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CIRCUS FOR THE HORDES

“Pro football provides the circus for the hordes.”

—Congressman Emanuel Celler (D-NY 1923 - 1973)

 

THERE ARE TWO HISTORIES OF PROFESSIONAL SPORTS. THERE is the one fans know and cherish, filled with great players, genius coaches, incredible plays, and dynasty teams. It is the history chronicled in each league’s Hall of Fame, the history fans are urged to remember about the games: the moments of struggle, joy, and triumph along with the vast cast of characters that individualized each one of them. Perhaps more than anything, it is this history that has allowed professional sports to mesmerize such a large swath of the population.

There is another history of the sporting world, however, that exists in the shadow created by the glaring spotlight of the sports media. In it the same people exist and the same games take place, yet results are not as pure as most believe them to be. In it Hall of Fame players are criminals, addicts, and gamblers; owners care more about profit than winning; and championships aren’t won on the basis of hard work or rising to the occasion, but perhaps because games are outright fixed.

This Hall of Fame history has led sports fans to believe that no game has been fixed since the famed 1919 World Series in which gamblers bribed members of the Chicago White Sox to lose intentionally. Yet, the reality is that gamblers and their Mafia associates have always had a hand in manipulating the outcomes of games. No league has been unaffected by  this outside influence, and it continues to seep into each sport today. These stories have been willingly erased not just by the leagues, but also by a sports media apparatus all too willing to bow to its masters’ wishes. There is a valid reason for this. If there is a hint of impropriety surrounding the legitimacy of the games, the empire of professional sports could crumble like a proverbial house of cards.

There are many more facets to the world of professional sports than just the franchises that comprise each league. Collateral industries are as much a part of professional sports as players, coaches, and owners. Major sports media outlets like the Entertainment and Sports Programming Network (ESPN), Sports Illustrated, and FOX Sports have a stake in every game played, as do the local beat reporters who cover these events for each hometown newspaper, television, and radio station across the country. If there were no games, there would be nothing to report. And if there were no sports, there would be no baseball hats or hockey jerseys or any of the other sports memorabilia emblazoned with each team’s logo for sale. Where would the fortunes of Nike, Reebok and Adidas then lay? How many Foot Lockers, Dick’s Sporting Goods, and Champs Sports would continue to do business? Simply put, there are thousands of people who derive hundreds of millions of dollars in income and profit from symbiotic connections with professional sports leagues. In the article “Broadcast Television and the Game of Packaging Sports,” author David B. Sullivan stated that at the turn of the 21st century, professional sports became the world’s 22nd largest industry because of these vast interconnections.

Therein lays the key to unlocking the hidden history of professional sports. They do not exist solely for personal entertainment. Games are played because there is money to be made. Franchises would not be content to rake in the measly $1.39 profit the Cincinnati Red Stockings, the nation’s first professional baseball team, earned in their inaugural 1869 season. Now the leagues are corporations operating under carefully constructed business models and earning billions of dollars each year. Yet this money is not entirely made by selling tickets to the fans lined up outside the stadiums. A majority of each league’s income is derived from the major television networks. In fact, it is TV money that actually fuels professional sports.

Without the billions of dollars the television networks pay to broadcast the games, no major sports league would exist today. They simply could not afford to. Because this is true, sports are not really just “sports”; they are show business, and what is passed off onto fans is not as pure as many would like to believe. Is it possible that each league, much like its reality TV counterparts, scripts and manipulates the outcomes of their own games? To do so would in no way violate any law. This would serve to heighten fan interest, drawing more and more viewers to their televisions as the action on the field each week slowly builds to a fevered pitch. Perhaps only that kind of manipulation can ensure the constant ratings that television networks require to provide the leagues with the money they need to operate. It is a seemingly vicious circle, no doubt, but one from which the corporate participants ultimately profit.

Only you, the fan, are led astray. ★






US AND THEM




FANS 

ASK YOURSELF A QUESTION: WHY DO YOU CARE ABOUT SPORTS?

That simple question caused an existential meltdown inside me unlike anything Nietzsche or Kierkegaard could have ever dreamed. I grew up both surrounded and consumed by anything and everything sports-related. Then one day it hit me like a vintage Mike Tyson uppercut: Why?

Have you ever stopped and asked yourself why do professional sports matter to you? Why do you care if a bunch of guys who happen to call themselves the New York Yankees win or lose a simple baseball game? You didn’t play in the game. You may not have even witnessed it in person or watched it on your television. You probably don’t know any of the Yankees personally, nor they you. So why does what they do out on the field affect your life in any way, shape, or form?

In fact, take a brief moment and contemplate your lifetime as it has related to professional sports. How much time have you spent not only watching sports, but reading, researching, blogging, or talking about sports?

Consider your mind as well. How much of your memory is taken up with statistics, player jersey numbers, and the names of insignificant draft picks from the past? Chances are you can explain the pros and cons of the hit-and-run better than you can your own financial investments. Your knowledge of your health insurance plan pales in comparison to what you know about the intricacies of the nickel defense. You can name off, from  top to bottom, the batting order of the 1984 Cubs, but you balk when trying to remember the names of your kids’ friends. How does that happen? Why do sports take over some people’s lives to the point that what should truly be significant and meaningful takes a backseat to something as inane as the name of the pitcher who gave up Duane Kuiper’s only major league home run? (It was Steve Stone, by the way.)

The fact that sports can be entertaining is obvious. Baseball has been called the “national pastime” since it became an organized endeavor because it is quite easy to pass time watching a baseball game. Setting this simple idea of a diversion aside, is there something deeper to our need to be fans: something more psychological? What exactly compels one to root, root, root for the home team with such fanatical fervor?

In recent years, researchers have conducted studies seeking answers to these questions. Depending upon how much stock you put into the psychology, some of the causations for sports fandom have been determined.

There are three potential psychological factors that give rise to an individual’s identification with a sports team. The first stems from a need for belonging and affiliation. Humans are social creatures. We need to be connected to others, to feel that unity that comes from being in a group. Your family, your friends, your fellow employees are all naturally formed groups you choose to belong to without much thought going into the actual process behind it.

However, as expert Daniel L. Wann of Murray State University wrote, numerous studies in social identity have found that not just any group will do. The second factor deals with belonging to a distinct group. You’re not just a football fan, you’re a Jets fan. Your team affiliation becomes a subculture akin to that of a rock and roll fan who identifies more with punk rock than with other types of rock. Doing this will mentally separate you from the masses, yet you still willingly belong to a group. While you may be able to appreciate the league in general as well as some of the other teams, your heart now belongs to just one special team. Wann added that researchers Mlicki and Ellmers claimed that “our desire for group distinctiveness can, in some instances, be more powerful than our desire for a positive group image”1  which explains Oakland Raiders fans to a T. It’s this supposed need to be  associated with something unique that makes us choose sides. This newly created identity as a specific team’s fan can do more for you than just give you a sense of belonging. It can actually distract you from your own mortality.

This final ingredient involves the “impact of death salience.” According to researchers Dechesne, Greenberg, Arndt, & Schimel in 2000, your affiliation with a sports team creates a positive self-image that can act as a buffer between yourself and the realization of your own mortality. While this seems a little outrageous, consider the Boston Red Sox 2004 World Series victory after decades of near misses. Several credible reports in and around the Boston area claimed lifelong Red Sox fans died soon after the title was won. It’s not unheard of for people to cling to life to see something significant occur like a graduation or wedding and then pass on soon after it’s completed. It comes from an innate need to see something through to the end. The same holds true for sports fans and their teams. This theory also applies to fans of winning teams, such as fans of the Pittsburgh Steelers. Victory breeds distraction it seems, so when the Steelers win yet another title, their fans are happy and not contemplating their own demise.

But what makes one choose to be a Steelers fan? Usually, it comes from a number of factors including your family, friends, where you went to school, and of course, where you live. Regional alliances have existed since the beginning of time, perhaps as an outcropping of tribalism. Choosing to root for the home team is much like joining a sect. There’s more than just a common bond formed by the similarity in dress and customs; there’s safety in numbers. You’re insulated from being an outcast when you conform to those around you.

Deciding to affiliate with the local team can even have health benefits. Research has indicted that “high levels of identification with a local team are related to a variety of psychological health indicators including lower levels of depression, loneliness, alienation, and stress and higher levels of self-esteem, positive affect, and vigor.”2 Mental health aside, other factors can come into play when choosing a favorite team including team colors, logo, specific players, and style of play. But nothing—nothing—makes someone choose to follow a team more than winning.

When a person suddenly becomes a fan of a winning team, he is often known as a bandwagon fan. While despised in some circles, most every fan possesses similar traits as those of the bandwagon fan. It is a notion researchers call Basking In Reflected Glory or BIRG for short. Simply put, to BIRG is to attach oneself to the success of another. When you consider yourself a fan of something, you mentally make yourself a part of it. For example, if you’re a fan of a local band, and after a few years of struggling, they finally have a hit song, you very may well feel a certain sense of pride from that. You were never directly involved in their success, yet you may still feel some of the joy associated with it. That is the BIRG effect in action.

A person who BIRGs is not only attempting to raise his own self-esteem, he’s attempting to elevate his own personal standing in society as well. It’s the “we” effect. You can hear this all the time if you listen to sports radio. When fans talk about a team, they say “we” as if they are part of the team (research has also shown that fans do that more often when the team is winning, and conversely, use “they” when the team is losing). A fan’s personal sense of failure has something to do with this phenomenon as well. The more perceived failure one has in his own life tends to cause the person to cling to something, anything with a more positive spin on it. “Sports fans use the accomplishments of their team rather than their own actions to derive a sense of accomplishment and a feeling of pride.”3 So when one feels him- or herself failing in life, one BIRGs onto something positive, and suddenly life doesn’t seem so bad because “we” have now succeeded.

In essence, when the team wins, the fan wins. This is the main reason we watch, isn’t it? “One of the strongest motivations for following sports, in general, is people’s desire for achievement and success. The fact that sports usually provide a clear outcome of success and failure reinforces one’s desire for achievement. Sports give fans an opportunity for vicarious achievement through specific athletes or teams, every time these athletes or teams compete. Fans see the athletes or teams as extensions of themselves and view the team’s victories as personal victories. More importantly, a fan tends to publicize his or her support of the team and bask in the team’s victories, even if his or her contributions to the team’s success may be minimal or nonexistent.”4

Watching a sporting event in which the fan has some sort of emotional attachment can actually be beneficial. There is a sort of satisfaction that comes with cheering one’s favorite team on to victory. It actually increases a person’s self-esteem and confidence. One university study showed that fans wearing the winning team’s apparel after a game were more likely to donate to the Salvation Army and in larger amounts than other attendees, and that these same fans were more willing to donate to volunteers who were also dressed in the winning team’s apparel. The old saying is true: Everybody likes a winner, especially when it can help you socially.

For all the positives this BIRG effect can give an individual, it can also lead some toward negative consequences. This is the realm of the fanatic. These are the people who have basically given up on their personal identity and handed themselves over to their team’s identity. It’s theorized by some social identity researchers that this sort of behavior is brought about by the chronic understimulation many people experience in their daily modern lives. Although watching a game and screaming one’s lungs out can release plenty of pent-up emotions (both good and bad), these fanatics take this emotional baggage with them home from the game. Fanaticism can and often does destroy all of those beneficial emotions brought on by simple fandom.

You know these people. When the game is on, the world around the fanatic stops. Sometimes, for the best of everyone involved, the fanatic will prefer to watch the game alone. Many of them hold superstitions which they believe actually affect the play on the field or the outcome of a game. Things like a lucky hat or an unwashed jersey become the fanatic’s uniform, further creating the illusion of being part of the team. Studies have shown that these fanatical fans’ levels of anxiety increased as “important” games approached and maxed out around halftime during those same contests. Besides the stress involved, watching the game leads to a level of arousal in the fanatic. It is the suspenseful nature of the unknown outcome that leads to this hyper-excited state of mind. More often than not, this anxiety and arousal cannot be turned off when the game ends. Like the highs and lows of an addiction, these feelings can linger, sometimes for a week or more.

So what happens to the fanatic when their beloved team loses? “Many highly identified fans report depression, anger, and disappointment (with the game and life in general) after watching their team lose.”5  Those resultant feelings are just the beginning. Because fanatics are so interconnected with the team, they often take the loss personally. “As a result, their collective self-esteem is lowered, resulting in an unpleasant psychological state. These fans will then resort to derogation and aggression toward others (e.g., opposing players and fans, officials) in an attempt to restore their lost self-esteem.”6

So what is a fan to do when the game and his personal identity is lost? It is then time to CORF. Basically the exact opposite of BIRGing, CORFing is Cutting Off Reflected Failure. Because no one likes to lose, there comes a time in a fan’s life to simply cut and run. CORFing is when the fan jumps off the bandwagon. By distancing oneself from a team and its perennial losing ways a person then cuts off all of the perceived negativity against both himself and his self-esteem. I am not a loser—I can’t be—because I am no longer a Vikings fan (but how ‘bout them Cowboys!). That is how a fair-weather fan’s mind-set justifies these decisions.

