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MS. ERBE:  This week on To the Contrary, up first women and families, the 

public option and abortion in the health care debate.  Behind the headlines: the movement 

to declare English the official language of the U.S. gains momentum.     

 

(Musical break.) 

 

MS. ERBE:  Hello, I’m Bonnie Erbe.  Welcome to To the Contrary, a discussion 

of news and social trends from diverse perspectives.  Up first, women and health care.   

 

This week the Senate encountered two obstacles in its march to pass health care 

reform legislation – the so-called public option and coverage for abortions.  Supporters of 

the public option suffered a major setback as the Senate Finance Committee rejected two 

different Democratic proposals to create a government run insurance plan to compete 

with private insurers.  Critics say this would be too costly and force private insurance 

companies out of business.   

 

Democratic Representative Jan Schakowsky, a staunch supporter of the public 

option, says true health care reform isn’t possible without it.   

 

REP. JAN SCHAKOWSKY (D-IL):  (From tape.)  The insurance industry who 

may have to change its ways and may not be able to pay tens of millions of dollars to its 

CEOs or make the kind of profits that they make, but we know that the insurance 

companies will be able to compete.  But they may have to bring their prices down a bit.  

Right now – and I don’t think most people know this – the insurance industry is one of 

the of very few, along with Major League Baseball and one or two others, exempt from 

antitrust laws, which means they can collude on prices, on markets.  And the American 

medical association says that 94 percent of insurance markets in this country are 

noncompetitive.  Well, I’m sorry, but they’re going to have to compete.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Schakowsky, who also serves as co-chair of the Congressional 

Caucus for Women’s Issues says women in particular stand to benefit from the public 

option.   

 

REP. SCHAKOWSKY:  (From tape.)  Among the other thing that will be 

covered, we’ll know that maternity coverage is there and would you believe that in the 

private insurance market today only about 12 percent of plans cover maternity care.  We 

want to have healthy babies and healthy moms, and yet if you go into the private market 

now, young women, women of child bearing age, are unlikely to find a plan that actually 

covers the maternity care.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Many pro-life activists remain opposed to the public option because 

they fear taxpayer dollars will be used to cover abortions.  A new Pew Research Center 

study released this week finds support for legalized abortion is on the decline.  



Nonetheless the Senate Finance Committee rejected an amendment by conservative 

Republican Orrin Hatch of Utah that would have forced women who now have abortions 

covered under private plans to pay double premiums for that coverage.  Congresswoman 

Schakowsky insists the majority of Americans are pro-choice and says confusion over the 

issue is slowing down the legislative process.   

 

 REP. SCHAKOWSKY:  (From tape.)  Taxpayer money will not be used to fund 

abortion.  I don’t know how more clearly we can say it.  There are those who are not 

convinced that somehow there is not going to be some kind of mathematical trick that’s 

going to – there are those who are just against abortion and don’t want it offered under 

any circumstances: private pay, public pay, the taxpayer dollars, just don’t want it at all.  

I understand that.  I understand that.  But that’s not everybody.  And so we want to make 

sure that that service is available and that understanding that people have to pay for it 

themselves.   

 

MS. ERBE:  So Kim Gandy, will abortion coverage and/or the public option kill 

health care reform?   

 

MS. GANDY:  Not a change.  The public is sick of excuses.  They want reform 

now with full coverage and with the public option.   

 

MS. SETMAYER:  The public does not want a public option.  The support for 

that is waning considerably and there’s a lot of other problems with the public option, 

outside of the abortion issue that will kill this.   

 

MS. SOSA:  Well, Bonnie, I hope the abortion issue does not derail health care 

reform because, as you heard, many of the arguments that these proposals will pay for 

abortion are unsubstantiated.   

 

MS. CHAVEZ:  The biggest threat to health care reform passage this year is the 

liberal Democrats who are pushing measures like the abortion option and the public 

option that are not popular.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Is it fair to say – let’s start with abortion and then we’ll get to the 

public option, but as far as abortion is concerned, the Hatch amendment that was defeated 

in the Senate Finance Committee this week would have said absolutely no insurance plan, 

including in – private insurance plan, including in the public option, can offer abortion 

coverage, which most of them now do.  So women would have had to buy second – 

women who already privately pay for abortion coverage would have had to buy second 

policies to cover that.   

