Salaams my MBL family. 

This is not the joyful article I had hoped to write this week, but it’s one that has become necessary to do. 

This season has come with many complications, even from before we announced it. There has been many curveballs thrown at the Admin team, and we have done everything we can to get through them all. It’s been challenging and draining, but we stayed positive through them and got through them and the season is now in full effect. From facility issues, people parking in handicapped parking, lack of administrative resources, etc. It’s been an adventure. 

But a concern has risen that is deeply troubling and potentially destructive for the league. Something that could literally end the season for everyone. It’s something that I had pointed out in prior seasons. It’s something that has gradually gotten worse as years go by, and it is something that consistently seen in Division 2 and Division 3. 

Some people have thought that I don’t like or hate these two divisions because I have been critical of them. As a note, I am one of the reasons these divisions exist. I helped put together D2, D3, and D4 because I saw the need for the divisions for the league to grow, and for different levels of skills to have the opportunity to grow. I love the PURPOSE of each division and what they are supposed to stand for. 

What I have been critical of, and even more critical of now, is the culture that has developed within these two divisions. The amount of people that have lied, and cheated these divisions just for an edge on the competition is insane. The toxic nature that is growing in these games and the community is worrisome. The attitudes, the complaining, the whining of these divisions is infuriating and embarrassing. Sunday night games end, and I get HUNDREDS of texts and emails from fake emails and numbers of people complaining or swearing someone else cheated in these 2 divisions. They always point out the other guy, even when they themselves are doing the same or worse. 

Think I’m being harsh? I’m going to give you guys 2 examples of how detrimental to the league these divisions have become from 2 games that happened last week and that I have video footage of.

In a D2 game this last weekend I have footage of a player taunting his opponents all game long. Squaring up with players, running over to their bench trying to incite reaction, clapping in players faces. Players like this are usually the root cause of a fight breaking out. The coach of that team also runs onto the court every single basket like they won a championship and almost has players and referees run into him on multiple plays. Situations like this could end up causing injuries. The fans of this team also ran onto the court when the opposition got a Technical foul called on them, and waved the Technical sign at the opponent. Have we not had enough brawls with fans break out for you guys to not see that this is not ok?

In a D3 game that got overly physical and 2 players squared up and jawed at each other and received technicals, more fans ran onto the court and right up to the player that got the technical and waved the Technical sign in their face and jumped around the player to taunt him. In what world are fans and players of different divisions allowed to run onto a court for a men’s rec league game and do something like this?

I grew up in an era where smack talk was at it’s peak. I talked smack to everyone growing up, and heard it back from the best. But I never once, ever in my life, disrespected an opponent like this. One big reason for that is that in my day, the league was a lot bigger. I just can’t imagine anyone running up onto the court and hopping up and down and waiving the technical foul sign in the face of Faruk Gjokaj, Yamen Nanne, Ramzi Itani, Imani Mackie, Jamal Sharif, or any of the guys that would have had no problem handling the situation themselves regardless of what happens to them being able to participate in the league moving forward. 

The reality is that D2 and D3 are beginning to think that there will be no repercussions. But I will no longer allow this. So moving forward, this is how any action that may be detrimental to the league, to it’s players, and that could especially lead to a fight breaking out will be handled:

Referees will be addressed that moving forward they will call the games tighter, and that any overly aggressive players, taunting, excessive complaining will be met with an immediate technical foul.

Taunting of ANY kind will lead to a technical, not only during the game, but if footage is reviewed and a player is seen squaring up, clapping in someones face, or harassing opponents repeatedly to incite a reaction. The technical will be issued to the following game if it were found after the game ended. 

Any fans, or players from other teams or divisions that step onto a court during a game, or during an altercation, will be banned from the gym entirely, and the team that those fans represented will take a forfeit for that game. We have repeatedly asked fans to leave courts and not step on them. Want to know how they treated me and the Admin about this? Cursing at us, ignoring us, and being defiant. Your fans are YOUR responsibility. So if you cannot control them, enjoy a loss that night, regardless of actual outcome of your game. 

I have witnessed multiple brawls in the Muslim Basketball League. Only one ever came while I was the commissioner of the league, and it was in D2 under nearly identical circumstances, where players try to rage bait opponents, taunt and are disrespectful, and fans were running onto the court causing added tensions. I have no problem banning players and teams left and right to get rid of the knuckleheads for the betterment of the league. 

And some of you are already whining reading this thinking “it’s part of the game”. Let me remind you, it’s NOT part of the Muslim Basketball League. We have gone over this countless times before and during the seasons. You signed waivers regarding your understanding of the rules we have in place how we ask players to conduct themselves. We literally made a night for orientation just to further drill what we have been saying for years. 

Thats not fun for you? Go play in your local city rec league and try it. They’ll ban you for doing these things too. Go try and play The Drew, or Mecca, OCBL, or Elite 5 league and try acting this way. The reaction won’t be pretty. So why do you think it’s ok in MBL? 

I’m at a point, and I presented this to Admin and Board members, where I would give a prorated refund to all D2 and D3 teams and dissolve the divisions to no longer deal with the drama. Thats how much of a headache it has become. And the Board is actually open to the suggestion after presenting documented cases and videos of actions of many players and fans. That’s how toxic of a culture that we see growing in the community surrounding MBL. That we could consider removing it entirely. It’s not all the teams. But it’s becoming most to one extent or another. And monitoring and babying people non stop is not something any of us signed up for. 