Existing in the gray area between the BIRGing and the CORFing is the die-hard fan. This type of fan cannot binge and purge on a team as easily as the others. They often possess traits not found in other sports fans. For one, die-hard fans have the tendency to be overly optimistic about their team. “Highly identified fans report particularly favorable evaluations of current team performance, predict better futures for their team in general, and expect greater success for individual team members. Interestingly, highly identified fans are able to employ the allegiance bias even after providing rational explanations for potential victory by their team’s upcoming opponent.”7 These same fans seem to always remember the good times over the bad. They often overlook losses and remember wins. In fact, numerous studies into “allegiance bias” by Wann and others indicated that fans over-remembered wins, tending to think their team always won more games then they actually had.

The main reason for such die-hard allegiance to a team is that their fandom has become part of their self- and social identity. It’s as if someone  were to ask such a fan “What are you?” the answer may come back “I’m a Cubs fan” just as easily as “I’m a banker” or “I’m a Sagittarius.” It’s gang-like in mentality. It goes back to that tribal sense of unity one can feel from being a fan. And it’s one not easily shaken by a few or even a few thousand losses.

By attempting to sort through what makes us sports fans, one can see that there are valid, psychological reasons for our love of the game. It is not wrong to be a fan; it can actually be beneficial. Yet knowing even a small slice of what creates a fan can aid in answering the original question: Why do you care about sports?

This is an important question that often goes unasked. But it needs to be posed because the blind faith and devotion many people hand over to teams and leagues leaves us all open as a sort of mark. Suckers to a certain degree, and exploited just as easily.

When the World Series was canceled due to an owner lockout in 1994, many fans said in disgust, “I’m never watching baseball again.” How many remained true to that vow? When the National Hockey League (NHL) owners canceled the entire 2004-05 season, how many hockey fans made the same promise? How many kept it?

We willingly give up hard-earned money to purchase hats featuring a team’s “new” logo or “alternate third” jerseys, all of which were created simply to up sales profits. We trust owners and management when they tell us a fan favorite has lost a step, only to see that same player succeed on his new team because, in reality, he was let go to save salary cap room. We want to believe an investigation into a player’s alleged bad behavior turns up nothing of significance simply because we want to believe his greatness on the field translates to the same off, whether or not that is indeed the reality of the situation. Fans have become the loyal yet gullible dog willing to lap the peanut butter off the league’s spoon, failing to recognize the bitter pill hidden inside.

A cynical thought, to be sure. But consider its truth. What kind of thanks do fans get for this devotion to their teams? How are they rewarded by the owners of these franchises that they so religiously follow?

Would you be better off without them?




OWNERS 

Many team owners have recently stated that for a team to be “successful,” it needs a new and more modernized facility in which to play. On the surface, the argument appears to have some merit. Looking at the list of 2006 National Football League (NFL) playoff teams, half of the 12 teams that made the playoffs—the Baltimore Ravens, the New England Patriots, the Philadelphia Eagles, the Chicago Bears, the New Orleans Saints, and the Seattle Seahawks—played in stadiums that were either brand new or renovated within the past seven years. But the team that won the Super Bowl in 2006, the Indianapolis Colts, played in the RCA Dome, which was built in 1983. However in baseball in 2006, the opposite seemed true as the two World Series teams, the St. Louis Cardinals and the Detroit Tigers, played their 2006 seasons in new stadiums. Yet the other teams with the newest stadiums in baseball—the Milwaukee Brewers, the Seattle Mariners, the Cincinnati Reds, the Pittsburgh Pirates, the San Francisco Giants, and the Philadelphia Phillies—posted a combined record of 461 wins against 510 losses. The fact of the matter is, as nice as it is for the players to have improved training facilities with better medical equipment on site, the basic dimensions of their respective fields/courts don’t change from stadium to stadium. And though the physical playing surface may be changed and improved, what’s happening on top of it isn’t.

It cannot be proved that new stadiums lead to significantly better team performance. As part of the book Baseball Between the Numbers, a study was conducted to determine the effect a new stadium had on a team’s winning percentage. It found that with the teams that built new stadiums since 1991, their winning percentage went from .486 in the five years prior to the new stadium up to .520 in the five years after moving into their new digs. Those .034 percentage points equate to a difference of about five-and-a-half wins a year.1 Those are just raw stats, of course, and they don’t factor in any player or coaching changes that may have gone along with the “new look” teams. In other words, improvement by those teams was most likely a coincidence.

Owners will also argue that new stadiums don’t just benefit the players, but the fans as well. In a certain sense, this cannot be denied. The architecture  that goes into many new stadiums is breathtaking. From retractable roof domes to backdrops of statuesque cityscapes, these are truly modern marvels. In these new stadiums, fans are treated to larger spaces, more amenities, and many times, a built-in, falsified history to make them feel as if the stadium has been situated in the city for years. This is wonderful, but consider for a moment the price paid for the pleasure of attending these sporting events.

To pick specifically on baseball owners for a moment, Baltimore Orioles owner Peter Angelos was quoted in the book The Name of the Game as saying “Baseball’s not a business through which one expects to derive great profits, or maybe any profits at all.”2 That must be why, when the Orioles needed a new stadium in the form of what’s now known as The Ballpark at Camden Yards, the public—that is, the taxpayers—had to fork out $226 million of the $235 million it cost to build the stadium. Baltimore isn’t the only city this has happened to. Between 1990 and 2006, 18 new baseball stadiums opened at a total combined cost of $5.6 billion. Nearly two-thirds of that money, officially $3.6 billion, was paid by the public.3 Amazingly during the same approximate time frame (from 1990 to 2004), Major League Baseball (MLB) owners’ total revenue went from $1.35 billion to $4.27 billion.4

Since we, the fans, are paying billions of dollars to build these fantastic new stadiums, we’re getting something in return, right? Perhaps lower ticket prices? Unfortunately, the reverse is true. In 1976 the average MLB ticket was $3.45. By 2005, that average was up to $19.82, which doesn’t seem like much, but even when factoring in inflation, it’s a 67.5 percent increase.5  What is even more shocking is what happens to ticket costs when a new stadium opens. Examine the percentage ticket prices rose in one year—just one year—upon the opening of these new baseball stadiums (and this is not including the luxury boxes):• Detroit (2000)-increased by 103 percent
• San Francisco (2000)-increased by 75.2 percent
• Pittsburgh (2001)-increased by 65.3 percent
• Philadelphia (2004)-increased by 51.3 percent
• Houston (2000)-increased by 50.6 percent
• Milwaukee (2001)-increased by 39.2 percent
• Cleveland (1994)-increased by 38.6 percent
• Texas (1994)-increased by 35.2 percent
• Colorado (1995)-increased by 35.2 percent
• San Diego (2004)-increased by 31.9 percent
• Atlanta (1997)-increased by 31.5 percent
• Seattle (1999)-increased by 27.2 percent (then another 23.3 percent the next year).6 



Which fans are paying to see these ballgames? The only demographic segment to attend more games in the 1990s than the 1980s was households earning more than $50,000 a year. Economists John Siegfried and Tim Peterson determined that, excluding corporate tickets and luxury boxes, the average ticket buyers’ income was nearly twice the national average.7  That makes sense, who else could afford, much less be willing to pay for, such incredible increases in cost?

But the fans are getting better seats and “sight lines” for those increased ticket prices, right? Not necessarily. In fact, stadium consultant John Pastier claims that new stadiums actually put most fans further from the field due to space occupied by luxury boxes. Most upper decks are actually higher off the field than they were in the old stadiums. In the new Chicago White Sox stadium, the first row of the current upper deck is further from the field than the last row of the upper deck in their previous home.8

How about taxes? Surely the fans see some sort of return on their money thanks to the taxes generated by these new stadiums? Not only do federal, state, and local governments allow owners to use their teams as tax shelters, the stadiums generate very little in tax revenues. Johns Hopkins’ economists Bruce Hamilton and Peter Kahn figured that the aforementioned Camden Yards in Baltimore cost taxpayers $14 million in 1998 alone while taking in only $3 million in taxes during that same time period.9 Rutgers stadium lease expert Judith Grant estimates that on average, a typical stadium project costs about 40 percent more than official figures due to unreported costs like free land, property tax breaks, and public operations along with maintenance costs.10 This was proven true  when the city of New York agreed to build two new baseball stadiums. The city donated both the land and infrastructure for each new stadium while at the same time forfeited collecting either rent or property taxes for the teams inhabiting the new homes. Meanwhile, the Yankees and Mets reaped these benefits while being ranked first and second respectively in franchise value in 2007 by Forbes.

One cannot argue against the fact that these new stadium projects create jobs, but at what cost? If Detroit created 1,500 jobs with the building of their new stadium, the cost to taxpayers was about $100,000 per job (Detroit’s taxpayers paid half the $290 million price tag—$145 million—on Comerica Park). When Arizona built their Bank One Ballpark (now know as Chase Field), it created 340 full-time jobs at the cost of nearly $705,000 per job. One of the proposals for a new stadium in Minneapolis for the Twins would create 168 new jobs at the staggering cost of nearly $2 million per job. Meanwhile, the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development requires that the projects they fund create jobs that cost no more than $35,000 per job.11

Once all is said and done and the stadium exists in its final form, at very least the fans should get to put a lasting and meaningful name on their stadium. Unfortunately, not even that is true. The team owner can sell the naming rights for the new stadium to the highest bidder. Stadium naming rights can and do defray the costs of the new stadium, however, this rarely has an effect on what taxpayers ultimately pay. This isn’t a new tradition. Weegman Park became Wrigley Field because the Wrigley family bought the stadium along with the Chicago Cubs and decided to name it after their popular brand of chewing gum. Same goes with the Busch family and the St. Louis Cardinals’ Busch Stadium. Today, franchises earn anywhere from $2 million to $40 million a year in naming rights alone.

Despite these seeming drawbacks to building a new stadium, the thought that always seems to prevail is that at least that new stadium will boost the local economy. It’s the typical “win-win” argument. Yet to quote University of Chicago economist Allen Sanderson, “if you want to inject money into the local economy, it would be better to drop it from a helicopter than invest it in a new ballpark.”12

Many owners as well as city officials will hotly debate this point, but most economists who study the effects of stadiums and sports teams in general state that sports teams do not financially benefit local economies. It seems hard to believe that an industry such as sports, that allegedly is ranked as the 22nd largest industry in the world, can have little effect on an average local economy, but that seems to be the case. It must be remembered that all sports leagues generate the majority of their income from television and radio broadcast rights, not through their local economies via ticket sales. Studies indicate that should a city not have or even lose a sports team, the money that an average person could or would spend on sporting events simply goes to some other form of local entertainment. Certain neighborhoods may feel the boom of having a stadium nearby, but the city as a whole won’t feel that fluctuation. Teresa Serata, the city of San Francisco’s budget director, stated that when the Giants threatened to leave the city (before they were granted a new stadium), she could document that the city had a $3.1 million annual net gain thanks to the Giants, but that the city’s gross economic product was $30 billion or 10,000 times as large as the Giants’ contribution to the city. Or as Roger Moll, professor of economics at Stanford University, stated at the time, “Opening a branch of Macy’s has a greater economic impact [than the Giants].”13

Robert Baade, an economist at Lake Forest College in Illinois, has perhaps done the most study on the subject. He collected 30 years’ worth of data from 48 cities to determine the economic impact of sports teams in terms of the citizens of the city’s per-capita income. His results were that in the study of 30 cities with new stadiums or arenas built, 27 showed no measurable change and the other three actually appeared to drop. He concluded “Professional sports teams generally have no significant impact on a metropolitan economy [and do] not appear to create a flow of public funds generated by new economic growth. Far from generating new revenues out of which other public projects can be funded, sports ‘investments’ appear to be an economically unsound use of a community’s scarce financial sources.”14 Baade’s not the only one with this opinion. In  Sports, Jobs, and Taxes, authors Roger Noll and Andrew Zimbalist state, “In every case, the conclusions are the same. A new sports facility has an  extremely small (perhaps even negative) effect on overall economic activity and employment. No recent facility appears to have earned anything approaching a reasonable return on investment. No recent facility has been self-financing in terms of its impact on net tax revenues.”15

So what’s the owner of a franchise to do when a new stadium “needs” to be built but city officials realize that maybe shelling out hundreds of millions of dollars in taxpayer money for a stadium isn’t the wisest use of public funds? Threaten to move, of course. It’s an excellent, and for some reason, effective bargaining tool. The Chicago Bears did it. They threatened to move just about everywhere short of the moon when the city of Chicago balked at renovating Soldier Field for them. And the renovation was strictly for the Bears. Soldier Field is used 10 times a year for Bears games and perhaps on two or three other occasions, but otherwise it sits unused for the other 350 days of the year. Chicago city officials felt the city would suffer some sort of image issue, as if Chicago would be looked upon as a “minor league” city, if they couldn’t hold on to the Bears. So some $500 million later, the Bears stayed in Chicago and the city was blessed with a semi-new stadium that looks like a UFO crash landed on top of the old one. The Bears did kick in $50 million (that’s 10 percent of the total costs) for the renovation. The NFL even paid another $50 million themselves, but the bulk of the money, some $400 million, came either from taxpayers’ or out of the fans’ pockets in the form of “Personal Seat Licenses.”

