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The NBA: 
Greed Itreedsior 
Boredom 

By KENNETH TURAN 

T he silly season of TV sports has 
arrived: the National Basketball 
Association is on the air. 

Everyone knows the jokes about the 
NBA, about how its season is longer than 
some wars, how it's the only sport with 
an exhibition schedule that lasts 82 
games, how its play -off system is more 
torturously exhausting than a brisk trot up 
Mount Everest. You get the picture. 

Not laughing very hard is CBS, which 
paid $74 million for the dubious right to 
put that picture on the Nation's airwaves 
for four years. Last year pro basketball's 
ratings were down around Julius Erving's 
kneecaps, down some 20 percent over- 
all, to be specific. Industry observers say 
the sport may be getting ready to go the 
way of regular- season coverage of pro- 
fessional hockey and do an ungraceful 
half gainer off the network tower, disap- 
pearing forever from sight. 

Part of the problem, as usual in profes- 
sional sports, revolves around greed. 
Anyone who cares even a little bit about 
basketball loves the tingle of the play -off 
games, so the NBA hierarchy, a good- 
hearted bunch of guys if ever there was 
one, decided to share the wealth. 

They couldn't let all 22 teams in the 
league be in the play- offs -that would be 
too much even for them -but they could 
let 12 teams in, and they do. And they 
could set up a play -off system with more 
steps than a Babylonian ziggurat, mandat- 
ing first a two-out -of- three -game series, 
then a four -out -of- seven, followed by an- 
other four -out -of- seven, followed by still 
another four- out -of- seven, with whoever 
was left breathing after that potential 
24 -game marathon being declared win- 
ner and champeen. 

Except from a squeeze- the -fan . 

standpoint, this is obviously not the best 
way to run a sport. And don't forget that 
all 22 teams in the league must wade 
through a sizable 82 -game regular -season 
schedule- something like 900 games all 

told -just to eliminate 10 of their fellows. 
Not making the cut turns out to be more 
of a feat than making it. 

If all that seems like a waste of energy, 
that is exactly the way the players feel 
about it. Already tired out by the barba- 
rous demands of an air -travel schedule 
that would exhaust Amelia Earhart, they 
save themselves by coasting through 
most of the regular season, treating it like 
the exhibition slate it really is. While this is 

perfectly understandable from a physical/ 
psychological point of view, from the 
network's standpoint it is little short of 
disastrous, because bored, half -hearted 
behemoths just naturally lead to boring, 
lackluster games that fewer and fewer 
people want to watch. 

Yet this is only part of the NBAs prob- 
lem. For fans who like the sport but rec- 
ognize the professional version for the 
painful charade that it is don't have to turn 
off the TV set and sulk in the darkness. 
They can light a single candle by simply 
changing the channel and watching the 
college variety on NBC. Judging by the 
ratings, more and more people are doing 
just that: last year's NCAA championship 
game between Michigan State (led by 
"Magic" Johnson) and Indiana State (with 
Larry Bird) appeared in prime time and 
claimed the highest rating of any tele- 
vised college basketball game ever. 

mong the things the college game has mong 
for it is the most rational play- 

off system of any sport, amateur or 
otherwise, a terribly comprehensive for- 
mat that this year will include 48 teams. It 
also has a manageable regular season, 
usually 27 games per team. But where 
college basketball really has it over the 
professional version as a TV attraction is 
in the area of emotion. Its players, young 
and eager by definition, really care about 
what they're doing, and that is crucial. 

What is often forgotten in the rush of 
numbers and dollar signs is how childish 

sports are at their core, how things like 
fervor and enthusiasm are essential in 
making them palatable to a viewing audi- 
ence. And these qualities, so woefully 
absent from the pro ranks, are precisely 
the ones college basketball has in abun- 
dance. 

If college players can't get fired up of 
their own accord, eons -old traditional 
rivalries that the NBA can't hope to 

match are an available prod. Then there are 
the crowds, with the combination of euphoric 
spirits and an enclosed place producing a 

mixture of noise and madness that is so 
great that spectators in snake pits like 
Philadelphia's Palestra literally are unable 
to hear anything said by people sitting 
next to them. While turning on a pre- 
game show in the NBA will get you a 

picture of some big galoots in sweats 
shooting a few layups in a near -empty 
arena, in the college game the picture is 

unbridled pandemonium. As someone at 
NBC put it, "People just don't put paint on 
their faces for NBA games." 

However, CBS and the league are not 
going to give up the ship just yet. In an 
attempt to fight the enemy mano a 
mano, they have moved up the starting 
times of their Sunday games so that col- 
lege telecasts will no longer have the 
45- minute advantage they enjoyed in 
1979. Recognizing the silliness of that 
long regular season, which runs from 
October through March, CBS will con- 
tinue to televise only two games from the 
first half of the season, 15 from the sec- 
ond, and a possible 24 from the play -off 
period. And those play -offs, which didn't 
end until June 1 last year, will now con- 
clude, a bit more tidily, by May 20. 

While all this will no doubt help, the 
basic problem with the NBA on TV will 
remain untouched. While it would be a 

serious mistake to idolize college basket- 
ball as the home of pure- hearted 
amateurs, there is no escaping the fact 
that its players are obviously more in- 
terested in what they're doing than their 
well -paid counterparts. To the television 
viewer, that element of emotion, corny 
though it is, will continue to make all the 
difference. CI 
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