Some of you are blistering angry right now that I would even write this, thinking I’m not being fair. That the refs are to blame for causing the problems, the statisticians and the person running clock aren’t doing their jobs, that we Admin haven’t done enough. I’ve fired dozens of refs (and will continue to do so when necessary). I can train or replace statisticians and clock personnel, Admin can do more and try harder. But none of it will change what you guys choose to display on the court and the complaining and poor attitudes that are being displayed. Brothers, we are blessed to have the opportunity to live good lives and play basketball for fun while people in other parts of the world are dying and suffering in ways that we cannot comprehend or relate to. There are many worse things going on right now that are not fair, and a ref not giving you a call in a league isn’t one of them. 

This is a MUSLIM Basketball league that should focus on brotherhood and being an example. We as Muslims are frowned upon across America. We are ridiculed, called radicals and savages, that we are evil people, people of war, classless, all kinds of things. This league is supposed to be an example of how we can change those view points. Instead we are two weeks into the season and the gym we are renting from scheduled a meeting with me to discuss player and fan conduct within Open Gym Premier and how I have to ask people to not park in 3 parking spaces, or in handicapped parking. 

I hate that I have to write this, but my patience is running thin. I’m embarrassed and beyond disappointed. To those who keep crossing the line, this is the last warning. Moving forward, repercussions will be harsher than any the league has seen in the past, especially to the prior listed situations, but for the the league in its entirety. 

Thank you to those who are the least of our concerns. Below I am attaching an article I wrote in 2009, right after one major brawl that many of you remember, broke out. Please take the time to review the message that we have been focusing on since the beginning of the league.

-Commissioner Ziko Pepic, MBL Admin, and Board

AGENT ZIKO’S “PLAYER’S CORNER”
~ SABR BROTHERS, SABR ~

Poise.

A dignified, self confident manner or bearing.

Composure…

Last night we had our first set of games for D1, and last Friday our first set of games for D2, and I have a few concerns that came up that I feel obligated to address in terms of altercations. First off, it is COMPLETELY unacceptable in our league to EVER have these circumstances come up. This is a MUSLIM basketball league that is supposed to be held at a higher standard then a regular rec league. Regardless of Muslims and Non Muslims playing together, it should be EVERYONE that respects each and every individual on the court. If you are upset with someone, rather then reacting with your rage, how about try cooling off, and talking to the person like a mature adult instead of letting your emotions get the best of you and doing something you’re only going to end up regretting later?

As Captain of my teams, I know I have to do A LOT to keep my teammates emotions under control.  What I have told my teams year in and year out is: "You’re not going to get the calls you want. Deal with it." and "No matter how mad you are, come to me and tell me what you have to say and I’ll be the one to approach the referee's with your issue."   

I know for a fact that the referees hate when they have 3 or 4 guys approach them while they're upset because they feel cornered, which will make them more liable to call technical fouls. I think every Captain in the league should take the approach of being the only person on their team to talk to the referees. And I think EVERY captain should be at the forefront of situations and altercations that need to be addressed. 

A captain in this league should be someone who understands what this LEAGUE stands for, and is ready to stand up FOR it. 

But even so, I know that this won’t solve all the problems that are being presented on the court.

We all have to understand that we are not playing in a professional sport. Yes, the referees are being paid, but that doesn't mean they are going to be the best refs money can buy. They're just the best refs that we could afford with what we paid. There is a difference. And just like referees in the NBA, these refs are only human. They will make mistakes. They will make bad calls. And worst of all, they will get attached to certain players and teams in the league. It shouldn't be that way, being that a referee’s job is to be a mediator on the court, to give both teams the fairness they deserve and to allow the best team that day to win the game. Unfortunately, it isn't always that way.   

A few seasons ago, a referee directly told me that because someone was the best player in the league, they were going to give him more calls in protection of the player.
 
Was it fair? No. Especially in a 10 game season where if you don't win 7 games, you probably wont make the playoffs and in a 3 game playoff series where it's win or go home. Everything is pivotal in this league. And every player knows this. And that’s why we have seen players react the way they have.
 
There's nothing wrong with our competitive natures, but falling back to how I started this blog, we have gotten away from what the basis of this league was made for. We are Muslims and non-Muslims playing in a league together, and therefore should act as one on and off the court. And not only that but we have our wives, sisters, children, brothers, sisters, mothers, fathers, and friends watching and listening from the sideline. Every time one of you swears across the court, you're not just getting a Technical for doing it. You are teaching the children listening that it's ok to act in such a way. You are embarrassing yourself and your family. And you are setting a standard NOT acceptable in this league. 
 
The reason this league was made was for brothers to come together and learn from one another. And that’s not something we need to learn from each other.  Every time you decide to swing at, or make a dirty play. You're doing it against your brother. You're doing it with people watching. We ALL need to be more mindful of WHY we are playing in this league, and what the league represents now, and down the line. My hope is that my kid brother gets the opportunity to play in this league one day, and enjoy it the way I have. I know MANY of you have younger siblings, relatives, and friends you feel the same way about. But that wont happen if we subject ourselves to the frustrations we have. Because all it takes is one more outburst to have American Sports Center kick our league out of their gym for good. 
 
So I go back to what I tell my teammates...  "You’re not going to get the calls you want. Deal with it". Oh, and, "DON'T GET ANY TECHNICALS!!!"  There will be games where the referees will do a great job, and there will be games where they wont. It will probably keep a few teams from making the playoffs. But it will be character that will get a person a technical foul, and character that will get a person suspended, no matter how unfair things may be on the court. If there’s one thing that I want you to get from all this, and one thing that I hope you all will keep is..
 
Poise.

You’re dignified, self confident manner or bearing.

There are worse things in life that are unfair. I ask you all to keep your composure.
 
Basically...
 
SABR BROTHERS, SABR.  

Until next time, this is your boy Agent Ziko, signing out. 