This subtle form of blackmail doesn’t always work. Cleveland Browns’ owner Art Modell demanded that the city of Cleveland build his team a new stadium as well. The city of Cleveland said “no.” Modell threatened to take his team somewhere else. The city came back and told him they couldn’t afford to build yet another new stadium since they were still paying off the Indians’ Jacobs Field. Angered, Modell picked up his team and moved to Baltimore where apparently the people there didn’t mind building yet another $220 million stadium so soon after building an equally expensive baseball stadium. While the city of Cleveland didn’t have to pay for a new stadium, Modell devastated his once rabid Browns fans. Those fans didn’t much like the fact that despite all their support and money they had freely given to the Browns’ organization over the years, the team left town.

Coincidentally, the Browns left to go to a city, Baltimore, which had gone through the same insult some 15 years earlier when the Colts packed up one night in 1984 and moved to Indianapolis. The reason for the Colts’ midnight move was basically the same as the Browns. Colts owner Robert Irsay didn’t feel the city of Baltimore was doing enough for his team. So he went out and found someplace that would comply with his wishes. Despite the pleas of the Colts’ faithful, the NFL would not step in and stop the Colts’ move. Why? Because even before the Colts ditched Baltimore, Oakland Raiders owner Al Davis got fed up with the city of Oakland and moved his team to Los Angeles. When the NFL tried to stop his illegal relocation to L.A., a legal battle ensued which the NFL wound up losing in a U.S. Federal Court (of course, a few years later, the Raiders were back in Oakland with a new stadium deal).

Since the NFL failed to stop the Raiders from moving and turned a blind eye to the Colts’ relocation, they decided to step up and finally do something for one of their franchise cities. They promised to award the next expansion franchise to Cleveland. The NFL even went so far as to allow Cleveland to keep the name “Browns” as well as all of the team colors, records, and history their former franchise held. There was a caveat: Cleveland had to build a new stadium for the team the NFL was “giving” them. Remarkably, the city complied, building the $290 million Cleveland Browns Stadium for the latest incarnation of the team.

This relocation business is nothing new in sports. Leagues have always been more than willing to rip popular franchises out of their hometowns despite the cries of their faithful fans. One of the most notable franchise moves in sports history was when baseball’s Brooklyn Dodgers packed their bags and traveled across the country to become the Los Angeles Dodgers. The move really had nothing to do with the city of New York or the fans not supporting the team; Major League Baseball (MLB) wanted a West Coast presence. Instead of creating a new team in California, MLB simply took a well-known team and dropped it out there. In doing so, an instant fan base was also created. People in L.A. knew who the Dodgers were, so they were quick to support the team. This was the same reason baseball’s New York Giants were moved to San  Francisco. MLB opened up the entire country to its product with these two franchise moves. The National Hockey League (NHL) would mimic this plan of action and expansion a few decades later.

It’s a constantly repeating scenario in every league. Baseball’s Boston Braves move to become the Milwaukee Braves then turn into the Atlanta Braves. The NFL’s Chicago Cardinals move to St. Louis, demand a stadium and then move to Arizona. MLB’s Philadelphia Athletics become the Kansas City Athletics then become the Oakland Athletics. The National Basketball Association’s (NBA) Charlotte Hornets decided in the immediate aftermath of Hurricane Katrina to move to New Orleans. The strange part in all of this is each of these franchises that abandoned their home cities were backfilled with new teams once they vacated. Milwaukee received the Brewers four years after the Braves left town. St. Louis picked up the Rams from L.A. eight years after the Cardinals split. The people of Kansas City wanted another baseball team, so the Royals appeared two years later. Charlotte had to suffer almost a year before NBA basketball returned.

So what is the real reason these teams are moving around so frequently? Is it that business is so bad in these jerkwater towns that team owners can’t turn a profit? If this is the case, then why do teams keep popping up in these same cities? Fan support is clearly present. What isn’t always available to these teams and their owners are the cushy deals cities give them. The profit from the stadium deals and the associated tax breaks drive these relocations more than anything. The TV networks maintain that it really doesn’t matter to the NFL anymore where teams are located because the majority of the league’s revenue is generated from the broadcast rights to their games. The Green Bay Packers could become the Boise Packers and to the NFL and its main revenue stream, it wouldn’t matter. Financially, nothing would be lost. In fact, there’s more to be gained by these moves as it keeps interest high by energizing a new city full of fans every time a team opens up shop in a new home.

This sort of behavior regarding stadium deals and relocation is but a microcosm of how owners truly feel about their fans. If the leagues really cared about the fans as much as they claim to, these relocations would never occur. The Browns would have never become the Baltimore  Ravens. The Colts would be the NFL’s franchise in Baltimore. Brooklyn would still have its beloved Dodgers and New York its Giants. And the list goes on. If owners respected their home towns, then they would pay their fair share of construction costs and property taxes rather than sloughing them off onto the public at large. The fact of the matter is owners care about the fans as long as their pocketbooks remain open. If that cash flow dries up or a team’s “favored nation” status ends, so too does the owner’s love affair with that city. The fans, the lifeblood of professional sports, have no say in the matter.

Yet it is perhaps only in the world of sports that people bond to the product they purchase. Each fan may subconsciously think of himself as a minority owner, as if he has a direct stake in the team. Though no matter how much money that person spends on tickets, jerseys, etc. the team is independent from the fan. Sports leagues are not fan-friendly. They are massively large and impersonal businesses. Each owner’s first and foremost concern is turning a profit which comes directly at the fan’s expense. The sooner each fan realizes this, the more one can look at sports in an entirely different light. If owners are not loyal to the fan, why are the fans so loyal to them?





ATHLETES

WHEN THE BIG MONEY OF PLAYING PROFESSIONALLY BECKONS a young athlete, can one ever blame him for chasing after it? Former Marquette basketball coach Al McGuire once said, “I never told a kid not to leave school early for the big dollars after I looked into his refrigerator. I recruited those kids. I knew the environment they had to escape. I would have been a total hypocrite to tell them to stay in school. For what? They only came to play basketball and get noticed.”1

Though not every player who gets a scholarship to a large college program takes it thinking it is a golden ticket to a pro career, there are plenty who do. Many of these sadly disillusioned student athletes sell out their futures for the hopes and dreams (and in their minds, inevitable certainty) of a future in professional sports. Yet the odds of playing sports professionally are incredibly long. Out of roughly five-and-a-half million high school athletes playing sports in the U.S. in any given year, only about one in 50 will earn a spot on a college team, and then only one in about 1,000 of those college players will ever take the field as a pro. Statistically speaking, it is easier to become an elected member of the U.S. Congress than it is to join the NBA as a player.

For the lucky and supremely talented few who do achieve the dream of playing major league sports, the life of a pro athlete may not be as magical as one had hoped. Once on a pro roster, the athlete will come to find that both the stakes and pressure on him to succeed are higher than ever before. Now something else may be driving that athlete. Not success and the money that  comes along with it, but rather something darker: Fear. As former NFL star Bill Romanowski wrote, “When pure passion wasn’t driving me, fear and insecurity were…The enemy is always reloading, the roster is always reshuffling, and it’s hard surviving, no less thriving. Now I can admit I was afraid a lot.”2

Success in professional sports can often be fleeting. Every season brings in fresh young athletes while the injured and old are pushed out of the game. Athletes are quite cognizant of this. They realize their time is short and that million-dollar contracts don’t come along every day.

Yet this very pressure point could be used against an athlete. For the players often find themselves not just fighting against each other out on the field, but against public opinion, the leagues’ ownership, and even the criminal courts. All of these factors threaten finite careers. The question is what are athletes willing to do to extend their playing days?




CRIMINALS 

In their 1998 book Pros and Cons: The Criminals Who Play in the NFL, authors Jeff Benedict and Don Yaeger investigated the number of criminals playing in the NFL. What they found was that out of a sample of 509 NFL players from the total of nearly 1,600 in the league in 1996-1997, approximately 20 percent of those players (109 from their sample) had been formally charged—arrested or indicted—with a “serious” crime.1 If their study was extrapolated out from that sample it would mean that on every 53-man roster in the NFL, each team would have nine to 11 charged criminals dressed and ready to take the field on Sunday. Hard to believe, until you see prime examples like nine players from the 2006 Cincinnati Bengals arrested during the course of that single season.

To make matters worse, one of the authors of Pros and Cons, Jeff Benedict, took a disturbing look at NBA players in his 2004 book Out of Bounds: Inside the NBA’s Culture of Rape, Violence, & Crime. In using similar methods as he did with NFL players, Benedict took a sample of 177 out of the 417 non-foreign-born players in the NBA during the 2001-2002 season. The results this time were worse. Approximately 40 percent, that is 71 out of the sample of 177 players, had been “arrested or otherwise recommended by police to prosecuting attorneys for indictment for a serious crime.”2 What  makes the statistics so frightening is that Benedict’s random sampling, which was based solely on the responses he received through Freedom of Information Act requests, covered nearly half of the NBA.

Rarely spoken about and hardly ever acknowledged is the fact that all of the major sports leagues—the NFL, NBA, NHL, and MLB—have had security departments for many years. Staffed with former and sometimes current members of the FBI, CIA, DEA, and local and state police departments, each league’s security department is in charge of policing its respective league’s athletes, coaches, and referees. How large and far-reaching these departments are is difficult to gauge, but some information about them is known. For example, outside of the staff housed at league headquarters at least one security member is devoted to each team in its respective league and is stationed in that team’s home city. They are charged with monitoring everyone on that team as well as other players and referees when they come to town. These security departments often work and communicate hand-in-hand with the FBI, DEA, the Nevada Gaming Board, Homeland Security, and local police departments, as well as the leagues’ home offices and commissioners.

Not once has a league’s security division ever initiated an investigation or an arrest against one of its respective members. They do not tip the police or FBI. It is only once an athlete has committed a crime or been arrested that these security departments appear to work. When a league does then investigate itself, new evidence is rarely if ever discovered and made public. The security departments are not proactive in any sense, unless attempting to downplay a crime or cover up some sort of league embarrassment. This is a fact to remember as we go forward.

According to my own research on the NFL, from January 2000 through July of 2007, players had been arrested on approximately 290 different occasions. The most common of these offenses were driving under the influence (DUI) charges that accounted for 105 or just over 36 percent of those arrests. Coming in a close second place were assault or battery charges. They totaled 86 arrests or 30 percent of the tally. The third most common offense was some sort of weapons charge, occurring 25 times and accounting for about another 8 percent of the arrests.

A DUI may seem like a minor offense, unless you know of someone who was unfortunate enough to be in a collision with a drunk driver. Most sporting events will make a public service announcement about the dangers of drinking and driving, yet alcohol and sports have always seemed to mix. Beer flows freely in the stands, championships are celebrated with champagne, and many players have been alcoholics. Some, like baseball’s Mike “King” Kelly, Grover Cleveland Alexander, and Mickey Mantle, managed to parlay their addiction into induction into the Hall of Fame. The world of professional sports has been rather lucky though. Despite over 100 years of mixing young athletes with alcohol and automobiles, very few DUI-related accidents or deaths have cut short careers. Perhaps the most notable was the death of former Yankees player and manager Billy Martin who, though suffering from alcoholism himself, died while a passenger with another drunk driver in 1989. A much more recent case occurred in 2007, when, less than 12 hours after pitching in a game against the Cubs, St. Louis Cardinals reliever Josh Hancock was killed in a single-car accident while driving drunk.

Whether Hancock had a drinking problem or not was unknown, but if he did actually have a problem, it’s doubtful anyone in baseball would have helped him. Major League Baseball sure wouldn’t have punished him. MLB punishes no one in any way for a DUI arrest. Neither does the NFL, the NBA, or the NHL. No fines. No suspensions. Nothing. I can find no record of a player being punished by his league for such an offense. Instead, they choose to handle the matters internally, or more accurately, they sweep all these reports under the rug and ignore them.

