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Trainer says Aztecs dump urine samples taken for drug screens
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The San Diego State athletic department has been discarding roughly half of the urine samples it collects for drug-testing purposes – a practice known as "sink-testing," which is widely condemned as unethical and dangerous by the NCAA and national drug-testing experts. 

SDSU head athletic trainer Gary Johnson said in sworn testimony that "we collect 15 or 20 (samples at a time) but we don't send all 15 or 20 to the lab" to be screened for illegal drugs.

The idea behind the policy is to save money, Johnson testified. It also is thought that collecting the sample – but not revealing to an athlete that it won't actually be tested for drugs – serves as a deterrent.

But the practice, called "sink-testing" because urine samples are sometimes literally "thrown down the sink", is strongly discouraged by the NCAA and is prohibited by the United States Anti-Doping Agency (USADA). No other athletic department in the Mountain West Conference that does its own drug-testing regularly practices such a policy, which experts say misleads athletes and fails to identify those who need help.

"There are just certain ways to run a drug-testing program, and certain standards," said Frank Uryasz, director of Drug Free Sport, the lab that conducts drug-testing for SDSU and other college athletic programs. "To collect a sample and not test it is not an ethical or good way to run drug-testing."

Uryasz said his lab does not conduct business with schools that practice sink-testing. Told of SDSU's policy, Uryasz said, "Once we're aware of something like that, we would notify the client. They would need to stop that process, or we would discontinue our relationship."

Johnson's testimony came in a deposition earlier this year as part of the whistleblower protection lawsuit brought against SDSU by strength and conditioning coach David Ohton.

Steve Becvar, SDSU's interim athletic director since May, said he did not have enough direct knowledge of the practice to address it and referred questions about it to Johnson. Asked how long the policy has been going on and how much money it has saved, Johnson referred questions to Sue Blair, SDSU's associate vice president for human resources. Blair was out of the office Friday and did not return a message about it.

Assessing the policy

Each year the NCAA randomly tests at least 18 football players and eight other athletes at all Division I schools for five categories of illegal drugs: stimulants, steroids, diuretics, street drugs and peptide hormones. The penalty for a positive test is a one-year suspension from play. 

Because NCAA testing is considered by some to be minimal or easy to evade, most Division I schools, including SDSU, conduct voluntary supplemental testing. Eighty-nine percent did so in 2003, according to the most recent available figures.

The revelations that SDSU sink-tests comes on the heels of allegations of illegal steroid use in recent years by football players.

"We've seen suicides and heart disease (because of drug abuse), and to throw a urine test down the sink (before it has been tested) is to say, 'I'm in denial,' " said Steven Ungerleider, an author and national consultant on the dangers of performance-enhancing drugs. "As a coach, as an athletic director, as a president of a university, if you're doing that, you're saying, 'I'm in denial of how serious a problem this is and how pervasive it is.' "

Those who condemn the policy say drug users whose urine samples are thrown away before they're analyzed think they've beaten the system and can continue using drugs.

"You test to protect athletes' health and safety," said Uryasz, whose lab also conducts the NCAA's official testing. "You could be throwing down the drain a sample that could show they're using something that could impair their safety."

It also fails to act as an effective deterrent, said Travis Tygart, director of legal affairs for USADA, which is considered the nation's leading anti-doping organization. USADA oversees anti-doping in the U.S. Olympic movement but does not oversee the NCAA.

"If I'm a clean athlete, I don't like it because it's not doing anything to those who are cheating," Tygart said. "If I'm a dirty athlete, I love it, because it allows them to cheat and get away with it. Why would you exhaust resources, even a small amount of resources, on a program that doesn't do what it's designed to do, which is deter drug use and identify those who are breaking the rules?"

USADA makes sure that sink-testing is impossible by documenting every step of the collection and testing process. Each sample is assigned a number and is tracked to ensure it comes back with a test report. Background checks are done on doping control officers "so that there is a non-existent chance this will occur," Tygart said.

Mary Wilfert, who administers the NCAA's drug-testing programs, said the NCAA does not use sink-testing in its mandatory testing program.

"It invites issues of credibility of your drug-testing program," Wilfert said. "If a student-athlete is using something, gets drug-tested and nothing shows up, it undermines the credibility of the program."

