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MARCH MADNESS ARRIVES IN VEGAS  
      AFTER YEARS OF AVOIDING IT
  By Mark Anderson  |  The Associated Press    

March Madness has long been a huge draw for gamblers who 
came to Las Vegas to place their bets on the tournament while 
partying at the city's famed casinos. But they were limited to 
watching the games on TV; catching one in person here was 
impossible not that long ago.

That changes this week when UCLA faces Gonzaga and 
UConn takes on Arkansas at T-Mobile Arena on the Vegas 
Strip.

The NCAA Tournament avoided the city until very recently 
because sports gambling is legal here. The governing body for 
collegiate athletics even had a policy prohibiting its champion-
ship events from being played in Nevada.

With legal sports betting spreading across the country, the 
NCAA now has no qualms about crowning its champions in 
Las Vegas. The Sweet 16 games scheduled here Thursday are 
among several championship events the NCAA has awarded 
to the city.

Others include hockey's Frozen Four in 2026 and the Final 
Four in 2028.

This no longer is Jerry Tarkanian's Las Vegas, at least in the 
eyes of the NCAA, which for many years had fought with the 
late Hall of Fame coach who sued the governing body and 
settled in 1998 for $2.5 million.

Between the outlaw image of UNLV's Tarkanian and an 
overall feeling that sports betting — legal or not — was inherently 
bad for athletics, Las Vegas was an outsider in the sports world 
for a decades.

It also was a much smaller city when Tarkanian ruled. Less 
than 800,000 people lived in the metropolitan area when the 

Rebels won the 1990 national championship, according to the 
Las Vegas Convention and Visitors Authority. That figure last 
year was 2.3 million.

Professional sports leagues have taken note of the additional 
potential paying customers and now the NFL and NHL have 
teams here. The Oakland Athletics are also considering mov-
ing here, and an NBA expansion team could be on the way in 
future years.

Even before the influx of professional teams, Las Vegas 
began making headway, particularly in basketball. All 30 teams 
compete in the NBA Summer League in Las Vegas, which also 
is home to USA Basketball. Five college conferences play their 
men's and women's basketball tournaments in the area.

Views about legalized sports betting also have evolved dra-
matically, getting a big assist in 2018 when the U.S. Supreme 
Court struck down the Professional and Amateur Sports 
Protection Act.

The federal ban blocked states from regulating sports bet-
ting, making exceptions for Nevada, Delaware, Montana and 
Oregon, which already had legal sports wagering in some form. 
Only Nevada permitted single-game betting.

"Thirty years ago in the Tarkanian era, I'm sure they were pret-
ty skeptical of Las Vegas," said Steve Hill, CEO and president 
of the Las Vegas Convention and Visitors Authority. "I think 
as time passed, they probably mellowed. We've had conference 
tournaments here and we've had a real partnership, it feels like 
now, that didn't exist before the change in the law."

The Supreme Court's decision created a path for any state 
that wanted to legalize sports betting, 

and soon many would begin the process. That left the NCAA 
— already showing signs of drifting toward easing its stance on 
Nevada — with no choice but to allow its championship events 
even where sports wagering was legal.

"That was the impetus," said Dan Gavitt, NCAA vice presi-
dent of men's basketball. "Once that changed, we were excited 
from a basketball championships perspective to bring March 
Madness to such a great city that has embraced college basket-
ball with conference championships for some time."

Jim Livengood, when he was UNLV's athletic director in 
2009-13, worked behind the scenes with his colleagues before 
the federal ban was overturned to change the NCAA's position 
on Las Vegas.

Even after retiring in 2013, Livengood remained an advocate 
for Las Vegas as he moved into consulting.

"I thought the tide was starting to turn in probably '16, '17, 
'18," Livengood said. "We were making some really serious 
headway."

In 2019, the NCAA formally changed its policy regarding 
championships in Las Vegas — and it couldn't wait to plant a 
flag.

NCAA officials told Las Vegas representatives to skip the 
usual process of first bidding on the first two rounds of the 
NCAA Tournament and go straight for a regional.

"I think that was very unusual, but a reflection of the fact that 
there was pent-up demand for Las Vegas," Pac-12 Conference 
Commissioner George Kliavkoff said.

THE BIG PROBLEM FOR ENDANGERED ORCAS? 
INBREEDING
  By Gene Johnson  |  The Associated Press    

People have taken many steps in recent 
decades to help the Pacific Northwest's endan-
gered killer whales, which have long suffered 
from starvation, pollution and the legacy of 
having many of their number captured for 
display in marine parks.