Major League Baseball did eventually ban alcohol from team clubhouses as a reaction to Hancock’s death. However, this new rule was nothing more than a knee-jerk reaction to the problem. Especially when one considers that drinking in the clubhouse had nothing to do with the accident which spawned this decision.

Neither was drinking in the clubhouse to blame when Hancock’s manager, Tony LaRussa, was charged with a DUI during spring training of the 2007 season. LaRussa was found asleep at the wheel at an intersection at 4 a.m. Police reported that LaRussa’s car sat through two cycles of green lights and that the vehicle behind his had to drive around his car  to get through the intersection. Reportedly, LaRussa didn’t wake up until an officer knocked on his window. Here was an instance where baseball had a high-profile case, the manager of the defending world champions arrested for a DUI, which they could have used to make a statement with regards to drinking and driving. Yet MLB did nothing. LaRussa has missed more innings for arguing with umpires than he has for breaking the law. A message well sent.

Yet baseball isn’t alone in ignoring its members’ drinking and driving habits. The NFL is just as guilty. Case in point, former 2001 first-round draft pick of the Seattle Seahawks’ Koren Robinson. Robinson was suspended by the NFL for four games in 2004 for an unspecified violation of the league’s substance abuse policy. In 2005, Robinson was arrested for a DUI. Though the arrest did not lead to another league-mandated suspension, the Seahawks cut Robinson. After emerging from rehab, Robinson was picked up by the Minnesota Vikings. He played one full season with the Vikings until he was arrested for another DUI during training camp in 2006. As promptly as he was cut by the Vikings, the Green Bay Packers swooped in and picked up Robinson. He managed to play in four games for the Packers until the NFL stepped in and suspended him for the remainder of the ’06 season. As soon as he was eligible to do so in 2007, Robinson was back out on the field wrapped in the Packers’ familiar green and gold. He had served his time away from the NFL, but was welcomed right back into the fold in time for the Packers’ playoff run. The question remains, will Robinson remain clean and sober? If he doesn’t, how many more teams like the Packers will give him a fourth or fifth chance?

Keith Law, a former special assistant to the general manager of the Toronto Blue Jays, wrote in an article for ESPN.com, “We were offered a pitcher in trade—someone still in the major leagues—and the GM making the offer acknowledged that the pitcher was a serious alcoholic who had been stopped four times for driving under the influence since joining the organization.”3  Law didn’t further elaborate to say whether the trade was made, but one has to wonder why repeat offenders get second or third or fourth chances? Is it because while getting a DUI is a crime, drinking is not?

How many of these DUI cases go unreported? How often has a  professional athlete been pulled over for what should have led to an arrest, but not been cited for a DUI because the player’s “Don’t you know who I am?” excuse actually worked on a star-struck police officer? What would be a night in the drunk tank for the average citizen becomes just another autograph signing for the player because of his celebrity. Could the number of DUI arrests for pro athletes actually be doubled or tripled if this sort of “wink, wink” treatment didn’t come into play?

When you have people at every level of an organization from players to coaches to even the team owners cited for DUIs (the 74-year-old Los Angeles Lakers owner Jerry Buss was arrested for a DUI in May 2007 when he was found driving the wrong way down a one-way street), it makes you wonder how big of a problem drinking actually is in sports. For the NFL, the problem may be much larger than publicly acknowledged. Author Mike Freeman wrote in his book Bloody Sundays, “Privately, [NFL] players and team officials have claimed for years that alcohol abuse is far more of a problem than illicit drug use. But no union or league official has ever made such a statement publicly.”4

That unstated problem may suddenly become a chief concern for the NFL. In March 2009, Cleveland Browns wide receiver Donte Stallworth hit and killed a pedestrian while driving drunk. Charged with DUI manslaughter, he faced a maximum of 15 years in prison, yet in a plea deal reached with both the victim’s family and the state, Stallworth was sentenced to just 30 days behind bars with house arrest and several years of probation thrown in for good measure. Even though all of this occurred in the off-season, the NFL, as usual, took their sweet time to hand down any sort of punishment against Stallworth. When they finally did act, it was simply to indefinitely suspend him, meaning the league knew he should be suspended since a person was killed, but for how long, the NFL wasn’t sure. Stallworth will likely play in the NFL again.

Will this sad case, regardless of what becomes of Donte Stallworth, be a wake-up call for the NFL and the rest of professional sports in regards to the dangers of alcohol? It’s doubtful. In 1998, Leonard Little of the St. Louis Rams was involved in a car accident when driving while intoxicated. The crash killed a woman in the other vehicle. Little served 90 days in jail  and was suspended for the first eight games of the 1999 season. After the suspension ended, he was right back in the NFL where he has played 12 seasons in the league.

Alcohol affects one’s judgment not only behind the wheel of a car, but out at the bar as well. Out of the aforementioned 86 NFL arrests for assault and/or battery in my research, a quarter (22 to be exact) of the offenses occurred in or around bars and nightclubs. Now I cannot say with certainty if any of the offending parties were inebriated at the time of their arrests, but it’s quite easy to make the stretch that alcohol may have had a hand in causing many, if not all, of those unfortunate incidents.

What was the cause of the majority of those assault and/or battery arrests was domestic violence. A whopping 45 of the 86 arrests (52 percent) were cases of abuse against women. The sad truth to the situation is that many women never even press charges against their attacker. Some fear of not being believed when it’s their word against a celebrity athlete’s. Others fear the publicity that inevitably goes along with such proceedings. Even when there is clear evidence of violence, women tend to shy away from pressing charges, almost empowering the athlete to continue the abuse. Without any repercussions, what compels one to stop? Especially when one already has a heightened sense of self, what’s a woman to a player other than a plaything? Women are constantly throwing themselves at professional athletes (the stories about “sports groupies” are endless), so they unwittingly render themselves disposable. And why treat something you’re just going to throw away with any care or respect? Even when an abused woman stands up and presses charges against her attacker, athletes usually have enough money to hire lawyers able to work the system to spare the player any real trouble. So again we’re presented with a constantly reoccurring crime on which we cannot get the true numbers because athletes are able to slip through any sort of prosecution.

Not all of these repulsive stories go unreported however. Michael Pittman has already had an 11-year career as a running back in the NFL. In June of 2001, Pittman was arrested after an argument with his estranged wife Melissa at her apartment. Seemingly not content with the outcome of  the argument, Pittman returned two weeks later to his wife’s apartment and was again arrested. This time the charges were harsher, including domestic violence, criminal damage, and criminal trespassing. Pittman served five days in jail for the offenses while the NFL suspended him for one game. Two years later and still married to Melissa, Pittman was arrested yet again for attacking his wife. This time, however, Pittman was charged with two felony counts of aggravated assault for ramming his Hummer into a car carrying Melissa, their two-year-old son, and a babysitter. Pittman pleaded guilty to one count of assault and was jailed for 14 days. The NFL suspended him again, this time for three games. In the past six seasons, the only four games Pittman has missed have come as a result of the league’s imposed suspensions. Yet despite twice serving time in jail for domestic violence, Pittman was allowed to continue to play in the NFL.

The Kansas City Chiefs’ Larry Johnson is another NFL running back who has a history of abusing women. Johnson was first arrested during his rookie year in December 2003 with a felony aggravated assault charge as well as a misdemeanor charge for brandishing a handgun during an argument with his then girlfriend. As a result, he entered a diversion program, underwent anger management, and had to serve 120 hours of community service. Not two years later, in September of 2005, Johnson was again arrested for a domestic abuse assault against another girlfriend. This woman refused to press charges against Johnson, but instead simply wanted to have the incident recorded. Johnson wasn’t finished. In October of 2008, he was arrested again, this time for battery when he threatened to kill a woman’s boyfriend at a nightclub. After making the threat, Johnson allegedly spit his drink on the woman in question. Despite this recorded history of violence and arrests, all the NFL has done to Johnson is to promote his accomplishments on the field.

Perhaps the most prominent case of domestic violence involves NBA all-star Jason Kidd. In January of 2001, Kidd was arrested on a misdemeanor domestic abuse charge stemming from hitting his wife Joumana in the presence of their two-year-old son. The argument developed over Kidd taking a French fry from his child’s plate. According to the police report, Kidd spit the French fry at his wife, and then struck her. She ran to the  bedroom and locked the door. Kidd kicked the door down. She then ran to the bathroom and locked that door. Joumana then called 911.

During an ensuing press conference, where Kidd was seated alongside Phoenix Suns chairman, CEO and managing general partner Jerry Colangelo, the first question asked of Kidd was whether this was the first time anything like this had ever happened. Kidd’s response was, “At this point I really can’t answer any more questions in detail. This is not appropriate.” But Kidd’s wife Joumana had already answered this question during her 911 call saying, “There’s just a bad history here. I told him [Kidd] this would be the last time, and he popped me right in the mouth.” The very next question posed to Kidd was whether this incident would cause him to miss any playing time because really, nothing is more important to society than a regular season NBA game.

Kidd would end up missing one game, not because of some NBA action, but “due to the circumstances at hand.” He would eventually strike a deal with the court that included counseling and anger management for this offense. Kidd twice represented the United States—in 2000 and again in 2008—as a member of the men’s Olympic basketball “Dream Team.”

What will it take for the major sport leagues to crack down on their players for domestic violence? The NFL’s stated policy on domestic violence is that any of the players accused of it must enter counseling. A conviction for such a crime can result in suspension and a second conviction can result in being banned from the game. Since “can” doesn’t equate to “will,” players like Pittman who have twice been jailed for such offenses are free to play on. I cannot find a single instance of a player being kicked out of their sport for domestic violence offenses despite the large number of arrests made due to the crime.

However, there are a few scattered incidents of players being cut from their team due to such conduct. Of course, even within a single franchise there can be a double standard. In early 2008, Pittsburgh Steelers wide receiver Cedrick Wilson was arrested and charged with assaulting his ex-girlfriend at a Pittsburgh area restaurant. When word of this reached the Steelers, the team immediately cut Wilson from the roster. While that may make the Steelers franchise appear responsible, less than two weeks prior  to Wilson’s arrest, another member of the Steelers—starting linebacker James Harrison—was arrested for a similar incident. What happened to Harrison? Harrison’s girlfriend dropped the charges against him. And even though Harrison had already undergone anger management in the past, the court only mandated that he enter domestic abuse counseling. As for the Steelers’ franchise, they did nothing to punish their linebacker. Worse yet, team owner Dan Rooney actually tried to cover for Harrison saying, “What Jimmy Harrison was doing and how the incident occurred, what he was trying to do was really well worth it. He was doing something that was good, wanted to take his son to get baptized where he lived and things like that. She said she didn’t want to do it.”5 Rooney later realized the idiocy of his comment and backpedaled from that seemingly pro-abuse stance, yet the non-action the team took on Harrison speaks louder than any words can. A year after this incident, Harrison would be hailed as a hero for his 100-yard interception return in Super Bowl XLIII and be rewarded with a multimillion-dollar contract extension.

Perhaps it would take the death of a woman at the hands of an athlete for the leagues to take notice, similar to the drunken driving death of Josh Hancock that was needed to spur baseball into (limited) action. But perhaps not: Rae Carruth was a wide receiver for the Carolina Panthers when he stopped his car in front of his girlfriend’s car, blocking Cherica Adams from moving her vehicle. Another car pulled alongside hers, and the passenger in that car shot her four times, killing her. Why? Because Adams was pregnant with Carruth’s child at the time and refused to get an abortion. Carruth would eventually be found guilty of conspiracy to commit murder among other felony counts and was sentenced to serve 18 to 24 years in prison. Yet nothing is publicly done by any of the leagues to address the problem of domestic violence.

The major sports leagues don’t seem to have too much of a problem with athletes arming themselves, either. While not alone, the NFL has seen a major spike in gun-related incidents recently.

Chicago Bears defensive lineman Terry “Tank” Johnson was arrested in December of 2006 after approximately 20 police officers raided his home. Johnson was charged with six counts of possessing an unlicensed firearm.  According to reports, he had two assault-style rifles (an AR-15 and a .223 caliber), three powerful handguns (a .44 Magnum, a .50 caliber, and a .45 caliber), and one .308 Winchester hunting rifle. At the time of his 2006 arrest, Johnson was already on probation from another weapons-related charge. This came in June of 2005, when he was arrested on a felony gun charge for having a loaded 9mm handgun in his car. Between these two arrests, Johnson was arrested a third time for two misdemeanors, aggravated assault and resisting arrest, but both charges were later dropped.

What did all these arrests add up to for Tank? He was serving an 18-month probation sentence resulting from his original gun charge, so when arrested for the second time in 2006, Johnson was given four months in jail and a $2,500 fine. The NFL, always willing to dish out their own severe form of justice in these matters, suspended Johnson a grand total of one game, albeit a playoff game. However, since the Bears were marching their way to the Super Bowl in 2006, both law enforcement and the NFL made sure that Johnson didn’t miss a play in the big game.

