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A New Era Kicks Off

But can the Broncos run
with the new pack

in the WAC?

By Larry Burke

oise State  University
entered the Western
Athletic Conference in
the quiet of a July 1
Sunday. No bands play-
ing and banners waving. But wait
until Sept. 22, the day the Broncos
play their first conference football
game against Texas-El Paso. Then
it will be time, as the new Bronco
marketing slogan says, to “Attack
the WAC.”

Yes, less than 35 years removed from its
junior college days — remember the games
against the Westminsters and Chadron
States of the sports world? — Boise State is
once again climbing to a higher rung on the
ladder of athletic competition.

Few, if any, athletic programs in the
country have made the progression from
junior college to Division I-AA to Division
I-A status in such a short time. As it was
when it joined the Big Sky in 1970 and the
Big West in 1996, Boise State is again the
new kid on the block.

And that’s OK, considering the alterna-
tives, says President Charles Ruch.

The Big West began to unravel as a foot-
ball conference when Nevada left for the
WAC one year ago. The WAC threw the
Broncos a life jacket just as the Big West
dropped football, leaving its remaining
members to go independent or seek refuge
in the Sun Belt Conference.

“It became clear to me that if we wanted
to remain a strong I-A program, we had to
move to the WAC ... we were very pleased
to accept their invitation to join,” says
Ruch.

He says the new conference opens a
number of doors for the Broncos, including
the opportunity to improve schedules,

expand the revenue pie, increase donations
and gain valuable exposure in major Texas,
Oklahoma and California media markets.

“Membership in the WAC affords us an
opportunity to associate with some univer-
sities that have excellent academic pro-
grams. The conference really is a
microcosm of American higher education
— a mix of metropolitan, private and land
grant universities,” says Ruch. “And we
are thrilled to be playing in a conference
again where all of the schools compete in
the major sports. This will give us the
opportunity to develop relationships and
form rivalries.”

Now, the important question: Can the
Broncos win in the WAC?

After all, the transition to the Big West
went very well, except for the initial 2-9
football season. The Broncos won 14 con-
ference titles, three divisional titles and two
bowl games during their five years in the
league.




Will fans look back on the
brief Big West era as the
good old days when the
Broncos played on a
field that was level
with their oppo-

L1 nents? Will Bronco
teams now have

to run

uphill to
match the facili-
ties, budgets and fan
interest of their more established WAC
rivals?

Most of the WAC teams
operate programs that
have been playing foot-
ball at the I-A level for
decades. True, the WAC
is not regarded as one of

the nation’s elite foot-
ball confer-

ences. But
week in and week
out the level of competi-
tion will be the stiffest the
Broncos have ever faced.
As for other sports, the
conference was ranked
seventh last year for men’s
basketball, while volley-
ball, tennis, track and golf
are also strong at the
national level.
“We made the
transition into
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the Big West without sacrificing our com-
petitiveness,” says Athletic Director Gene
Bleymaier. “Hopefully, we’ll be as compet-
itive in the WAC. But that’s going to be
much more of a challenge.

“We want to finish in the top one-third of
the conference within five years. That
would be quite an accomplishment, given
the history of the schools we are competing
against.”

And quite an accomplishment given the
size of their athletic budgets — larger bud-

gets that ultimately tilt the playing field
when it comes to coaches’ salaries, facilities
and recruiting programs.

“We’re no longer the big kid on the
block. We are going from a conference
where our facilities were some of the best
to a conference where they are in the mid-
dle,” Bleymaier says.

Just how do the Broncos stack up in the
battle of the balance sheet?

Using WAC figures from the 1999-
2000 academic year, Boise State’s $10.4
million athletic budget is sixth in the
10-team conference and some $5-6
million less than Fresno State, Hawaii,
Rice and Southern Methodist. Rice and
SMU spend more than $8 million just on
their men’s sports. San Jose State and
Nevada spend about the same as the
Broncos. Only the budgets of Texas-El
Paso and Louisiana Tech fall more than $1
million below Boise State’s.

But there is an apples-to-oranges aspect
to budget comparisons. Schools differ in
the number and types of sports they offer.
Generally, the schools with the highest
budgets support more sports. Fresno State,
for example, offers three more sports than
Boise State, which offers 17. Nevada,
Southern Methodist and Tulsa offer 18.
Most of those schools play baseball for
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men and softball for women,
sports with expensive price

Broncos earned $3.1 million
and spent $2.9 million. Only

tags. And Southern three schools earned more
Methodist, Tulsa and Rice revenue, but seven of them
are private universities spent more.

whose high tuition drives up While entry in the WAC
scholarship costs. will require more money to

Schools also differ in what

keep pace, it also presents

they include in the athletic opportunities to increase
budget. Some, for example, Fresno State Boise  State’s revenue,
may include items such as explains Bleymaier.

tutoring, maintenance or Louisiana Tech An improved schedule,

facility operations in non-
athletic budgets, all areas
Boise State counts as athletic
expenses.

There are plenty of exam-
ples to demonstrate that suc-
cess on the field isn’t
necessarily determined by
the size of a school’s wallet.
Just look at how USC and
Alabama did in football last
season.

Still, the Broncos will
have to do more with less — or raise more
money — to keep pace with their new
WAC brethren.

“Big budgets don’t equal success. We
don’t have to be at the top to win, but we
don’t want to be at the bottom. You do
need to have enough money to be compet-
itive,” says Bleymaier.

“We have to advance. We have to maxi-
mize our revenue opportunities. We have
to upgrade. Over time we will be up to the

Rice

Tulsa

$16.3

Southern Methodist $16.2

challenge.”

Football, like elsewhere, is the economic
engine that drives most athletic budgets in
the WAC. And there the Broncos can more
than fiscally hold their own. If the Broncos
had been in the conference last season,
their 26,493 per game attendance would
have been fourth in league, topped only by
Texas-El Paso, Fresno State and Hawaii.

Boise State got a good bang for the
bucks it spent on Bronco football. The

enhanced marketing, a new
corporate sponsorship pro-
gram and the new scholarship
seating program in Bronco
Stadium will add to the rev-
enue stream. And the confer-
ence itself, with more
potential for postseason pay-
offs in football and basket-
ball, is in a position to earn
revenue for member schools.

Even with that potential, it
might be a few years before
the Broncos are beating teams on a regular
basis.

So be prepared for a transition period,
warns Bleymaier.

“We don't intend to be the conference
doormat in any sport. But it may take up to
five years to build new rivalries and get to
the level they are.

“But 25 years from now, we’ll look back
at this move and say it was a defining
moment in our history.” O
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