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“March Madness” is giving colleges and universities a new crisis to worry about.

But this “March Madness” has none of the sports clichés of the NCAA basketball tournament.  Violence, destruction, vandalism, rioting, and drunkenness have replaced “Big Dance,” “Sweet Sixteen” and “Final Four.”

When Arizona, Maryland and Penn State lost in this year’s basketball tournament, students and fans went on destructive rampages.  Violence even erupted at Purdue when its women’s team lost to Notre Dame.  Alcohol played a large part in all of the riots.

The presidents of each of the four universities called the violence unacceptable, a disgrace to their institutions and denounced the rioters as thugs and vandals.  All are working closely with officials in their local communities and taking appropriate action to fully punish the offenders and prevent repeat occurrences.  

Now is the time for the NCAA to take some of the $6 billion (yes, billion) it is getting from CBS for the television rights to find ways and prepare materials to help its colleges and universities prevent future violence.  The NCAA should use some of this money to reimburse local merchants and communities where damage results from the “March Madness” madness.  Promotional television spots given by CBS should be used to encourage civility by the students and fans, win or lose.  The NCAA leadership needs to step forward, be accountable, and accept responsibility.

Maryland President Makes International Comparison

“What happened in College Park unfortunately reflects an international culture of violence associated with major sports events,” said C. D. Mote, Jr., president of the University of Maryland.  “Overseas soccer fans and U.S. fans are renowned for celebrating victories in Super Bowls, World Series and basketball games by rioting in the streets, setting fires and destroying millions of dollars worth of property.”


“The university regrets deeply and apologizes for the lawless conduct of a few of our fans.  We are committed to promoting good relations between all members of the university community and our neighbors in College Park,” Mote added.  “Committing acts of violence and setting fires don’t ‘support’ our team; they undermine it. They are intolerable.  They embarrass the vast majority of students studying here, the faculty and staff and our alumni who wish to share with pride their affiliation with the university.”


Maryland had extensive advance planning and coordination between its campus police and other university departments with the city, the county police and fire departments, the state police and other agencies.  The student government president and campus newspaper and many members of the university community urged students to celebrate in ways that would inspire pride, not regret and embarrassment.  Cole Field House was opened so thousands of Maryland students could watch the live telecast of the Duke game. 


The university is continuing an investigation to identify the destructive students.  All who are identified and within the university’s jurisdiction, will be subject to penalties including dismissal, a permanent notation on the transcript and even criminal prosecution.

A Repeat at Penn State


After two previous riots in downtown State College during arts festivals in 1998 and 2000, Penn State charged 38 students with violating the Student Code of Conduct.  All but two were expelled or suspended or left voluntarily rather than face charges.  For 18 who did not go through the disciplinary process, the university put a hold on transcripts until the students return for disciplinary hearings.  A hold is considered a red flag for other colleges and universities and federal agencies and the military.


As the Penn State-Temple basketball game came to a close on national television,  4,000 students in State College converged onto Beaver Avenue, blocked traffic and turned the situation into an hour-long riot.  Most of the 20 people arrested were students.  More arrests are likely as police continue to review videotapes and photographs.  Property damage was estimated at $8,000.


“The Penn State alma mater contains the words ‘may no act of ours bring shame.’  Such behaviors are not acceptable in a civil society,” said Graham Spanier, president. “I have no tolerance for such disturbances.  Penn State’s reputation is negatively influenced by such actions, and we can’t allow a small portion of our community to engage in behaviors that reflect so poorly on this great university. We are absolutely united in our determination to prevent this from recurring.”


Arizona Took Preventive Action


As soon as Arizona knew it was going to be playing in the Final Four, anticipating the possibility of violence, President Peter Likins teamed with Tucson Mayor Bob Walkup to produce a public service television announcement urging people to celebrate responsibly.  The school distributed safety tips to area business owners and fliers to all campus residence halls and to Tucson businesses encouraging moderate behavior and urging respect for property and the rights of others.


Students planned a campus-wide event so 3,000 students and community members could watch the title game in an alcohol-free environment.  There were no significant incidents on campus after Arizona’s loss to Duke in the championship game, but there was extensive destruction in town, fires were set, and cars and a motor home were destroyed.


Likins personally contributed a $1,000 reward for information leading to the arrest and conviction of the rioters.  He also established a charitable account where members of the campus and Tucson communities could contribute to either the reward or to the Joe G. Martinez family, whose car and motor home were destroyed by fire.  “If you, like me, feel frustrated, this is a way to turn a negative into a positive,” he wrote in a memo to the campus community.


“I was deeply impressed by the way our coaches and team handled their loss to Duke with grace and dignity,” said Likins.  “But when I got back to my hotel room and saw on national television, Fourth Avenue burning, I was devastated and angry at the jerks who trashed our town.  These were not fans.  They were thugs.  


“They burned cars, put people’s lives in danger and had no interest in the outcome of this game; they were prepared to seize the opportunity for mindless violence no matter who won in Minneapolis,” he added.  “We are determined to identify and hold accountable any students engaged in acts of violence and will do everything without our power to do so.”

Purdue Names Names


Purdue went so far as to include in a news release the names and hometowns of six students who were arrested in the wake of the team’s 68-66 loss to Notre Dame in the women’s championship game.  While 1,000 students were outside during the disturbance, only a few dozen were believed to be involved in the vandalism.  The rioters caused more than $50,000 in damage to cars, trash bins, windows, a sports shed and trees on campus.  Estimates are not yet available from the West Lafayette area near campus.  About 200 police from Purdue and surrounding departments dealt with the disturbances which began about 10 p.m. and lasted until 1 a.m.   University administrators and police will review videotapes to identify violators and take disciplinary action against students involved.


President Martin C. Jischke vowed to take disciplinary action against any students known to have been involved in acts of vandalism. “I am very disappointed that the conduct of some of our students did not match the tremendous maturity and character demonstrated by our women athletes,” he said.  “The property damage in and around our campus is absolutely unacceptable.  This is not what Purdue is all about.  Students need to be part of the solution to help curb this nationwide trend of random violence following high-stakes athletic competition.”


The presidents should not be alone in condemning the violence.  The athletic directors, the coaches and even the players need to get into the community and speak out at meetings of chambers of commerce and civic organizations.  They too need to apologize for the actions of the students and fans.  As in Europe, those identified offenders should be barred from university athletic events for life.