These types of incidents are on the rise in the NFL. In June 2008, New England Patriots defensive back Willie Andrews was arrested twice within two months. On the second occasion, it was for pointing a handgun at his girlfriend’s head after an argument. He was charged with illegal possession of a “large capacity firearm” and assault with a dangerous weapon. Late in November 2008, New York Giants wide receiver Plaxico Burress accidentally shot himself in the leg inside a nightclub when attempting to place a loaded handgun into the waistband of his pants. While the resultant wound cost Burress the rest of the season, the NFL still decided to suspend Burress for four games due to the incident, even though his injury prevented him from playing. Burress was then arrested on two criminal gun charges and later sentenced to two years in prison. In early 2009, Buffalo Bills running back Marshawn Lynch was arrested and charged with three misdemeanor gun charges—possession of a concealed firearm, a loaded firearm, and an unregistered firearm—when police sensed the smell of marijuana coming from inside his car. (Lynch did not have a drug charge added to the incident.) He was suspended for the first three games of the 2009 season for conduct unbecoming to the league.

Due to the sports leagues’ unwillingness to significantly punish their own players, athletes seem to have little concern for the effect an arrest may have on their careers. In certain situations, suspensions are handed out, but that is almost the exception rather than the rule. And is suspension really an effective deterrent? The leagues would argue it is, but it is clearly not stopping players from getting arrested.

NBA players Ron Artest and Stephen Jackson were involved in a memorably massive fight (or riot, depending on your perspective) in Detroit with fans in November 2004. Both were punished harshly by the NBA for their actions, receiving suspensions of 73 and 30 games respectively. Then come the 2007-2008 NBA season, both players began the season suspended for seven games due to criminal arrests in the preceding off-season. Artest’s seven games stemmed from a domestic violence charge while Jackson’s were for a felony count of criminal recklessness for firing a gun outside a strip club. Yet, NBA player union director Billy Hunter said in a statement at that time, “Based on prior precedent, we think the [seven game] suspensions are excessive. We plan to confer with the players and their representatives to consider all of our options for appeal.”

Unfortunately, this is often the role of the players’ union in each major league. They act as a protectorate for criminal athletes, enabling them to continue careers that many would prefer to see immediately end. The leagues, for their part, rarely put up much of a fight. In the NFL alone, several such incidents have recently occurred.

Just prior to his rookie year in 2000, Jamal Lewis of the Cleveland Browns used a cell phone to set up a drug deal. He was subsequently charged with conspiring to possess cocaine with the intent to distribute to which he pleaded guilty and served four months in prison. The NFL suspended him for two games.

Baltimore Ravens all-pro linebacker Ray Lewis was arrested on murder charges in 2000 following a Super Bowl party he attended. Since little to no evidence could show that Lewis committed any overt acts against the victims, Lewis was allowed to plea-bargain his case down to a misdemeanor charge of obstruction of justice. The NFL  did not suspend him, but fined him a record amount of $250,000.

Dominic Rhodes of the Indianapolis Colts and Oakland Raiders pleaded guilty to a domestic abuse charge in 2002, a reckless driving charge in 2007, and tested positive for a banned substance prior to the 2007 season thus violating the NFL’s substance abuse policy. He was suspended four games only due to the positive drug test.

Former Seattle Seahawks and current Tampa Bay Buccaneers tight end Jerramy Stevens was arrested for a DUI in March 2007, a reckless driving charge in 2003 for which he served two days in jail, and for driving into a nursing home while in college in 2000 for which he served five days in jail because he was already on probation at the time. He has never been disciplined by the NFL.

Chris Henry of the Cincinnati Bengals was arrested on five separate occasions in a time span of just over two years. He was twice suspended by the NFL for those arrests and was ultimately released by the Bengals; however, when the Bengals were desperate for wide receiver help, Henry was re-signed by the team.

Adam “Pacman” Jones was suspended for an entire season by the NFL due to multiple arrests, yet the Dallas Cowboys actively sought Jones out and made a trade with the Tennessee Titans for his services. Jones became the first player in the NFL’s history to ever be traded while under suspension.

Denver Broncos star wide receiver Brandon Marshall was arrested on three separate occasions in the year between March 2007 and 2008. His three-game suspension for violating the league’s personal conduct code was lowered to just one game.

Atlanta Falcons quarterback Michael Vick was a NFL superstar when he was convicted on various charges of dog fighting. He served nearly two years in prison for his crimes. Even before Vick was released, media outlets were wondering for whom Vick would suit up upon his return to the league. It wound up being the Philadelphia Eagles. NFL commissioner Roger Goodell, who vowed to take a “hard line” against this sort of off-the-field behavior, issued a “conditional” suspension in Vick’s case, meaning he could have missed anywhere from one to six games. The final decision was two.

Why are multiple and repeat offenders always allowed back into their sport, and often with little or no discipline from the league? Is it because special athletes, those who can perform at the very high levels professional sports demand, are really that rare? The answer to that appears to be yes. There are only so many baseball players who can hit .300, only so many basketball players who can score over 20 points a game, and only so many 1,000-yard rushers. History has proven that. On the other hand, these sports haven’t ever run out of star players. Every time a star athlete is injured or retires, another is there to step in and fill that void, which makes the talent pool seem pretty deep.

Many times, the criminal athlete in question isn’t even the star player. Though the examples I’ve given are often notable names, for every known player arrested probably 20 or 30 unknown players are also put in handcuffs. Despite that, such players often retain their status as pro athletes as well. Why?

When the average businessman is arrested for a DUI, he isn’t fired from his job. So why should a player arrested for a similar charge lose his? Just because one is charged in an isolated incident doesn’t mean it’s a lifestyle. Ron LeFlore learned to play the game of baseball in a prison yard while serving time for armed robbery. He went on to have a successful nine-year career in MLB. Green Bay Packers wide receiver Donald Driver admitted to dealing drugs and stealing cars in his youth, yet he too changed his life around and became a great athlete and model citizen. So leeway in some cases seems warranted, but shouldn’t some line in the sand be drawn?

These leagues always claim to be “acting in the best interest” of their sport, yet they seem to do the exact opposite when it comes to their athletes and crime. As part of the league’s collective bargaining agreement, written into every NFL player’s contract is a phrase about “conduct detrimental to the integrity of, or the public confidence in, the game of professional football.” Why is no action taken on it? Certainly players being arrested and serving time in prison are detrimental to the integrity of the league. So why is a two- or four-game suspension the best the NFL, or any league, can do to rid their sport of criminal behavior?  Regardless of what players’ unions call for to “protect” these criminal athletes, a stand could be made by owners and league officials to clean up their sports, if that is what they truly desire.




DRUGS 

“In the old days, 24 of the 25 guys on every team were drunk. Today nobody hardly drinks anymore, and very, very few take drugs.”—Detroit Tigers manager Sparky Anderson in 1984

 

On April 29, 1993, the Boston Celtics were engaged in a heated playoff game against the Charlotte Hornets in the Boston Garden. Midway through the first half, Celtics star Reggie Lewis collapsed while running up the court. Examined during halftime, Lewis was allowed back into the game for the second half. However, after a short period of time on the court, he pulled himself from the game, saying he felt faint.

The next day, doctors did a battery of tests on Lewis and discovered Lewis’ heart was scarred, showing three “dead spots” on his left ventricle. Lewis wouldn’t play in any more games that season. Not that it would matter as the Celtics were quickly knocked out of the playoffs by the Hornets.

Though not medically cleared by his doctor, Lewis took part in some off-season practice sessions at Brandeis University in Massachusetts. During one of those sessions on July 27, 1993, Lewis would again collapse, this time suffering a heart attack that would claim his life at the age of 27.

The preliminary autopsy results showed his heart was “abnormal, enlarged, and extensively scarred.” Before Lewis’ burial, his heart was preserved for further study. Nearly four months after dying, the official cause of death was reported. “It listed the cause of death as adenovirus 2—a common virus that causes the common cold—that led to inflammation of Mr. Lewis’ heart, widespread scarring of tissue and, ultimately, a fatal cardiac arrest.”1

As sad as Lewis’ early passing is, this official story of his death overlooks one very important fact—most of the doctors involved with the case felt Reggie Lewis’ heart was damaged by cocaine abuse. After his death, the two pathologists that first studied Lewis’ heart agreed that the damage was consistent with cocaine cardiomyopathy2 though cocaine was never found in his system.

After Lewis’ passing, the Celtics collected $5 million from the insurance policy on Lewis’ contract. Had Lewis ever tested positive for drugs before or after his death, that policy would have been null and void. But for the Celtics that $5 million was chump change when considering the problems they and the NBA would have had to face if Lewis’ death was officially ruled as a case of drug abuse.

Just one year prior to Lewis joining the Celtics, the team snatched up University of Maryland star Len Bias with the number two overall pick in the 1986 NBA draft. Bias had all the potential in the world. Yet within 48 hours of his selection by the Celtics and less than 24 hours after signing a multimillion-dollar deal with Adidas, he would be dead. Bias died in the early morning hours in his dorm room from a cardiac arrhythmia brought on by a cocaine overdose.

Having learned a lesson from Bias’ untimely passing, both the NBA and the Celtics knew the questions and controversy that would have surrounded everyone involved had Reggie Lewis’ death been attributed to cocaine. If it became widely known that had Lewis allowed himself to be tested for drugs he may still be alive today; the NBA could’ve been seen as being almost an accomplice in Lewis’ death. Because the fact of the matter is, the NBA’s newly adopted drug-testing policy most likely scared Lewis into forbidding those crucial tests to be performed.

The NBA wasn’t always the highly-rated sport it is today. During the late 1970s and early 1980s, the league was struggling to get fans in the seats. Part of the reason is that the NBA had a perceived drug problem. Although there are no definitive numbers on drug use in the NBA at that time, a 1982 Los Angeles Times article claimed that 75 percent of the NBA’s players were on drugs. Tom McMillen, an NBA player at the time (and later a congressman), wrote in his book, “Our coach on the [Atlanta] Hawks was the hard-charging Hubie Brown, who was convinced that the performance of several players was suffering from drug use.”3 He wasn’t the only one. Greg Ballard, who played in the NBA from 1977-1989 and later worked as an assistant coach in the NBA, told the Minneapolis Star-Tribune in 2001 that the reported 75 percent of players on drugs statistic from the Los Angeles Times article was accurate  in his opinion for at least one of the teams for which he played.4

The NBA’s only option to clean up their sport was to begin some sort of a drug policy. It had to have some teeth to prove to its potential fans that the league was tough on drugs. So beginning in 1984, the NBA became the first professional sport to implement a drug policy. Aimed at stopping the use of “hard” drugs, the league would suspend a player for a minimum of two years if they tested positive for these types of drugs. Clearly, the NBA sent the message it wasn’t fooling around anymore. At least, publicly it did.

Privately, the NBA’s policy was a bit of a joke. The league needed “reasonable cause” to test players. What constituted “reasonable cause”? Reggie Lewis’ doctors believed based on his test results that he had a cocaine habit, but this wasn’t “reasonable cause” enough for the NBA to test him. How does the NBA then define “reasonable cause”? Basically, the process is like this: If the league or the players’ association receives information regarding a player’s use, possession, or distribution of drugs, the NBA can request a hearing within 24 hours of obtaining this potentially damning information. In other words, someone—a coach, a teammate, an opposing player—has to rat out the offending player for this process to even begin. During this fact-finding hearing, an independent expert will determine whether reasonable cause actually exists based on all the evidence that can be gathered in that short period of time. If there is sufficient evidence, the expert will then authorize further testing of the player in question. As this shows, the NBA’s policy was created not to stop its players from using drugs, but simply to convince the public this was the case. It was simply a great public relations (PR) move.

In the first 10 years of its drug-testing policy, a grand total of six players were suspended by the NBA. This seems to belie the notion that 75 percent of the league was taking drugs. Of course, testing records were never made public, so who’s to say how many tests did come back positive for drugs and were covered up? The numbers could’ve been astronomical because there was one thing the NBA forgot to inform the public: It wasn’t testing for marijuana.

The NBA knew the drug of choice for most of its players was marijuana. They also were wise enough not to fight the players’ union over testing for the drug the first time they put drug testing into their collective bargaining agreement. The players simply would not have gone along with  it. For all the testing the league was doing then, it overlooked the drug most likely to register a positive result.

For 15 years, the NBA’s policy was mocked for its lack of marijuana testing. But all that changed in the 1999-2000 season. A new league agreement allowed for testing not only the players, but coaches, trainers, and other team personnel as well for all illegal drugs, including marijuana. Every player would be tested once in the preseason. Rookies were then subjected to three more random tests during the regular season. But for veterans, that one time would be it, unless the NBA had “reasonable cause” to test the player again.

