Wise counsel needed when AFL players cross the line

fortnightago I suggested
footballers were notneces-
sarily good role models and
that, followingthe scandal
surrounding St Kilda players and a
Melbourne teenager, parents would
“quake with fear” to hear their daugh-
ters were learning “life skills” from
}Jla}-‘ers. Therewere howls of protest
rom the football industry. And there
was thereaction ofeverybodyelse.
Outside the footballworld these
comments were regarded as pretty
obvious. Of thousands who voted in
online polls, support for my
comments was two to one. One senior
editor told me: “Idon’t know anyone
who disagrees with you.” Obviously
he doesn'tlisten to talkbackradio.
The football industry - by which1
mean the administrators, players,
journalists and all those who earn
their income one way or another from

rofessional football - was incensed. I
1adn’trealised howmany ex-players
have radio shows until their produ-
cersrang wanting myresponse as
theyqueued, one afterthe other, to
berate me over the airwaves. Then TV
reporters discovered that Colling-
wood players had criticised me on
Twitter. Theywanted to know howl
responded to these tweets which they
ran as news stories on the evening TV
bulletins. The next day sports colum-
nists were opining on mycharacter
and questioning whether T had any
qualification (they decided I didn't) to
talkabout philanthropy.

The AFL Players’ Association was
murmuring about the need foran
apology. The Professional Foot-
ballers' Associationdemanded a
meeting to set me straight.

The federal Sports Minister, Mark
Arbib, jumped in to say that foot-
ballers make wonderful role models
and to attack me. He wanted to ingra-
tiate himself with the industry. Arbib
was assistant general secretary of the
NSW Labor Party when Milton Orko-
poulos was elected asthe state Labor
MP for Swansea. Orkopoulos is now
servinga minimum jail term of nine
years for supplying drugs and having

sexwith three teenagers, which shows
youwhat a serious crime that is and
how there are politicians who have
engaged indisgraceful conduct too.

But what struck me most was the
total disconnect between how the
industry seesitselfand howthe
broader public sees it.

There arenow alarge number of
peoplewho derive their income from
managing players or reporting on

can be quiteintimidating to go
againstthe group-think, especially if
you know your competitor is playing
to the powers ofthe industry. The
female journalists were different but
some of the male sports journalists
were hysterical in condemning me.
Then came news that ex-playerand
now manager Ricky Nixon had been in
a hotel room visiting the 17-vear-old
who first met players he managed

The football industry turns on those who break the
taboo. It was taboo for me to suggest football is not
the civilising agent the industry believes it to be.

them, who need to stroke the players
and administrators to get access. They
formacheer squad of spruikers and
boosters. As inany subculture, they
defend insiders and turn onthose who
break the taboo of the group. And it
was taboo for me to suggest that foot-
ball is not quite the civilising agent the
industry believesitto be.

Tam used to media criticism but if
youare a youngjournalist whose job
is to get a football story everydayit

when they came to herschoolas part of
a program on “community leadership”.
Nixon maintained he went to help the
troubled youngster—a community-
minded respense to a person in need.
The girl claims they had sexand took
drugs together. She hasreleased
footage to back herstory.

Those touting the moral role of the
AFLfellsilent. Then, after nearly two
weeks, the chief executive of the AFL,
Andrew Demetriou, distanced

himselffrom Nixon. He was, he said,
“disappointed”. Other words that
come to mind are “appalled” or
“disgusted”. Butit was a significant
signal. It signalled that Nixon could be
dumped. Heis on his own. There will
be no more official protection for
him. If theyhave finished with me, the
Collingwood players can now tweet
against him. Itwould be interesting to
knowwhether theyhave doneso.

Anumber of players who passed
through the Nixonstable, including
Ben Cousins, Wayne Carey and Gary
Ablett snr developed drug problems. A
young woman tragically died in Ablett's
hotel room while he was under the
influence ofdrugs. Whatkind ofa
message was Nixon giving them about
druguse? Whatkind of message is the
AFLgiving its managers? Is the policy of
tolerance for firstand second offences
really helping the players?Isitagood
example for 3-“01111F people generally?

A brave journalist could take up
theseissues but should not expecta
polite reaction from the industry. The
“everybodyelse” category would be
interested in some real answers.
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