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49 in 49: DE Datone Jones
By Alex Espinoza, 49ers.com
He might not know it yet, but Datone Jones already sounds like he subscribes to Jim Harbaugh’s school of thought.

One of the favorite mantras the 49ers coach likes to impart on his players is to “compete like maniacs.” So what does Jones, a standout UCLA defensive lineman, have to offer the team which drafts him in April?

“They’re getting a guy who plays with maniacal effort,” Jones said. “A guy who wants to be the best, the best guy out there. That’s what they’re getting. I don’t care if DeMarcus Ware is on the team or whoever, I want to be the best player. I’m not saying I’m better than those guys, but I want to be the best on the team. A guy who wants to make every play possible. When you talk about NFL football, I want you guys to talk about Datone Jones.”

Clearly, confidence isn’t lacking for Jones, who figures to be one of the first defensive linemen taken off the board. Most mock drafts have the 6-foot-4, 283-pounder being picked by the end of the first round, which takes place on April 25 in New York.

Throughout his four-year playing career at UCLA, Jones was used all over the defensive line. As he prepares for the next level, most pundits say he would be best suited to be used as an end in a 4-3 defense. But the 49ers employ a 3-4 defense and feature one of the league’s top tandems at defensive tackle with Justin Smith and Ray McDonald, who feature similar body builds to Jones. 

Until he lands with a team, it will be hard to predict where Jones will line up on Sundays. Listening to the versatile lineman, it doesn’t sound like he has a preference.

“I don’t know where I’ll be,” Jones said. “It all depends on the scheme. Like I said before, I can do it all. I started as a strong-side defensive end, I started a D-tackle and I started at five-technique.”

Jones played in 10 games as a true freshman and earned two starts, before becoming an even bigger force his sophomore year. Though his entire 2010 season was wiped out when he broke his right foot during training camp, it didn’t derail his production down the line. As a junior, Jones returned to form and helped anchor the defensive line, before breaking out in 2012, thanks to a new coach with 49ers ties.

Jim Mora, who coached with the 49ers defensive staff from 1997-2003 including five seasons as the coordinator, helped Jones realize his full potential as a senior. Jones said the entire team benefitted from Mora’s NFL-like approach to the job, as he helped turn around the program and guided UCLA to a 9-5 record and the Pac-12 championship.

Aside from the new direction from his coaching staff, Jones said his strong bond with his fellow seniors also boosted his production in 2012.

“There were a lot of different factors,” Jones said. “I felt like the coaching change helped. It was one of the steppingstones. But like I said before, the seniors took it amongst ourselves to better our team and make sure that we held everyone to a higher standard, including ourselves. We had the talent at UCLA, and we wanted to make sure we got every bit of energy out of it.”

In all, Jones had 62 tackles, 19 tackles-for-loss and 6.5 sacks. He followed that up with a stellar performance during Senior Bowl week, one which helped solidify him as one of the top players at his position.

“I felt like it showed the world who Datone Jones was. I’ve always known it,” Jones said. “My coaches back home have known it. Everybody I played with has known it. I feel like I just showed the public, going against some of the best talent across the country, I felt like I showed everybody who I really was. 

“What type of guy am I? Am I going to work hard in practice? When times get hard, am I going to shy away from reps? Nah, that’s not who Datone Jones is. I’m a guy who’s always going to a front-runner. I’m a guy who wants to be the best. That’s the one thing I wanted to show everyone at the Senior Bowl.”
---------------------------------------------------------

What’s the backup (QB) plan? History could offer answer
By Eric Branch, San Francisco Chronicle

The 49ers are a Super Bowl favorite with a starting quarterback who often leaves the pocket and subjects himself to hits and injury.

So, um, guys: What, exactly, is the backup plan behind Colin Kaepernick?

At the moment, Scott Tolzien, a two-year veteran with zero career pass attempts, is the only other quarterback on the roster. The options in free agency (not particularly appetizing on March 12) are dwindling after logical 49ers targets Matt Hasselbeck and Josh Johnson signed with Indianapolis and Cincinnati, respectively, this week.

The 49ers will surely address the position in the draft, but they wouldn’t enter the season with two backups who lack NFL game experience.

Right?

Actually, wrong.