Charles Oakley, a 17-year veteran of the league, called the NBA’s testing policy “a joke.” He stated in 2001 that when he joined the NBA “there might have been one out of six” players using marijuana. “Now it’s six out of 12.”5 Oakley went on to explain that a veteran player with any brains to go along with his drug habit realized that the only time the NBA was going to test a player was during training camp. Players recognized the obvious loophole in the system and were exploiting it. At the same time, the NBA claimed the lack of positive tests indicated there was no longer a drug problem within the league. Everyone was off the hook.

Clearly, there were drug users within the NBA slipping through the system. The most obvious example was of Damon Stoudamire. Between 2002 and 2003, Stoudamire was arrested three times for marijuana. The first would come after police officers searched his home in response to a burglar alarm that went off while Stoudamire’s Portland Trailblazers were on a road trip and officers stumbled across a bag filled with 150 grams of marijuana. Stoudamire was released from these charges as the search was later deemed “illegal.” About nine months later, Stoudamire and teammate Rasheed Wallace were pulled over and arrested for marijuana possession, but again the charges were dropped. Stoudamire was arrested yet again for marijuana in July 2003 when he attempted to sneak about an ounce of marijuana through airport security wrapped in aluminum foil. Based on these arrests, Stoudamire was obviously a user, yet the NBA never caught him with their supposedly stringent testing policy. It wasn’t until Stoudamire’s third arrest that the NBA  decided to punish him, handing out a three-month suspension and fining him $250,000.

Another example of the strength of the NBA’s drug policy in action involved Shawn Kemp. Kemp missed the last eight games of the 2000-01 season after voluntarily entering the substance abuse program for an admitted cocaine addiction. Because Kemp did this of his own accord and seemingly hadn’t failed a NBA test, the league could/would not punish him in any way. Upon returning in 2002, Kemp was suspended “indefinitely” and without pay by the NBA for violating its substance abuse policy. Just five games later, Kemp was back in the Orlando Magic’s lineup. The very next season, Kemp was suspended yet again for violating the NBA’s substance abuse policy even though testing positive for cocaine was supposed to mean an instant two-year banishment from the NBA. Kemp instead retired, but attempted a comeback for the 2006-2007 season. This was allowed despite the fact that Kemp was arrested on marijuana and cocaine possession charges while out of the league in April 2005.

Since Stanley Roberts in 1999, only one player, Chris “The Birdman” Andersen in 2006, has ever been given a two-year suspension for violating the NBA’s substance abuse policy.

Despite its poor history, during his “state of the NBA” address given during the league’s All-Star break in 2009, NBA Commissioner David Stern felt the league’s testing policy was fine as implemented. Stern was quoted as saying, “Could we improve it? Sure…You could hound your players completely, but you do something that you think is rational compared to where you are, and I think we’re almost at the right place. There may be ways we can improve it and we’ll talk to Billy [Hunter, the NBA Players’ Union Director] and the union about it, but we’re pretty comfortable that our system is working.”6

While the NBA has had its fair share of players with drug problems, they aren’t alone. Major League Baseball has its own history of players using illegal drugs. One that’s older, longer, and much richer than the NBA’s recent trials and tribulations.

If there ever was a poster boy for how many times a player can get busted for drugs and still have a major league career, it’s Steve Howe. Howe stitched together a 12-year major league career in a 16-year span, the gaps  brought on by suspensions and perhaps even a hint of blackballing.

Howe broke into the bigs in 1980 with the L.A. Dodgers already having a taste for cocaine dating back to his college days. He was named the National League (NL) Rookie of the Year in 1980, despite later admitting to getting high two or three times a week. During the off-season, he would sometimes go missing for days while out on a binge. After the 1982 season, Howe entered rehab. The day after he was released, he found the stash of cocaine he hid in his home and was right back at it. He entered rehab again midway through the 1983 season, and was required to pay a record-setting fine of over $50,000 based on the time he was unavailable to the Dodgers. After that month-long stint, Howe was back out on the mound, posting an incredible 1.44 ERA in 33 total appearances in 1983. His habit was still uncontrollable and something he couldn’t hide.

Baseball had reached its breaking point and suspended Howe in December of 1983 for the entire 1984 season. The Dodgers were also fed up with Howe and refused to bring him back in 1985. In fact, no team would bring Howe back for the ’85 season, leading him to believe he was being blackballed by the league spurred on by MLB commissioner Peter Ueberroth. The fact was, Howe could still pitch and spent time in the minors, in the Mexican League, and in Japan. In 1987, the Texas Rangers brought Howe back to the majors even though the team incurred a $250,000 fine because Commissioner Ueberroth didn’t approve Howe’s return. For once, a commissioner may have been right. Howe failed a drug test early in 1988 and was suspended yet again.

Despite serving six suspensions for drugs in less than 10 years, Howe made yet another comeback, this time with the Yankees in 1991 at the age of 31. However, just a year later, Howe was again suspended. This time, Howe was “banned for life” by the league for testing positive for drugs. I guess in this instance, though, “banned for life” simply meant the rest of the year as an arbitrator reinstated Howe for the 1993 season. Howe continued his career completely uninterrupted by suspensions until the Yankees tired of his 6.45 ERA in 1996 and released him.

Steve Howe died in 2006 in a single-car crash with methamphetamine in his system. Upon his passing, MLB commissioner Bud Selig said, “In the  ‘80s, this sport had a very serious cocaine problem—and that was a pretty consistent pattern.”7 Selig knew of what he spoke.

The 1980s started off with a bang for baseball when Ferguson Jenkins of the Texas Rangers was busted in Canada for possession of marijuana, hashish, and cocaine. Just 14 days later, Jenkins would be the first baseball player “banned for life” for drugs by the league. Not one month later, an arbitrator would let Jenkins back into baseball. He would be elected to the Hall of Fame in 1991.

Three years later, four members of the Kansas City Royals served time for drug charges. Willie Aikens, Vida Blue, Jerry Martin, and the 1982 American League (AL) batting champion Willie Wilson were all arrested in 1983 for attempting to purchase cocaine. All four pleaded guilty to misdemeanor charges and were sentenced to one year in jail. Of course, since they were athletes, nine of the 12 months they were supposed to serve were suspended. As for the other three months, the players were allowed to wait until the off-season before entering jail.

But all of this was nothing compared to what happened in 1985. In the early part of that year, Philadelphia Phillies catcher Curtis Strong was indicted along with six other drug dealers by a federal grand jury for various cocaine dealing charges. All of the dealing, it seems, was done with various professional baseball players and many times inside Pittsburgh’s Three Rivers Stadium itself. The “Pittsburgh Drug Trial” brought in a slew of major leaguers to testify under grants of immunity. What fans got an earful of then is almost hard to believe.

Tim Raines, who would put together a 23-year-long career, testified that he was a habitual cocaine user (though he did go through rehab in 1982, prompting the Montreal Expos president John McHale to tell the New York Times that he believed “at least eight of the Expos” at the time were on cocaine). Raines would claim that he took cocaine before, after, and even during games, keeping a small vial in the back pocket of his uniform. He even said that his patented head-first slide was performed not to get to the base faster, but to protect the cocaine stashed in the seat of his pants. But by the time of the trial, Raines was a reformed user. Others were not.

Some believe that Keith Hernandez’s trade from the St. Louis  Cardinals to the New York Mets in 1983 was based in part on his cocaine habit. Hernandez threatened to sue a member of the Players Association over the allegations, but changed his tune when he took the stand in 1985. Hernandez admitted to a having a huge cocaine habit that led him to losing 10 pounds, waking up with nosebleeds, and having the shakes. He testified that it was his belief that 40 percent of the players in baseball were cocaine users.

Several other players also testified during the trail. Two of the Royals who served time in 1983, Willie Aikens and Vida Blue, testified along with Jeffrey Leonard, Lonnie Smith, Lee Mazzilli, and Dave Parker. Names were named and fingers were pointed. Parker supposedly bragged about smuggling drugs into the U.S. in a catcher’s mitt and sold some of it to the Astros’ J.R. Richard. Dusty Baker, Bernie Carbo, Gary Matthews, and even the Pittsburgh Pirates’ mascot were implicated during the trial as being cocaine users .

In the end, Strong and the other six dealers were found guilty on 11 counts of distributing cocaine. In February of 1986, seven players—Keith Hernandez, Dave Parker, Joaquin Andujar, Dale Berra (Yogi Berra’s son), Enos Cabell, Lonnie Smith, and Jeffrey Leonard—each received a one-year suspension from the league while four others—Lee Lacy, Claudell Washington, Lary Sorensen and Al Holland—received 60-day suspensions. Though the commissioner seemingly came down hard, none of the 11 players missed a single game. Each of the seven facing a year-long ban agreed to donate 10 percent of their 1986 salary to various drug causes and to serve 100 hours of community service, while the other four agreed to donate 5 percent of their salary and serve 50 hours of community service. One of the suspended players, Lonnie Smith, claimed that the league’s punishment was nothing more than “a joke” and that he never paid the entire fine or served any of the community service time because no one bothered to check on him.

Not long after that scandal, the New York Mets would field a team with not one but two troubled athletes who had drug problems. Dwight “Doc” Gooden had a live fastball and a livelier cocaine habit. Even so, Gooden himself insisted on a drug testing clause in his contract  and even filmed a “Just Say No to drugs” commercial. In 1987, before the start of his fourth season, Gooden tested positive for cocaine. He entered rehab for 28 days, and then returned to the Mets. But he wasn’t clean. In 1994, Gooden would again test positive and be suspended for the entire 1995 season.

Gooden’s teammate in those early seasons was Darryl Strawberry. Early on, Strawberry had problems with alcohol and entered rehab for a drinking problem in 1990. After the stint in rehab, Strawberry moved to Los Angeles to join the Dodgers. In 1994, Strawberry was placed on the disabled list by the team while again undergoing rehab. Then in 1995, he was suspended 60 days for testing positive for cocaine. Four years later, Strawberry was arrested for cocaine possession and soliciting a prostitute. The next year, MLB suspended him a third time for drugs, this time for the entire season, effectively ending his career.

Something akin to the NBA’s amazing ability to make drug problems disappear on their rosters, MLB hasn’t had much of a public drug problem since these heydays in the 1980s. Why? Most likely, baseball had a few other problems—like strikes, lockouts, Pete Rose, and drugs of another sort (steroids)—to deal with, therefore they turned a blind eye to the issue, masking it with PR-ready drug testing programs designed to find potential troublemakers before they made more negative headlines. In this way, the league could control any potential embarrassment before it got out of hand, as it had in the past.

The NHL isn’t as clean as the ice they skate on either. One of the first NHL drug suspensions occurred in 1983, when Montreal Canadiens defenseman Ric Nattress received a year-long suspension for possession of marijuana and hashish. In reality, it amounted to only 40 games as he was reinstated before season’s end. Three years later, Toronto Maple Leafs forward Borje Salming was suspended for the season for admitting to using cocaine “five, six years ago” in a newspaper article. He missed eight games and was later inducted into the Hall of Fame. Skip ahead to 1989, and the NHL suspends its first player “for life” when Detroit Red Wings goon Bob Probert was arrested for smuggling about 14 grams of cocaine into the U.S. Probert was back in the league the following  year. Probert’s troubles weren’t over, though, because as a member of the Chicago Blackhawks, he was suspended again for drugs and entered rehab. In 2000, New York Rangers forward Kevin Stevens was arrested for possession of crack cocaine while in the company of a prostitute. He admitted to having only an alcohol problem, and was sent through the NHL’s substance abuse program. He was not suspended.

The NHL has a standing drug policy which suspends a player for 20 games for the first offense, 60 games for a second, and a lifetime ban for a third. Of course, should someone actually “strike out” in the NHL, like the NBA, there’s a chance for reinstatement after two years. A penalty of this nature has yet to occur.

In June 2009, a question of whether an athlete was taking illegal drugs surfaced in an unlikely sport—The National Association for Stock Car Auto Racing (NASCAR). Driver Jeremy Mayfield reportedly tested positive for methamphetamine and was suspended by the circuit. However, Mayfield vehemently denied ever using the substance and sued NASCAR to keep racing. Mayfield claimed the positive result was from a mixture of the allergy medication Claritin-D and another prescribed medication, Adderall XR, used to combat attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD). Mayfield went as far as claiming NASCAR tampered with his test results, stating, “I don’t trust anything NASCAR does…never have, never will.”8 His lawyers added in writing, “NASCAR is absolutely corrupted by power.”9 As of this writing, the battle between NASCAR and its driver continues.

