When minimum is too much
BY DAVID MOORE FOX Sports.com

Alex Van Pdt doesn't suffer from delusions of grandeur. The Buffalo quarterback has ahandle on his
skillsand his vaue to the team. Sometimes, that's not enough. For a handful of backup players on every
club in the NFL, the union that was organized to protect their interests often prices them out of the
market with the veteran minimum. That happened to Van Pdlt last season before atraining-camp injury
opened the door to hisreturn. "Exactly,” Van Pelt sad. "l waslike hey, my union is supposed to be
out there helping me, and instead, it's kegping me out of work." Gene Upshaw, the executive director
of the NFL Players Association, acknowledges this flaw and is working with the league's management
council to improve the system. A changeislikely to occur. But it won't happen intime to save the
veterans who will be cut over the next few weeks and months as clubsfill out the edges of their roster
with young, unproven talent. The veteran minimum in 2001 for a player with five or more seasons of
experience is $477,000. That figureis $209,000 for aplayer in his first year. Mot teams are looking
to cut sdlary cap corners anywhere they can. If thefind five spots on the roster are given to rookies
rather than veterans who have carved out a specid niche, that saves aclub $1.34 million on the cap.
Footbdl is unquestionably ayoung man's game. The best teams are ones that consistently spot and
develop young talent. But too often these days, those decisions aren't based on performance or
potential. They're based on a diding minimum wage scae that has some veterans diding out of the
league before their time. "Ultimately, you have to ask yoursdlf the question, are you better off going
with the young guys or do you want to wind down with those veteran guys who have done so much for
you?' said Stephen Jones, the Cowboys executive vice president. "Are you better off with a veteran
player for another year or using that roster spot to develop someone? | straddle the fence on that
one." The Bills straddled the fence on Van Pt last season. The club was dready paying big money to
Rob Johnson and Doug Flutie. Buffao wanted to keep Van Pt as the third quarterback, but felt if it
poured more money into the pogtion it would be thin esewhere. Van Pt was an eghth round pick
out of Fittsburgh in the 1993 draft. He had played in just 11 games entering last season, but was
scheduled to make $440,000. He understood why the Bills didn't keep him. Even he didn't think he
was worth that much to the club. "Absolutely,” Van Pdt said. "The Bills had their money wrapped up in
Rob and Doug. The year before, | had taken one snap. They were judtified in thinking | would not see
alot of action. "l wasin total agreement. | understood what they were doing. It was just unfortunate
there was no way | could work out a ded with them." There are Sx different minimum sdariesin place,
ranging from aplayer with no experience to one with five or more seasons under hisbelt. Van Pdt
went to Phil Hansen, the Bills player representative, and argued he should be dlowed to negotiate with
the team and sgn for lessthan the veteran minimum. Hansen raised thisissue at the union meeting in
Hawaii and it was shut down with very little discussion. "The only good part about it isthat it heps
young guys get achancein the league” Van Pdt said of the diding wage scae. "Which would be greet
if | wasayoung guy. "But to be honest, hey, I've put my time in. Why should | bethe guy getting
screwed?’ Van Pdt isnt donein this sentiment. "We get cdls from agents dl the time saying their
clients don't care what the money is," Jones said. "They would play for less than the veteran minimum.
They just want to play.” Five. That was the average number of veterans with 10 or more years of



experience on NFL clubs last season. The average undoubtedly would have been higher if the veteran
minimum was lower. Upshaw and Harold Henderson, the league's chief |abor negotiator, are working
to amend the system. One ideais to narrow the diding scale. The minimum for every player who has
been in the league three years or more is $300,000. Upshaw would then like to see an incentive pool
st asde that would alow these veterans to earn money based on performance. Another factor to
condder isthis: Many veterans are willing to lower the minimum sdary because that extrayear pays o
much more on their pengon and annuity plan. "The widening gap between the rookies and veterans on
the minimum isa serious point of contention,” Jones said. "I think it needs to be tightened down some.
"Maybe you can do something with the benefits package, make it even more attractive and weigh it
more heavily toward someone with tenure. | don't think the clubs would mind paying more in benefits.
And how did Van Pdt's sory end? He was out of ajob until Flutie pulled agroin in training camp.
When Johnson went down in last season's Monday night opener againgt Tennessee, Van Pelt camein
and directed the team'swinning drive. He entersthis training camp as Buffdo's No. 2 quarterback. "
know this only appliesto a handful of players on each team,” Van Pdt said. "But if you've been with a
team and know their system. "I know there are guys who can contribute and help out more than afirst

year guy."
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