Two years ago, the 49ers did just that. In 2011, the quarterback depth chart read as follows:

1. Alex Smith.

2. Kaepernick (then a rookie who had a 23.9 rating in the preseason. In other words, he wasn’t yet Colin Kaepernick).

3. Tolzien (an undrafted rookie who was waived by Chargers and signed seven days before San Francisco’s season opener).

Oh, sure, the 49ers brought in a veteran quarterback that summer: They signed Josh McCown, then 32, during the preseason, but waived him during final roster cuts.

A few days later, Harbaugh was asked why he cut McCown and was starting the season with two greenhorns behind Smith. This, after a lockout had wiped out most of the rookies’ offseason.

“In an effort to get to our best 53 on the roster,” Harbaugh said, “it was the decision that we made.”

Of course, Harbaugh loved Kaepernick (his dad, Jack, said before the Super Bowl that his son viewed him as the best player in the 2011 draft). And he obviously felt comfortable starting him in the event Smith had been injured, regardless of Kaepernick’s preseason struggles (0 TDs, 5 INTs).

Two years later, it’s possible Harbaugh — who, you might have heard, has a decent eye for quarterback talent — believes Tolzien can be a capable NFL backup. Or maybe he’s fallen for a draft prospect who will battle Tolzien for the spot this summer.

Would the 49ers, on the cusp of a Super Bowl, really enter the season with Kaepernick and two quarterbacks who have never thrown a pass in a regular-season game?

Why, yes, I think they would.

** A look at the remaining free-agent quarterbacks:

Charlie Batch (Steelers)

Jason Campbell (Bears)

Kellen Clemens (Rams)

Rex Grossman (Washington)

Caleb Hanie (Broncos)

Brian Hoyer (Cardinals)

Kevin Kolb (Cardinals)

Byron Leftwich (Steelers)

Matt Leinart (Raiders)

Josh McCown (Falcons)

Luke McCown (Bears)

Jordan Palmer (Jaguars)

Brady Quinn (Chiefs)

Tyler Thigpen (Bills)

John Parker Wilson (Jaguars)

---------------------------------------------------------

Are the 49ers adjusting to new rule changes?
By Kevin Lynch, San Francisco Chronicle

Ripples from NFL rule chances are still being seen. At the most recent NFL owners’ meetings, owners approved a rule change dictating that running backs can not lower the crown of their helmet to initiate contact with a defender if they are outside the tackle box and more than 3 yards down field. 

Chicago running back Matt Forte said the rule was “absurd.” NFL network commentator Mike Myock said the rule goes too far. 

“Take the helmets off. Let’s be honest, if you think the helmet is a weapon, take it off,” Hall of Fame running back Marshall Faulk said. “Because I know that helmet on my head is not being use to head-butt anyone, it’s being used to protect myself.”

Essentially, that’s exactly what the NFL is doing with their rule changes. They are eliminating the use of the head and the helmet on both sides of the ball. More changes could be coming like the possible abolition of the cut block for offensive linemen. The block also involves hurling the body and the head in the path of the defender. 

Some believe, the league might get to a point where the three-point stance is outlawed. 

Because the league is being sued by thousands of former players and their families, owners are increasingly sensitive to safeguarding players. Consequently, when any rule change is proposed, it will almost always pass. The most recent rule passed by a vote of 31-1 with only the Bengals voting against it. 

These changes will obviously alter the game fundamentally, and that’s where teams like the 49ers have to be smart. 

While more obstinate teams and coaches might ignore the recent rule, more aware teams might teach their running backs to develop the stiff arm as a weapon in the open field instead of the head. Coaches will also have to teach more ball security with running backs no longer able to curl their chests around the ball in the open field. 

Overall, teams might have to trend away from the running game all together, particularly zone blocking, which involves linemen using the cut block. Zone blocking also incorporates plenty of outside runs. 

Interestingly, the 49ers biggest off-season moves were the signing of wide receiver Anquan Boldin and the decision to allow safety Dashon Goldson to hit the open market. Both of those moves might reflect the team’s acknowledgment of the changing nature of the game. 

When former Rams safety Craig Dahl signed with the 49ers, he was asked about rules constricting hitting receivers, Dahl said he simply has to lower his target area. Now Dahl might hit receivers below the waist rather than above when they venture over the middle. 

The 49ers are obviously signing players who are aware of the rules. With Boldin, they might become a more pass-oriented team, another head-nod to the changing rules. 