NASCAR’s chairman Brian France declared its drug testing policy as the toughest in all of professional sports. In a very real sense, it should be. France said, “It’s our responsibility to protect the drivers, the fans, other participants within the events. We have a very unique challenge relative to all sports, which is the inherent danger of somebody impaired on the racetrack.”10NASCAR doesn’t just test its drivers, either. They test everyone on a race team, from crew chiefs down to the pit crew. However, some of NASCAR’s drivers openly wonder about the league’s testing policy because they claim that NASCAR doesn’t provide anyone with the complete lists of banned substances. So in essence, no one being tested by NASCAR knows  what is or isn’t allowed by the racing league. All that seems to be clearly known about NASCAR’s secret list of banned substances came from driver Jeff Burton in an ESPN.com article. He told reporter David Newton that “the list is three inches thick and close to 500 pages” in length.

While routine testing for such a laundry list of banned substances should make one feel safe about going to the track, NASCAR chairman French told the Associated Press, “People frequently test positive for one thing or another. It happens very, very frequently. It’s very rare, though, that we do a suspension, because that’s a very serious matter. We realize the seriousness and implications that has to an individual, to a race team, to their careers. It’s why the policy has some built-in flexibilities.”11 So NASCAR has a hard line against drugs, yet it’s flexible, too? Is NASCAR’s policy really that stringent then?

The NFL has a history of looking the other way when it comes to its players taking illegal drugs. Baltimore Colts all-pro defensive tackle Eugene “Big Daddy” Lipscomb died from a heroin overdose in the offseason of 1963. Ten years later, in a widely forgotten fact, the U.S. House Commerce Committee investigated drug use by professional athletes. Its recommendation, made some 35 years ago, was for leagues to test their athletes for illegal drugs and attach harsh penalties for those caught via testing. Every professional league ignored these congressional suggestions. NFL Commissioner Pete Rozelle went only so far as to institute a “reporting program” in which teams were to rat out their own players. Not surprisingly, this program was an utter failure.

The poster boy for the NFL’s inability to combat drug-abusing players was clearly Lawrence “LT” Taylor. Taylor began using cocaine in his second season. Was this a secret habit? Hardly. As New York Giants offensive lineman Karl Nelson is quoted as saying in LT’s own book, “He [Taylor] was standing on top of the hill watching practice one day. Harry Carson saw him and got down on his hands and knees and started snorting the white lines on the practice field. LT just laughed it off.”12 By 1984, Taylor was addicted, regularly smoking the drug. “I went from using about half a gram every two to four weeks to an eighth or more in one night. I used to buy a gram, then all of a sudden I was buying an eightball—that’s three  grams. Then I stopped buying eightballs and I’d buy a couple of ounces a week. Go through an ounce in a day or two. It got to the point where there would be times when I’d be standing in the huddle and instead of thinking about what defense we were playing, I would be thinking about smoking cocaine after the game.”13

LT wrote that the first time his urine turned up “dirty” was before the 1985 season. Yet he didn’t receive “strike one” in the NFL’s drug testing program until 1987, three years after he started using the drug because he was able to fool the NFL’s drug testers with urine that wasn’t his. Somehow LT coasted along using and abusing until 1988 when he tested positive a second time. He was hit with a four-game suspension. Realizing that “strike three” meant he was out of the NFL, Taylor stopped his cocaine habit cold until he retired from the game.

That was the 1980s. Today, the NFL’s drug program isn’t much better. In the 2007 NFL draft, three of the top prospects in the country—WR Calvin Johnson, DE Gaines Adams, and DT Amobi Okoye—all admitted to using marijuana when asked during interviews at the NFL combine. How did this surprising honesty affect their positions in the draft? Not in the least, as Johnson was selected third overall by the Lions, Adams went fourth to the Buccaneers, and Okoye was taken 10th by the Texans. In July 2008, Jacksonville Jaguars wide receiver Matt Jones and two others were arrested when caught cutting up cocaine with a credit card inside a parked car. Jones was charged with felony possession of a controlled substance. What did the NFL do in response? Nothing. He had apparently never tested positive. When Jones was allowed to enter a drug rehabilitation program in October that would erase the charge against him if completed, did the NFL act to punish Jones? No. It took the NFL another week to respond to an arrest that occurred three months earlier, and then the league simply handed down a three-game suspension. Jacksonville later released Jones after the 2008 season.

Does any professional sports league have a drug policy that works? Seemingly, fewer and fewer athletes are testing positive for drugs because of more and more testing. At the same time, every league’s policy has clear and open loopholes that players can walk through. In his book  You’re Okay, It’s Just A Bruise, former Oakland Raiders team doctor Rob Huizenga, M.D. tells of one player who tested positive for cocaine 10 times with no action taken by the league.14 He also recounts the story of an unnamed member of the Denver Broncos who was going to be suspended because of a second positive drug test. Yet he never was. In fact, he was in the lineup the following week. According to Huizenga, “I knew then that something was wrong with the new drug penalty system. Either the fix was in at the commissioner’s office or some major legal roadblock had been thrown up.”15

Part of the blame again rests in each league’s players’ union which assists their athletes by limiting most of the constraints leagues may try to impose. It was the unions that bargained down the amount of testing while keeping punishments from being too harsh. And it is this lack of serious punishment that is keeping any testing policy from being truly effective. If a “lifetime” ban winds up being a five- or 10-game suspension thanks to appeal processes and arbitration, where does responsibility go? As long as the unions consider that protecting their members from drugs means sparing them from any lost playing time and the money associated with it rather than helping these players avoid the actual use of drugs, no relief is in sight.

In the book Bloody Sundays, author Mike Freeman details a video he witnessed taken during an NFL players’ union meeting in 1999. The most frightening revelation was when the union’s assistant executive director Doug Allen tells those assembled that “the union was informed by the NFL that a significant number of players had failed drug tests and faced suspensions….Because of a private agreement with the league office, the players would not be suspended.”16 Freeman related that a source told him the “significant number” in fact totaled 16 players who were given free rides by the league in cahoots with the union. How many other secret, under-the-table deals between the leagues and their players take place? The knowledge that just one took place should destroy any faith held that these tests make any athletes accountable for their actions. Truly, how can anyone believe that drug testing in professional sports actually works as advertised?




PERFORMANCE ENHANCERS 

“Do you want to know the terrifying truth, or do you want to see me sock a few dingers?”—Mark McGwire on The Simpsons

In October of 2005, an article appeared on the New York Times  website entitled “Drug testing in the NFL appears to be working well.” As the title suggested, the NFL’s testing program seemed to be working properly. However, like the NBA and its failure to test for marijuana, the NFL had a secret, too. It hadn’t been testing its players for amphetamines.

“Frankly, we didn’t see amphetamines and methamphetamines as a big issue, as a big problem in the league,” said the NFL Executive Vice President of Labor Relations Harold Henderson in a June, 2006 article. He added, “Now we’ve come to learn that at least in other sports, and maybe in our sport, too, people believe it is a performance-enhancer.”1 Clearly, Mr. Henderson didn’t know his league’s history, as amphetamines have long been used as a NFL player’s performance enhancer of choice.

Bernie Parrish played eight years in the NFL in the 1960s as a member of the Cleveland Browns. Once out of football, he wrote one of the first negative and damning books against the NFL entitled They Call it a Game. In the book, Parrish documents his and other players’ use of amphetamines. He wrote, “Despite the claims of doctors and trainers to the contrary, it [Dexedrine, a stimulant] did improve my performance.”2 At the end of his career, Parrish claimed he was “taking 10 or 15 5-milligram tablets of Dexedrine” before each game.3

In 1973, Washington Redskins center George Burman made a startling revelation to Newsday. He claimed that one third of his teammates regularly took amphetamines before games. He never named names, but this opened a NFL investigation into the subject. Nothing ever came out of it publicly.

Flash forward 10 years, and amphetamines were still in regular usage. Lawrence Taylor, on top of his cocaine and drinking habits, utilized amphetamines to get “up” for games. “Many times I’d be out all night, and then have to take a lot of that over-the-counter speed truck drivers take to stay up.”4

A drug user of a different sort, Bill Romanowski treated his body like a chemical testing laboratory, taking anything and everything he could to stay  on top of his game, including amphetamines. He wrote in his book Romo: My Life on the Edge how he, in the midst of the 1989 season (his second season in the league), discovered Phentermine. The drug is an appetite suppressant yet it increases the amount of adrenaline in one’s system which, according to Romanowski, “is why Phentermine was so popular [in the NFL] before it was banned.”5 Romanowski loved the stuff so much, he nearly went to jail for fraudulently obtaining it. It was only once he made headlines for his and his wife’s drug-related arrest that the NFL banned the substance in 2001. So apparently the NFL did realize its players might be taking forms of speed, regardless of Mr. Henderson’s claim.

Despite the fact that various forms of amphetamines were being taken by its players throughout the league’s history, it took the NFL until the start of the 2007 season to add amphetamines and methamphetamines to its list of banned substances.

The NHL, however, doesn’t feel it needs to test its athletes for such substances at all. Stephane Quintal, a 17-year veteran of the NHL, begged to differ. He claimed shortly after he retired in 2004 that over 40 percent of the players he encountered used stimulants. World Anti Doping Agency (WADA) chairman Richard Pound said that stimulants were the “drug of choice” for hockey players and that the league’s testing policy was riddled with loopholes.6 Pound seemed incensed that the NHL wouldn’t adopt WADA’s stringent anti-drug code which includes a ban on certain stimulants, considering how the NHL sends its top athlete to play in the World Cup and the Olympics. In November 2005 Islanders defenseman Bryan Berard and Colorado Avalanche goalie Jose Theodore both failed tests administered by their respective national anti-doping agencies prior to international competition, yet neither player received any disciplinary action from the NHL, and to date the league stands pat on its policy.

Major League Baseball stepped up to the plate against amphetamines, but not until 2006, again long after a problem was recognizable. Stories have been told of baseball clubhouses having jars full of “greenies” out for players to indulge as needed. John Milner, a 12-year veteran who testified in the 1985 Pittsburgh drug trial, stated under oath that Willie Mays took amphetamines in the form of “the red juice.” During that same trial, both  Dave Parker and Dale Berra testified that Willie Stargell had handed out amphetamines to his Pittsburgh Pirates teammates. It was just the way baseball was played.

What drove the “greenie” jar underground was most likely the story of the 1980 World Champion Philadelphia Phillies. A doctor on Philadelphia’s AA team in Reading was charged with 23 counts of illegally prescribing amphetamines to clients. Who were among the good doctor’s clientele? None other than the Phillies’ Tim McCarver, Larry Bowa, Steve Carlton, Greg Luzinski, and Pete Rose. During the doctor’s trial, Rose claimed he didn’t even know what a “greenie” was, even though he had admitted in an earlier interview in Playboy magazine that he had taken them in the past. Steve Carlton magically disappeared and couldn’t even be served with a subpoena to show up in court. McCarver claimed he never asked for or received any such pills. Only one Phillies player implicated in the case, pitcher Randy Lerch, admitted to requesting and receiving the drugs. In his testimony, he called his teammates liars and claimed that all of those named used the drugs regularly. Lerch was traded to Milwaukee after the trial ended.

Amphetamines didn’t disappear from major league locker rooms. Some 25 years later in the Congressional Report on the Investigation into Rafael Palmerio’s Testimony (which we’ll get to later), tales of amphetamine use were buried in the report. The first involved former Texas Rangers head trainer Dan Wheat, who worked for the Rangers from 1985 through 2002. He claimed that amphetamine use was “rampant” in the league. He would often hear players asking each other for them before games. Once, he asked a player, “Of the nine players on the field, how many took greenies today?” The response from the player was “eight.” Also in the report was an interview with an unnamed player concerning amphetamines. This player claimed amphetamine use “is part of the baseball world.” As frightening as it sounds, he even claimed he couldn’t drink the coffee in the clubhouse because players would sometimes spike it with speed. “I can guarantee you there has [sic] been players, when a team is struggling or a team is going through a bad streak, they will spike the coffee.”

Perhaps this report provided some motivation to the league to finally include amphetamines on its banned substance list. A second influence came directly from the league’s doctors and trainers. In an address to the Baseball Writers of America, Commissioner Bud Selig told the audience, “They said, ‘If you don’t do something about this, somebody’s going to die.’”7 What I want to know is, was this warning acted upon out of the players’ best interest, or out of fear of the PR nightmare that would ensue from a player’s death linked to amphetamine use?

