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Football Can Be A Key to Balancing Budgets

 Part Two of a two-part series

By Rene A. Henry

SEATTLE, WA (HNN)  –– Colleges and universities need to not only balance their budgets but let the public know that every possible effort is being made to balance budgets.  Until this is done, higher education can forget about winning the trust of the public and state legislators.

In Part 1, I mentioned how Texas A&M in 1992 took a leadership role and created and launched an aggressive, proactive marketing communications plan that got the state legislature to reverse a mandated 10 percent across-the-board cut for higher education.  The result was that the Texas legislature found means to provide higher education with an overall increase of 6.8 percent.  The swing of 17 percent was well over $1 billion for higher education.  

One of the primary media tools in the Texas A&M campaign was the use of sports to reach the general public and leaders in government and get their support for increased taxpayer dollars.  When strategically and effectively used, sport is a very powerful marketing and promotion tool.

Sports are an essential and integral part of any college and university.  However, the costs of intercollegiate sports, and especially football, are now getting out of control and rivaling professional teams.  The founding fathers did not establish colleges just to field a football team.

No college needs a football team nearly three times as large as one of the professional teams in the National Football League.  According to a 2005-06 survey by the National Collegiate Athletic Association, the 119 Division I colleges had an average team size of 117 players.  The NFL allows a maximum of 53 on a roster and only 45 can dress for a game.  Colleges are allowed 85 scholarships, but there is no limit on team size.  No one has been able to give me a reasonable and logical answer as to why the college numbers should not be reduced.

Today football has become the tail that wags the dog.  At too many universities it has become a sacred cow.

The average cost of aid for a student-athlete was reported to be $24,580 and this is only a partial cost.  You have to add to this the cost of uniforms, insurance, health and medical, travel expenses for away games, academic tutoring, and other expenses.  

The NCAA’s survey reported the average salary and benefits paid to head football coaches was $1.202 million, but many are being paid well in excess of that amount.  Some institutions are even paying seven figure salaries to two coaches – the current coach and a former fired before the end of his contract for not winning championships.  Even the salaries of assistant coaches are now approaching and exceeding those of their professional counterparts in the NFL.

Presidents and chancellors make the rules for the NCAA and have allowed costs for football and some other sports to get out of control.  Football is the first place higher education leaders could start to balance budgets by reducing scholarships five per year for each of the next five years, so the maximum allowed would be 60, still a third larger than the NFL.  They also need to place new limits on team sizes.  

The leaders also need to eliminate “redshirting,” which allows a coach to suspend a player’s participation in order to lengthen his eligibility.  This happens when a coach has successfully recruited several outstanding players at the same position.  A form of Wall Street greed has infiltrated college sports.

With a level playing field, and all colleges following the same rules, revenues would continue at the same or increased levels and expenses would drop dramatically.  Most of all, it would send the right message to the public and state legislatures.

I have to wonder sometimes what heads of universities are thinking.  Only days after Washington’s Governor Christine Gregoire announced a $600 million cut in funds for higher education in order to slash the state’s multibillion dollar deficit, Mark Emmert, president of the University of Washington, went to the state legislature in Olympia and began campaigning for $300 million to refurbish the football stadium!  
    
Washington state taxpayers are already paying $300 million of the $460 million cost for Seattle’s Qwest Field, a first class professional stadium opened in 2002, that seats 67,000 people.  The multipurpose stadium is vacant most of the year.  Two universities with premiere athletic programs do not even have football stadiums.  UCLA plays its games in the Rose Bowl and Southern California uses the Los Angeles Memorial Coliseum, both of which are more than 85 years old.  

Other universities take advantage of nearby public stadiums including Pitt using Heinz Field, Miami the Orange Bowl, and Tulane the Sugar Bowl.  Emmert, who is one of the highest paid university presidents in the U.S. with a salary of nearly $1 million, rejected the idea of playing games in Qwest Field.  University of Washington lost all 12 of its football games last season.  

The defenders of making any cuts whatsoever in football will rebut by saying the money supporting athletic programs comes from private donations and not taxpayers.  This may be true for some scholarships, but not for all of the costs of fielding a team and providing for its maintenance.  Reduce the team size and reduce the cost.  Many of the fans who provide funds do so for tax deductions.  The same tax-deductible dollars could help food banks, homeless shelter programs, and those families in need.

The leadership in higher education, including the appointed governing boards, needs to be responsible and accountable for its actions.  It needs to send the right signal and message to the public and to those in government responsible for funding higher education.  Getting athletic costs under control would be one giant step to win public trust.
 

       * * * 
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