Safety is now a huge issue and the teams that acknowledge and mold their teams to those changes are the ones who will be better off.
---------------------------------------------------------

Source: 49ers looking at Bears free-agent Idonije

By Matt Barrows, Sacramento Bee

The 49ers are not finished shopping for a defensive lineman. 
A league source confirmed the team is battling the Chicago Bears for free agent defensive lineman Israel Idonije. The 32-year-old lineman started 11 games last season as a defensive end in Chicago's 4-3 defense, finishing with 48 tackles and a solid 7 ½ sacks. NFL.com was first to report the 49ers' interest. Idonije had a half sack in a 32-7 loss to San Francisco this past season.
San Francisco presumably is looking at the 6-6, 275-pounder to play defensive end in its 3-4 scheme. It's a position the 49ers have been examining during the offseason having already looked at Cullen Jenkins and Desmond Bryant, who ended up signing with the Giants and Browns respectively. 
The team's interest in linemen could signal more platooning along the defensive front than occurred in 2011 and 2012 when the starters - when healthy - played virtually every snap. The 49ers' pass rush waned late in the season and into the playoffs.
Through Week 14, the 49ers had 35 sacks, an average of 2.5 per game. After that, they averaged 1.4 sacks per game. Week 14, of course, is when defensive end Justin Smith tore his triceps tendon. He didn't have any sacks in the playoffs and neither did linemate Aldon Smith, who apparently was dealing with a labrum injury at the time.

---------------------------------------------------------

Harbaugh: Every 49ers draft pick will be crucial
By Matt Maiocco, CSNBayArea.com

The 49ers have returning starters or have added a clear-cut option at all but one position.

Only free safety remains as a spot without an obvious answer among the players already on the 49ers' roster. And it's looking more and more as if the most serious challenger for a starting job will be added in five weeks during the NFL draft.

The 49ers have an opportunity to pile up at least one immediate starter at safety and several future starters in the draft with five selections within the first 93 picks. The feeling at the NFL owners meetings was that this draft could yield five or six safeties capable of starting as rookies.

"Our position is unique and real positive," 49ers coach Jim Harbaugh said. "We have 14 picks in the upcoming draft. It's an opportunity to really have an inflection point for our organization.

"So (general manager) Trent Baalke has to be on his 'A' game. This could make you. You could be the next Bill Polian, the next Ozzie Newsome. It all hinges on this draft. So it's exciting. Every one of those picks is going to be crucial."

The 49ers have $4.46 million in salary cap space, a league source said Friday, so the 49ers do not appear willing to invest a whole lot of money in any free agent. Plus, there are a dearth of free agents available at this point who will warrant a lucrative contract.

The league-wide interest in veteran cornerback Nnamdi Asomugha and safety Charles Woodson has been lukewarm, at best. The 49ers visited with both players a week ago. They remain unsigned. Even if one or both of those players ended up with the 49ers, there are no guarantees of starting positions. Asomugha also visited the New Orleans Saints. Woodson has not taken any other visits.

The 49ers are in line to return their top five cornerbacks. Carlos Rogers, Tarell Brown, Chris Culliver and Perrish Cox are under contract. Tramaine Brock has been tendered at $1.323 million on a one-year tender as a restricted free agent.

As Baalke told CSNBayArea.com this week, "We don't make promises. We don't make guarantees. We look at it like, 'We're bringing you in to compete.' You will earn that role on this team through competition. That's with every player."

The 49ers have a need for depth at several positions. Defensive end Israel Idonije is an option, reports Ian Rapoport of the NFL Network. The Chicago Bears are attempting to re-sign Idonije, and Rapoport reports, the Bears must "fight off the 49ers to make it happen."

Idonije is represented by agent Drew Rosenhaus, who was seen speaking with 49ers representatives throughout the week at the NFL owners meetings in Phoenix. Idonije, 32, recorded 7.5 sacks last season for the Bears.

Justin Smith, who faces another two months of rehabilitation after triceps surgery, and Ray McDonald appear set as the starters on the defensive line on either side of presumptive starting nose tackle Glenn Dorsey.

---------------------------------------------------------

About that old NFL draft-pick value chart
By Mike Sando, ESPN.com

In late 2011, Harvard economics student Kevin Meers produced a chart assigning point values to each pick in the seven-round NFL draft. 