With the new policy in place to battle the rampant use of amphetamines, how many players did MLB ensnare? Officially, through 2008, one middle-infielder, Neifi Perez, has been caught. Perez, a 12-year veteran of the league, was in fact caught three times. Perez received an 80-game suspension in August of 2007 for a third positive test for a banned stimulant. Neifi’s first positive result, according to the league’s policy, was to be kept confidential. Though no news has appeared identifying any other players that tested positive, somehow another player’s first positive test leaked out and made headlines. That was baseball’s all-time home run king Barry Bonds, who according to a New York Daily News report, tested positive for amphetamines sometime in 2006. The New York Daily News’ sources informed the paper that having tested positive and due to MLB policy, Bonds had to undergo treatment and counseling as well as be subjected to six further tests a year. But it wasn’t amphetamines that many fans wanted Bonds to get busted for; it was steroids.

Though steroids have been around since the mid-1960s, baseball players seemed to shy away from them. Players felt they didn’t need the muscle mass of weightlifters to hit a baseball, they simply needed a good eye and quick wrists to make contact. When Jose Canseco made his major league debut in 1985 all that changed. Because of his instant success in the game, along with the fact that he credited it to steroids, Canseco very well may have single-handedly changed the face of the baseball.

The self-titled “godfather of steroids in baseball,” Canseco won the AL Rookie of the Year award in 1986 and was named baseball’s Most Valuable Player in 1988. When other players inquired about his training regimen, Canseco was happy to oblige by sharing the secret  of steroids. As Canseco wrote, “I was the first to educate other players about how to use them, the first to experiment and pass on what I’d learned, and the first to get contacts on where to get them. I taught the other players which steroid has which effect on the body, and how to mix or ‘stack’ certain steroids to get a desired effect.”8

Canseco was fingered in Sports Illustrated for using steroids in 1988. Baseball did nothing. When Canseco was traded to the Texas Rangers (which he felt had something to do with his steroid usage), his boss became George W. Bush, managing general partner of the team. As Canseco wrote, “It was understood then that teams knew all about steroids in the game. There was no question that George W. Bush knew my name was connected with steroids…but he decided to make the deal to trade for me anyway.”9  Bush didn’t do anything about steroids in baseball until 15 years later when he was president of the country.

Fay Vincent, who was baseball’s commissioner from 1989-1992, was quoted in Newsweek in 2008 as saying, “Look, I was there, I was part of the problem. I never thought steroids was going to be as big an issue as it became because I thought it was a muscle-building drug. I looked at [Hank] Aaron and [Willie] Mays and they weren’t muscle guys. It was all about quickness. I thought it was a football problem. I thought Jose Canseco was an anomaly.”10  Vincent was not just wrong, but incredibly naive.

Baseball considered implementing a program that tested for steroid usage, but the players’ union managed to delay its approval until 2005. “The Players Association was as complicit as the owners in the explosion of steroids in the game. They knew as much about it as anyone, because they dealt with the players all the time. To those of us on the inside, there was no mystery over why the union took such a hard line against steroid testing, for example. Their concern was always making money for the players, and if the players were remaking their bodies using steroids to do so, the MBPA never lifted a finger to stop it.”11

Baseball’s most in-depth examination of steroids occurred in 2003. The league ran some 1,400 semi-anonymous tests (players were given coded numbers instead of names) secretly during the 2003 season to see just how prevalent steroid usage was in the league. Reportedly,  104 of these tests came back positive. The results of that testing were never meant to be released to the public, but once the government became involved in the controversy the names of players who tested positive began to leak to the press.

With the situation spinning out of baseball’s control, in 2007 the league conducted an official investigation into the steroid situation within the game. Two months prior to receiving the investigation’s findings, MLB Commissioner Bud Selig said, “There’s nothing to be afraid of. Whatever comes out comes out. I have no concern.”12He was right. What was officially known as the “Report to the Commissioner of Baseball of an Independent Investigation into the Illegal Use of Steroids and Other Performance Enhancing Substances by Players in Major League Baseball” but was dubbed “The Mitchell Report” was nothing but a gigantic PR whitewash condoned by the league. The investigation was led by former Senate Majority Leader George Mitchell of Maine who was hardly an unbiased investigator. At the time, he was a director of the Boston Red Sox and a former chairman of the Walt Disney Company, which owned ESPN, which partially funded MLB by broadcasting its games. Ultimately, little of significance resulted from Mitchell’s work, though he suggested that the players named in his report were just the tip of the iceberg and that steroid usage had been widespread throughout the game for years, touching every team in the league.

Mitchell was correct in that declaration. One could field a virtual All-Star team with players connected to steroids:•  C-Ivan Rodriguez (named by Jose Canseco in his book as a user)
•  1B - Mark McGwire (named by Jose Canseco, also caught with Androstenedione in his locker in 1998); Rafael Palmeiro (a positive test for Stanozolol ended his career)
•  2B - Brian Roberts (named in The Mitchell Report, admitted to “trying” steroids once)
•  SS - Miguel Tejada (named in The Mitchell Report, pleaded guilty to a misdemeanor for lying to Congress about a teammate’s steroid usage)
•  3B - Alex Rodriguez (name leaked out as one of the 104 positives in the 2003 anonymous test. Afterwards, A-Rod claimed he “didn’t  think they were steroids,” but he knew “I wasn’t taking Tic Tacs. I knew it was something that could perhaps be wrong.”13)
•  OF - Manny Ramirez (named leaked from 2003 MLB test, also tested positive for the drug hCG in 2009 and was suspended for 50 games); Jason Giambi (named by Canseco and admitted to grand jury he used both steroids and HGH. In May 2007 stated, “I was wrong for doing that stuff….What we should have done a long time ago was stand up—players, ownership, everybody—and said: ‘We made a mistake’.”14); Barry Bonds (entire case against Bonds is laid out in the book Game of Shadows. He is currently under indictment for perjury for lying to grand jury about steroid usage.)
•  DH - David Ortiz (name leaked from 2003 MLB test)
•  P - Andy Pettitte (named in The Mitchell Report, claimed to have used HGH “twice”); Roger Clemens (named in The Mitchell Report, currently under investigation for lying to Congress about his past steroid usage.)



Since The Mitchell Report was released, baseball has altered its testing program. In April 2008 the league added 600 more tests, raising the yearly total conducted to 3,600. Still, MLB’s testing plan leaves much to be desired. For one thing, much like the NBA’s drug testing plan, players are tested within five days of arriving at spring training. Thus every “dirty” player has ample time to get clean prior to that scheduled test. Following that, players are subjected to one more random test during the season that could take place at any time including during the playoffs. However, as reported by the New York Times in October of 2007, these tests aren’t as surprising or random as they should be. The testers routinely contacted the teams they were about to visit 24- to 48-hours prior to their arrival in order to gain access to both their parking areas and stadiums. According to many anti-doping experts, this 24 to 48 hour window is more than enough time for suspect players to either clean out their systems, use a masking agent, or even replace dirty urine with a clean sample.

Though baseball is the league most picked on for its steroid problem, the NFL has had its recent issues with steroids as well. It is  possible that several members of the Carolina Panthers used steroids during their run to the Super Bowl in 2003-2004. This story only broke because federal prosecutors arrested and charged Dr. James Shortt with writing illegal steroid prescriptions. Among his clients were Panthers offensive linemen Todd Stuessie and Jeff Mitchell. According to CBS’  60 Minutes, both Stuessie and Mitchell refilled steroid prescriptions a total of 10 or more times each. The Charlotte Observer reported both players filled prescriptions for a combined five NFL banned substances less than a week before the players left with the team for the Super Bowl. Four other members of the Panthers were also reported as the doctor’s clients—tight end Wesley Walls, punter Todd Sauerbrun, defensive lineman John Milem, and offensive lineman Kevin Donnalley (making three of the Panthers’ starting five offensive linemen users). The Charlotte Observer stated, “Several of [the players] were using disturbing, particularly alarmingly high amounts with high dosages for long durations—some in combinations. This wasn’t just a passing flirtation with these prohibited substances.”15 For all the ballyhoo surrounding the NFL’s testing policy, the league caught exactly zero of these Panthers players red-handed. Dr. Shortt later claimed in an interview on HBO’s CostasNow that he treated 18 different NFL players with steroids and growth hormone.

Shawne “Lights Out” Merriman was named the NFL defensive rookie of the year in 2005. The next season Merriman tested positive for the anabolic steroid nandrolone and was slapped with a four-game suspension. He immediately appealed that suspension. Why? First, his team, the San Diego Chargers, was playoff -bound. Second, Merriman claimed the positive result was from a supplement he had been taking which unknowingly contained the steroid. ESPN’s Chris Mortensen reported that a source with knowledge of the case said that Merriman’s positive test was “definitely for steroids…not one of those supplement deals.”16 A week later, Merriman dropped his appeal and served the suspension. Despite this suspension, at the end of the season the NFL nominated Merriman for Defensive Player of the Year. Merriman didn’t win.

The NFL recently updated their testing policy for performance-enhancing drugs. They now test for the blood-boosting substance EPO  (being the only pro sports league to do so) and they increased the number of random tests on each team from seven players to 10 from each team each week. The NFL even upped the penalties for positive tests: not only does the player miss four games with a suspension (which is a quarter of the regular season) for a first positive, but the player also forfeits a prorated portion of his signing bonus. This is all well and good, but there are still loopholes.

For instance, recently deceased NFL Players’ Association executive director Gene Upshaw stated he considered blood tests “unreliable and overly intrusive.”17 Since the NFL only uses urine tests for detection of illegal substances and there is no current urine test able to detect Human Growth Hormone, players are still free to use HGH. In 2008, the players union changed their tune ever so slightly as the NFLPA stated its players would agree to HGH testing once there was an acceptable urine test for it. As Upshaw stated, “Until a test is developed for HGH, there’s really not an awful lot to talk about. And when that test is developed, we really believe it should be a urine test. No one is interested in a blood test. We got a lot of big tough guys, but they don’t even like to be pricked on the finger to give blood.”18

HGH aside, there are other drugs available to players that the NFL and every other league does not and cannot test for. Tetrahydrogestrinone or THG was better known as “The Clear.” Former NFL linebacker Bill Romanowski used it knowing how the steroid got its name—it didn’t show up on any tests. In fact, it wasn’t until a used syringe of THG was passed from an anonymous track coach to officials that the U.S. Anti-Doping Agency (USADA) even became aware of it. Once the USADA released a report on THG, use of the drug effectively stopped because it became a known and testable substance. Romanowski wrote, “It wasn’t about illegal; I was taking performance-enhancing substances they couldn’t test for, like THG. As soon as I found out something could be tested for, I stopped taking it.”19Romanowski claimed to have spent over $1 million during his career on whatever substances he thought would keep him playing in the NFL. “I clearly pushed the envelope ethically and morally, because if I could take something that would help me perform  better and it wasn’t banned, then hell, I was going to take it.”20

And that’s what the NFL and the rest of the professional sports leagues can’t test for. They cannot and will not stop players from taking substances that either physically or even psychologically give players an edge over their opponents. Regardless of how often they test players or what kind of penalties are handed out, chemists are out there cooking up new and better performance-enhancing substances every day. And players seeking that edge will seek out those chemists.

What will the professional sports leagues do when they are faced with the looming menace that is gene doping? When scientists can actually alter players’ genes as they currently do with mice, making them twice as strong or fast as they originally were? What then? Barry Bonds’ 762 home runs may pale in comparison to the kid who can hit 100 home runs a season because his physical makeup was altered at a genetic level before he even entered the league. Test for that. Prove it beyond a reasonable doubt. It won’t be possible. The first gene-doping wunderkind that enters the league and achieves monstrous success will open the door to players who perform like supercharged video game creations, less human than creature.

Major corporations have drug testing policies to ensure that they don’t hire or employ drug addicts because they feel having such employees will negatively affect the company’s overall performance or image. It’s not done out of the concern for an employee’s well-being; it’s about the bottom line. But should some miracle drug emerge that would boost a businessman’s output or profit by say some 20 percent, yet is later deemed illegal by the powers that be, you better believe no employer would test for it unless mandated by a higher power to do so. Even then, perhaps only so many employees would be tested. “Random” testing would only be so random. Some employees would never take the drug, able to succeed on their own accord. Testing only these known “clean” employees would make testing results always look impressive. But some employees would need to use the drug to achieve their quotas and stay with the company. And some “clean” employees may want to enhance ability, to move up the corporate ladder, and use the drug to go above and beyond their current position. So testing would be required of every employee, even if just once  a year. To ensure that their biggest earners, though violating the law with their drug usage, are never caught and embarrass the corporation, these employees are warned of the looming “random” test. Amazingly, known users test clean. The corporation looks good to Wall Street investors. Everyone profits as the law is skirted. Professional sports could never operate in such a way, right? They couldn’t possibly be profiting from illegal drug usage, could they?

There is a monstrous “catch-22” in each league’s drug testing policies: the leagues oversee their own tests, results, and punishments. They have complete control without any oversight. The players don’t want to be caught, the unions don’t want players to be caught, and the leagues don’t want to see their players test positive. Yet the idea behind testing is to ensure the integrity of the game.
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