be teams from the United States, Canada, Mexico, Japan, Cuba, Puerto Rico, the Dominican Republic and Venezuela. Teams from South Korea, Taiwan, Australia, Italy and elsewhere might also compete.

"Baseball players playing for their flags will blow people's minds," Brosnan said. "We're talking about when it's going to happen, not if."

Cone, the Yankees' 37-year-old pitcher, laments that it will probably not happen during his career. Negotiations for a new collective bargaining agreement will have to be held in the next two years, and that arduous exercise will most likely have to be completed before such a significant new venture is undertaken.

"Hopefully, we'll get a labor agreement out of the way and people will focus on the World Cup," Cone said. "That would do more to grow the game globally than just about anything else."
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