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SportsCenter anchor Sage Steele sues ESPN,
claims network violated free speech rights

by Jack Baer
Sports Writer

Sage Steele attends Mickey's 90th
Spectacular at The Shrine Auditorium
on October 6, 2018 in Los Angeles,
California. (Oct. 5, 2018 - Source:
Alberto E. Rodriguez/Getty Images
North America)

(SPORTS) -
SportsCenter anchor
Sage Steele is suing ESPN
for what she claims was
illegal retaliation against
her for comments she
made on Jay Cutler's
podcast last year, ac-
cording to Joe Flint of
the Wall Street Journal

The comments in
question came last Sep-
tember. Among other
things, Steele called
ESPN's vaccine mandate
"sick," said female re-
porters dressed a certain
way share the blame
when athletes make in-
appropriate comments
about them and ques-
tioned former president

Barack Obama identify-
ing himself as Black
"considering his Black
dad was nowhere to be
found but his white
mom and grandma
raised him."

The social media
backlash was swift, fol-
lowed by a professional
backlash that Steele is
reportedly alleging
breached her contract
and violated her free
speech rights.

Steele claims ESPN
forced her to apologize
for the comments be-
fore temporarily sus-
pending her from the air.
The apology, which was
released by ESPN in Oc-
tober:

"I know my recent
comments created con-
troversy for the com-
pany, and I apologize.
We are in the midst of an
extremely challenging
time that impacts all of
us, and it's more critical

than ever that we com-
municate constructively
and thoughtfully," Steele
said in a statement.

The lawsuit addi-
tionally claims ESPN re-
taliated against her by
taking away prime as-
signments and failing to
stop her colleagues from
bullying and harassing
her, as well as taking ac-
tion based on "inaccu-
rate third-party ac-
counts" of her com-
ments before reviewing
their context. It also said
the network's handling
of the incident was an
example of selective en-
forcement of a network
personnel barring news
personnel from speaking
out on political or social
issues.

From the Journal:
ESPN has “violated

Connecticut law and
Steele’s rights to free
speech based upon a
faulty understanding of

her comments and a
nonexistent, unenforced
workplace policy that
serves as nothing more
than pretext,” according
to the suit, which seeks
unspecified damages.

ESPN, which still
employs Steele, re-
sponded with a brief
statement noting
Steele's recent work at
the Masters and
SportsCenter:

In a statement,
ESPN said, “Sage re-
mains a valued contribu-
tor on some of ESPN’s
highest profile content,
including the recent
Masters telecasts and
anchoring our noon
SportsCenter.”

It's unclear how
many years Steele has
remaining on her con-
tract with ESPN, though
it's hard to imagine ei-
ther side being eager at
another go-around after
all this.

NFL may
have a

hard time
harmonizing
its defenses in
Jon Gruden,
Brian Flores

civil cases
by Mike Florio

NBC Sports

(NBC SPORTS) -
The NFL currently finds
itself in multiple legal
messes. What it says and
does in one could be-
come a key factor in an-
other.

As explained by
Daniel Wallach of
ConductDetrimental.com,
an argument already ad-
vanced by the league in
defending itself against
the Jon Gruden lawsuit
could undermine one of
the defenses the league

plans to make in the
Brian Flores case.

Specifically, the NFL
plans to argue (per
Wallach) that the league
doesn’t hire coaches,
and that only teams do.
As Wallach notes, Flores
and the other two plain-
tiffs in the case (Ray
Horton and Steve Wilks)
most likely will argue
that the teams and the
league are “joint em-
ployers” of head
coaches.

Proof in support of
that conclusion could
come from statements
made by the league in
the Gruden case. Specifi-
cally, the NFL has argued
in Gruden’s case that it
didn’t need to leak inap-
propriate emails sent by
Gruden to former Wash-
ington president Bruce
Allen because the

Jon GrudenBrian Flores
league had the power to
suspend or fire Gruden
under the league’s con-
stitution and bylaws. If,
as the argument in the
Flores case would go,
the NFL has that kind of
authority over a head
coach, then the NFL is a
joint employer of every
head coach.

It ’s a wrinkle to

watch as the Flores case
unfolds. And if the NFL
takes a position in that
case that is inconsistent
with one or more of the
positions taken in the
Gruden case, that would
hurt the credibility of the
league and its lawyers in
the eyes of the judge
presiding over the Flores
case.

United States is 'out of the
pandemic phase,' Fauci says

by Bryan Pietsch | THE WASHINGTON POST

(TWP) - The United
States is finally "out of the
pandemic phase," the
country's top infectious dis-
ease expert said, as cases
and hospitalizations are
notably down and mask
mandates are all but ex-
tinct.

While there are still
new infections spreading
throughout the country -
an average of 50,000 per
day as of Tuesday - the
country is far from the
heights of the pandemic,
when daily case counts sur-
passed 1 million. Restric-
tions, too, are easing as
many Americans appear to
be putting the pandemic
behind them. Masking re-
quirements have been
lifted across most of the
country, and officials
stopped enforcing a federal
mask mandate in transpor-
tation settings after a judge
struck down the require-
ment.

"We are certainly
right now in this country
out of the pandemic

phase," Anthony Fauci,
President Joe Biden's chief
medical adviser, said Tues-
day evening on PBS's
"NewsHour."

Fauci said the United
States was no longer seeing
"tens and tens and tens of
thousands of hospitaliza-
tions and thousands of
deaths. We are at a low
level right now."

During the pandemic's
darkest moments, many
wondered when the country
would officially declare itself
past the nationwide disaster,
which has killed nearly 1 mil-
lion Americans.

Fauci's comments are
likely to fuel debate about
whether this is truly the
moment: New cases are on
the rise in the United
States, and deaths are
down, though they often
lag spikes in cases. The Cen-
ters for Disease Control and
Prevention said Tuesday
that as of the end of Feb-
ruary, nearly 60 percent of
Americans - including three
out of every four children -

have been infected with
the coronavirus. But offi-
cials cautioned that the
data did not indicate that
Americans have wide-
spread immunity against
the virus because of their
prior infections.

While previous infec-
tions are believed to offer
some protection against
serious disease for most
people, health experts say
the best protection against
infection and serious dis-
ease or death from the
coronavirus is vaccination.

The coronavirus will
not be eradicated, Fauci
said, but can be handled if
its level of spread is kept
"very low" and people are
"intermittently" vacci-
nated, though he said he
did not know how fre-
quently. And Fauci echoed
warnings from the World
Health Organization and
the United Nations this
month that worldwide, the
pandemic is far from over
as vaccinations lag, particu-
larly in developing nations.
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