Wilfert said that although the NCAA strongly discourages the practice, it has no specific regulation against it, and it cannot prohibit sink-testing in schools' independent testing programs because they are voluntary. The NCAA doesn't usually investigate a school's independent drug-testing policy unless the school is not following the NCAA's written policy.

SDSU's drug-testing policy states, "Urine samples are routinely obtained on a random basis to be tested for evidence of illegal and performance enhancing substances."

Johnson testified that SDSU's independent program randomly collects about 15 samples from athletes seven or eight times a semester (105-120 collections per semester). Each time the 15 samples are collected, Johnson testified, seven or eight are randomly designated with an asterisk to be sent to the lab for testing.

"We don't send to the lab to get results as many as we could because (the) budget is not that great," Johnson testified. "So the thought was that there is a deterrence factor in just collecting the sample, although it may not go to the lab."

Johnson testified that a drug test costs $75-$100. By not sending half of 120 independent samples per semester for testing, SDSU would save between $4,500 and $6,000 per semester, or $9,000-$12,000 per year.

Earlier this year, Johnson estimated SDSU's annual drug-testing budget is between $4,000 to $5,000. In contrast, Utah and UNLV, who say their policy is to test every athlete at least once a year, budget $12,000 to $15,000 annually for supplemental drug-testing.

On June 3, The San Diego Union-Tribune asked SDSU in a California Public Records Act request for itemized figures on its drug-testing budget and the number of samples collected by the school since 2002. SDSU has not provided those figures, because officials said they didn't know if they had them or could get them from Drug Free Sport. Uryasz declined to provide records about specific clients.

Conference comparisons

Ungerleider said the NCAA drug-testing program is severely lacking because it doesn't test enough athletes and because coaches are often notified which athletes are tested beforehand. 

As part of its supplemental independent program, Johnson said SDSU randomly tests athletes for street drugs such as alcohol, cocaine, marijuana and ephedra. SDSU's penalty for the first positive test varies but can include a suspension. A second positive will result in an automatic one-year suspension.

Colorado State and Air Force are the only MWC athletic departments that do not supplement NCAA testing with their own independent program. CSU doesn't do its own testing because state law discourages it, CSU trainer Fred Oglesby said. Air Force recently started an academy-wide testing program, but it's not run through its athletic department.

A survey of MWC athletic departments that do their own testing found no trainers who would acknowledge sink-testing regularly.

"We've got people in our conference doing that?" asked Robb Williams, the head athletic trainer at Wyoming. "I think it has an element of fraud. What are you going to do with the athlete that comes to you and says that his test is going to come back positive and it doesn't? Well, then you have continued use."

Besides SDSU, only one athletic department that does independent testing acknowledged doing a recent sink test. Utah has done it "very infrequently" and only to scare suspected alcohol abusers, head athletic trainer Bill Bean said.

"If you think somebody's drinking, we'll test them for alcohol, knowing very well it (alcohol) metabolizes so fast that even if they did drink, we wouldn't know (from the test)," Bean said. "We wouldn't do that with any of the other drugs. The last time might have been a year ago. My personal philosophy is if you draw, and they are positive (for drugs) but you don't test the sample, they beat the system. That's not the way to do it."

New Mexico makes sure sink-testing doesn't happen by sending athletes to an independent lab instead of collecting samples in-house, trainer Dave Binder said.

That policy is an example of what Congress has called for with recently introduced drug-testing bills. If a college is practicing sink-testing, Tygart said, "This is another example why (independent labs) are a good idea."

The sink-testing issue does not affect steroid testing at SDSU because SDSU does not independently test for steroids, relying solely on the NCAA testing program.

Earlier this year, Johnson said he could recall submitting only a "handful" of samples for independent steroid testing in the past 10 years – which by far ranks last among the six MWC athletic departments that do independent testing for illegal steroids. Under oath in his deposition, his answer to the same question was that he could recall only one sample submitted for steroid testing in the last 10-13 years.

But several former football players have said they've been aware of steroid use on the team in recent years. One, Zach LaMonda, signed a sworn declaration that said former offensive line coach Damon Baldwin, who was fired in November, encouraged steroid use.

"The University's policy on the use of steroids and other banned substances is clear: There is no place for them on our campus," SDSU Vice President Sally Roush said in a statement. "The health and safety of our student athletes is our highest priority and we will continue to address this important issue through edu

cation and the strict enforcement of university and NCAA policies."