Meers' chart sought to improve upon the one that has for two decades set general parameters for pre-draft trades involving picks. 
2013 Draft Capital Using Harvard Chart

Rk. Team Points 

1 49ers 1,232 

2 Dolphins 1,181 

3 Vikings 1,138 

4 Chiefs 1067 

5 Jaguars 1,056 

6 Rams 1,032 

7 Eagles 1,029 

8 Bengals 998 

9 Titans 994 

10 Lions 966 

11 Cardinals 935 

12 Buccaneers 926 

13 Ravens 917 

14 Jets 886 

15 Bills 855 

16 Texans 853 

17 Chargers 843 

18 Falcons 837 

19 Steelers 828 

20 Raiders 818 

21 Giants 793 

22 Packers 772 

23 Browns 747 

24 Cowboys 749 

25 Panthers 661 

26 Seahawks 660 

27 Broncos 649 

28 Saints 611 

29 Bears 608 

30 Redskins 573 

31 Patriots 531 

32 Colts 529

The old chart was the one I used upon request Thursday when taking an "imprecise but fun" look at how much capital each team possessed heading into the 2013 draft. 

Those results, reproduced below in the second chart, showed the San Francisco 49ers ranking only 17th in draft-pick points despite holding a league-high 14 selections. The old chart placed premium value on the highest choices, none of which belong to the 49ers this year. 

@Tangeuray sized up the totals and asked via Twitter whether I could replace the old chart's values for each selection with the ones Meers produced using different methodology. 

This seemed like a fun idea, and Meers was accommodating when I reached out to him. He provided updated pick-by-pick values, allowing for the chart at right. That chart ranks the 49ers first in draft capital by Meers' methods despite holding no pick higher than No. 31 overall. Meers' methods also moved up the Seattle Seahawks from last using the old chart to 26th. 

2013 Draft Capital Using Value Chart

Rk. Team Points 

1 Jaguars 3,631 

2 Chiefs 3,580 

3 Eagles 2,762 

4 Lions 2,615 

5 Raiders 2,608 

6 Dolphins 2,565 

7 Rams 2,542 

8 Cardinals 2,434 

9 Titans 2,285 

10 Bills 2,265 

11 Vikings 2,245 

12 Jets 2,235 

13 Chargers 2,042 

14 Buccaneers 2,028 

15 Browns 2,018 

16 Bengals 1,990 

17 49ers 1,968 

18 Steelers 1,692 

19 Panthers 1,690 

20 Cowboys 1,636 

21 Giants 1,584 

22 Saints 1,394 

23 Texans 1,380 

24 Bears 1,358 

25 Packers 1,322 

26 Broncos 1,197 

27 Falcons 1,182 

28 Ravens 1,173 

29 Patriots 1,091 

30 Colts 971 

31 Redskins 688 

32 Seahawks 634 

The rankings for the Arizona Cardinals and St. Louis Rams changed by fewer spots. 

We assigned points to every pick in the draft even though compensatory ones cannot be traded. Assessing draft capital for acquiring players seemed more relevant than for trading picks. For the curious, San Francisco would rank second without compensatory choices. The Rams would be fifth, the Cardinals ninth and the Seahawks 29th. 

Meers used the Career Approximate Value figures from Pro Football Reference to settle upon the historical value for each pick. The CAV figures for drafted players from 1980 through 2005 set the values based on the picks associated with each player. 

Meers determined, for example, that the first overall pick had returned nearly five times the NFL career value of the standard pick, which fell toward the bottom of the third round using the current 32-team format. 

"This non-arbitrary statistic is a massive improvement over the old draft chart," Meers wrote in 2011. "The old system massively over-values the earliest picks and significantly undervalues mid-to-late round picks." 

Seattle was the only team with a higher point total using Meers' chart compared to the old one. Washington lost the fewest points among the other teams. Those changes make sense; the Seahawks and Redskins are the only teams without first-round choices -- the types of picks Meers found the old chart to value too much. 

The Seahawks and three other teams, including the 49ers, have four seventh-rounders apiece. Those would be the picks the old chart undervalued the most, according to Meers' findings. 

"This study is the tip of the iceberg of analysis that is now possible to do," Meers wrote. "There is a ton of work to be done now that we have an accurate representation the value of every draft pick. ... One can use these data to evaluate any trade involving draft picks, come up with a draft strategy that maximizes total expected Career Approximate Value, and much more." 

One can also produce esoteric blog posts on Friday afternoons in March. That is the best part from my perspective. 

Note: Several have noted that the current rookie wage scale should influence pick values. That is true for trading picks in particular. In this item, I'm defining draft capital in relation to the players a team might select with the choices. 

