Athletes & Violent Crime:  A Legal Snapshot in Time
By Jeff Isaac, Esq.

Just last week, a litany of headlines reported violent crimes allegedly committed by professional U.S. athletes:  New Orleans Saints’ for domestic abuse, Philadelphia Phillies’ Brett Myers for battery, Pittsburgh Steelers’ Santonio Holmes for assault.…just to name a few.

These seemingly escalating incidents are proof positive that sensitivity and other such intra-team training, purportedly established in light of bad press from prior incidents, is falling far short.  It also begs the question, ‘Exactly how prevalent is the incidence of violent crimes among professional athletes in 2006 after so much as been said and done to stem the problem? And, do the penalties for those found guilty correspond with the offense?’

To shed light on the gravity of the problem, consider these representative factoid “snapshots” regarding athletes & violent crime:
· 1 in 5 NFL players have been charged with a serious crime, yet no NFL player has ever been suspended for violence against another human being.

· Domestic violence has surpassed all other athlete crimes in the number of reports. 
· In the three years before 1998, an average of 1000 charges were brought against athletes each year. (Benedict/Crosset Study)

· The general population has a conviction rate of 80%. The conviction rate of an athlete is 38%. (Benedict/Crosset Study)

· A new incident of athlete crime emerges once every two days - that does NOT include crimes that were unreported in the media. (NCAVA)

· 83% of the public believes that college and pro athletes are committing more criminal acts now compared to 25 years ago. (ESPN SportsZone Poll) 
· In 1995, while only 8.5% of the general population was charged with assault, 36.8% of athletes were charged with assault. (Benedict/Crosset Study)


And, it’s not just the professional leagues that are grappling with the problem:

· Among the 112 schools in the NCAA Division I-A, at least 175 athletes were arrested for a variety of crimes. The largest number for assault, sexual assault, and other forms of violence.

· One in three college sexual assaults are committed by athletes.

· Out of 82 Division I-A schools, only 30 have formal policies on how to deal with athletes accused of committing crimes.

· A 3 year study shows that while male student-athletes comprise 3.3% of the population, they represent 19% of sexual assault perpetrators and 35% of domestic violence perpetrators. (Benedict/Crosset Study)

· One in three college sexual assaults are committed by athletes. (Benedict/Crosset Study)
· 84% of the public believes colleges should revoke the scholarship of a player convicted of a crime. (ESPN SportsZone Poll)

It’s often argued that it just ‘seems’ like athletes commit more crimes because they are widely reported on due to the athlete’s fame – or infamy as the case may be. Some experts believe that athletes generally commit a higher degree of violent offences because they are taught aggression at an early age, along with the need to ‘win.’  As such, athletes are used, and feel entitled, to ‘getting their way,’ often with a sense of immunity to the rules and laws the general public lives by.  The problem is, perhaps, one of nature versus nurture.  Even so, athletes are most certainly not above the law, and our judicial system must ensure that is not the overriding perception among tax paying citizens.
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