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After years of denying a link between ferocious collisions and brain deterioration, the NFL -- confronted with overwhelming scientific evidence -- finally admitted it's "quite obvious" that brain injuries lead to dementia, drug abuse, emotional disorders and other problems.

The league has changed its policy: Instead of team doctors rushing players who suffer concussions back onto the field as soon as possible, players must be cleared to return by an independent brain specialist.

Brain injury data and anecdotal testimony from former players should force the NFL to review its game, from cleat to helmet. Football is a physical sport, and that's why Americans love it, but there are ways to diminish the risks for today's players. For example, some league officials want to eliminate linemen's three-point stance.

But no rule or equipment change can protect former players who helped build a money-printing league that generated $8.5 billion in revenue last year. While the NFL and the players' union are assisting some ex-players who suffer from mental illnesses, other former stars are seeking additional financial help through other means.

More than 700 are seeking lump-sum payouts under California's generous worker's compensation program. In a landmark case, a spouse of a former NFL player wants compensation for her husband's dementia, allegedly brought on by his job.

With the NFL and insurance companies bearing the costs, the league says each workers' compensation claim should be addressed "on its merits" according to "the relevant provisions of state law." It sounds good -- and neutral -- but the NFL has lobbied against these benefits for athletes.

More states -- especially those that have reaped the financial rewards of having an NFL team -- should protect the former players with similarly sympathetic compensation laws.

Scientific evidence linking football players and cognitive disease is compelling: The life expectancy of an NFL player could be diminished by a decade or more and players are 19 times more likely to suffer dementia than the average male. Some argue that today's players know the risks. Yesterday's players certainly did not.

The NFL should protect itself against frivolous claims, but if former players can prove the link between pro football and their disabilities -- mental or physical -- they deserve the benefits the law allows.