They've breached dikes and removed dams 
to create wetland habitat for Chinook salmon, 
the orcas' most important food. They've lim-
ited commercial fishing to try to ensure prey 
for the whales. They've made boats slow down 
and keep farther away from the animals to 
reduce their stress and to quiet the waters so 
they can better hunt.

So far, those efforts have had limited suc-
cess, and research published Monday in the 
journal Nature Ecology and Evolution sug-
gests why: The whales are so inbred that they 
are dying younger and their population is not 
recovering. Female killer whales take about 20 
years to reach peak fertility, and the females 
may not be living long enough to ensure the 
growth of their population.

While that news sounds grim for the revered 
orcas — known as the "southern resident" killer 
whales — it also underscores the urgency of 
conservation efforts, said Kim Parsons, a 
geneticist with the National Oceanic and 
Atmospheric Administration's NOAA Fisher-
ies who co-authored the study. The population 
is not necessarily doomed, she said.

"It's not often inbreeding itself that will 
result in a shortened lifespan or kill an indi-
vidual," Parsons said. "It's really that inbreed-
ing makes these individuals more vulnerable 
to disease or environmental factors. We can 
support the population by supporting the 
environment and giving them the best chance 
possible."

The struggles of the charismatic population 
of orcas that frequent the waters between 
Washington state and the Canadian province 
of British Columbia have been well document-
ed — including in 2018, when one grieving 
mother carried her stillborn calf for 17 days in 
an apparent effort to mourn or revive it.

The southern resident population com-
prises three clans of whales known as the J, 
K and L pods. They are socially distinct and 
even communicate differently from other orca 
populations, including the nearby northern 
residents, which are listed as threatened and 
which primarily range from Vancouver Island 
up to southeast Alaska.

While the southern residents' range over-
laps with other populations of killer whales, 
they haven't regularly interbred in 30 genera-
tions, the researchers said.

In the 1960s and 1970s, dozens of Pacific 
Northwest whales were caught for display 
in marine theme parks. The whale-capture 
industry argued that there were many orcas 
in the sea, and that some could be sustainably 
caught.

At least 13 orcas died in the roundups, 
and 45 were delivered to theme parks around 
the world — reducing the southern resident 
population by about 40%. The brutality of 
the captures began to draw public outcry and 
a lawsuit to stop them in Washington state.

Today only 73 southern residents remain, 
according to the Center for Whale Research 
on Washington state's San Juan Island. That's 
just two more than in 1971. Of those captured, 
only one — 56-year-old Lolita, at the Miami 
Seaquarium — survives. The Seaquarium 
announced last year it would no longer feature 
Lolita in shows.

Prior studies have suggested that inbreeding 
was a problem, including a 2018 study that 
found just two males had fathered more than 

half the calves born to the southern residents 
since 1990.

For the new research, NOAA geneticist 
Marty Kardos, Parsons and other colleagues 
sequenced the genomes of 100 living and dead 
southern residents, including 90% of those 
alive now. Those whales had lower levels of 
genetic diversity and higher levels of inbreed-
ing than other populations of killer whales in 
the North Pacific, they found.

The capture of the whales decades ago, as 
well as the geographic or social isolation of 
the animals, likely explains the inbreeding, the 
researchers said.

Meanwhile, conservation efforts have 
helped other North Pacific orca populations 
thrive. The northern resident killer whales 
have increased from about 122 animals in 
1974 to more than 300 by 2018. Like the 
southern residents, they only eat fish, primar-
ily salmon — unlike many other killer whales, 
which eat mammals such as seals.

The Alaska resident killer whale popula-
tion is estimated to have doubled from 1984 
to 2010. According to the researchers, the 
southern residents would likely be on a similar 
trajectory if not for their elevated levels of 
inbreeding.

Inbreeding has also afflicted other popula-
tions of isolated or endangered animals, such 
as mountain lions in California, gorillas in 
Africa and bottle nose dolphins off western 
Australia. In some cases, scientists may be able 
to improve the gene pool in one population 
by capturing and introducing animals from 
another.

That's not the case for orcas, which are mas-
sive and free-swimming. Further, the southern 
residents already have opportunities to inter-
breed — they just haven't done so, Parsons said.

"We really have to leave it to those whales to 
mate with whom they choose and support the 
population in other ways," Parsons said.
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