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In a case that promises to provide a window into the abuses of big-
time sports in higher education, two sports agents go on trial
Wednesday in United States District Court in Chicago. They are
accused of inducing college athletes to sign professional contracts
in violation of National Collegiate Athletic Association rules, and of
threatening harm to some athletes who wanted out of the deals.

The agents, Norby Walters of New York and Lloyd Bloom of
California, are accused of wining and dining dozens of
undergraduate football players, giving them and their families
cash, cars and gifts and then concealing and postdating their
contracts so they remained eligible to play for their schools during
their senior years.

The trial is expected to have high drama for several reasons. A
number of former college stars who are now professional athletes
will testify, and their testimony is expected to offer an inside look at
the system of inducements and payoffs that has so sullied the
reputation of college athletics.

In addition, the trial marks the first time that Federal racketeering
charges of the sort that have been applied to organized-crime
figures and more recently to Wall Street financiers have been
brought against sports agents. The expanded use of the Racketeer
Influenced and Corrupt Organizations Act has caused controversy
within the legal community in recent years.

Under the act, prosecutors may seek stringent prison terms and
high fines, and seize assets. In this case, the Chicago prosecutors
plan to seek forfeiture of the agents' businesses, if the two men are
convicted, an action that is mandatory upon conviction under the
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act. It is the act's seizure provision that most distresses defense
attorneys, who say that the seizure of a person's assets and longer
prison terms are far more severe penalties than those would
ordinarily attach to fraud convictions.

The trial pits the current and previous United States Attorneys for
Chicago, who are professional rivals, against each other. Dan K.
Webb, the former United States Attorney for the Northern District
of Illinois, represents Bloom. Anton R. Valukas, the current United
States Attorney and his assistant Howard M. Pearl, who led the
grand jury investigation, represent the Government.

Robert Gold, a white-collar-crime attorney from New York,
represents Walters. United States District Court Judge George M.
Marovich, who recently became a Federal judge, will preside over
atrial that may last two months or longer.

Ajury, which is expected (o be seated by next week, will hear
testimony that from 1984 to 1987 Walters, 58, and Bloom, 29,
engaged in mail fraud, conspiracy, racketeering and extortion in
their representation and management of 41 college football players
and 2 college basketball players. They have pleaded not guilty to
the charges, which their lawyers say are excessive.

The trial follows an intense investigation into college sports and
the relationship between student-athletes and agents, who are
largely unregulated and who may or may not be lawyers. And
while it is ostensibly about the actions of the agents, it promises to
put the college-sports industry on trial as well.

College sports have been plagued by rules abuses by school
officials, athletes, boosters, alumni and agents. The Chronicle of
Higher Education reported that 49 out of the 106 members in the
N.C.A.A's Division I-A for football were either censured,
sanctioned or put on probation by the N.CA.A. at least once in the
last decade.

Payoffs represent one of the major problems of big-time
intercollegiate sports. At least six universities mentioned in the
Walters-Bloom case, including Southern Methodist University,
were on N.C.A.A. probation for the same sort of unethical conduct
that the Federal Government has condemned in the agents.

S.M.U., where 4 of the 43 athletes went to school, was suspended
from playing football for ane year because 13 players received at
least $61,000 as part of the school's recruitment process. S.M.U. has
since made an effort to clean up its athletic program under its new
president, Kenneth Pye, and chose to forgo football for an
additional year.

Walters and Bloom were best known for representing black
popular-music acts, but in recent years they turned to college
sports stars, using their music endorsements to help curry favor
with the college athletes.

All the students the sports agents signed were black, and many
were poor. They attended some 30 universities in 18 states,
primarily in the Midwest, the Southeast and the Southwest. Their
teams were clustered in the Big Ten and the Southwest Conference,
and included many from other conferences and major
independents like Pitt and Notre Dame.

The Federal investigationinto the agents' activities spanned 18
months. During that time, it became clear that the only way to get
indictments was to have athletes testify, first before a grand jury
and then at trial. In orderto get that testimony, the Government
had to threaten the athletes with up to five years in prison for
violating mail-fraud statutes. Prosecutors didn't need to carry out
the threats because all the athletes agreed to cooperate.
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The defense seems to want to put the college-sports system on
trial. The prosecution wants to put two sports agents on trial. The
trial will put all these issues to a public test.

rocofullaicle 2> [

Captured: 29 October 2023, 10:24:26