 

MS. GANDY:  Exactly.  And one of the things that we’ve been assured of is that 

our existing coverage is not going to change.  And that right up front is a violation of that 

promise.  It would take those of us who already have coverage and it would change our 

coverage by depriving us who are covered by private insurance of coverage that we 

already have.  And of course, the goal of that group of people is to make sure that no one 



has access to abortion.  That’s their right to pursue that goal, but not to do it in order to 

derail something as critically important as health care.   

 

MS. ERBE:  I’ve been told – Tara you work in Congress – that the Catholic 

bishops are not going to make abortion a do or die issue in health care reform, but the 

national right – they want health care reform.  And a secondary concern is whether any 

abortions would be covered, but not so for the National Right to Life Committee, which 

is willing to kill the whole proposal over the abortion issue.  Is that what you’re hearing 

on Capitol Hill?   

 

MS. SETMAYER:  Well, yes, but you also have to understand that this issue is – 

it’s a bipartisan issue.  Representative Bob Stupak, this week, who’s a conservative 

Democrat, sent a letter to Nancy Pelosi, which had 25 Democrats and 100 Republicans 

signed on, saying “listen, we seriously need to address the issue.  Let us introduce an 

amendment so we can discuss this concerning to make sure that we’re very clear.  If there 

is confusion on the abortion issue and public funding, then let us introduce amendments 

that clear this up.”  Because no – just like the illegal immigration issue, it’s not directly 

saying that it’s going to cover illegals, but there are budgetary complicated formulas and 

subsidiaries and subsidies and things where public money could possibly fund – in a 

public option could fund abortions.  And the issue is important enough to the American 

people that it should be clarified.   

 

MS. SOSA:  Well, let me say this.  I think the immigration issue is a good 

example because it’s a lot of paranoia and a lot of unsubstantiated arguments.  It’s been 

stated very clear that the public option will segregate – the states will have to segregate 

the coverage that is subsidized with government money and the coverage that is coming 

from private insurance, which is what happened right now at the state level with 

Medicaid.  There’re certain states that allowed their Medicaid funding the state money to 

cover abortions.  And it’s been happening for many, many years and it’s worked.  So 

federal money is never used for abortions services and under this proposal that policy will 

continue.   

 

MS. CHAVEZ:  I think we’re sort of down in the weeds when we’re talking about 

a specific provision of the bill when the real problem is that we’re talking about bills that 

run to 1,000 pages.  And part of the reasons you have these disagreements about what’s 

in it and what’s not, members of Congress don’t have the foggiest idea.  And I say that as 

somebody who watches both Republicans and Democrats get up before these town halls 

and answer questions and it’s very clear that they don’t know.  And that’s part of the 

problem here.  Is – 

 

MS. ERBE:  But how could you – health care is such a – to take over the whole 

issue like this, as opposed to if President Obama had just gone after – 

 

MS. CHAVEZ:  Well, and that’s exactly – that’s exactly the problem. 

 



MS. ERBE:  – restricted insurance companies from ending the use of preexisting 

conditions, which by the way, maternity, maternity is considered a preexisting condition 

in a lot of these plans.   

 

MS. GANDY:  Or a C-section.  

 

MS. ERBE:  Or a cesarean section, which is insane.  How can you have a bill if 

you’re going to reform the whole thing that’s not 1,200 pages long?   

 

MS. CHAVEZ:  No, that is exactly right and maybe somebody in the White 

House will finally wake up to the fact that if their goal, which supposedly was initially 

was to cover those people who lack health insurance, to make sure that they get access to 

health insurance, that that ought to be what they focus on, instead of trying to rewrite the 

whole health system in this country.   

 

MS. SETMAYER:  Well, that’s the problem right there but – 

 

MS. GANDY:  It certainly goes beyond that.  It is to reform – not only to provide 

health care to people who don’t currently have it, but to reform the system for those of us 

who do have it.  My organization, our health care costs, just for our little staff of 30 

people, went up 28 percent last year and went up 25 percent the year before.  And we 

have had no one who was sick during that time.  It’s crazy.  There’s got to be some kind 

of reform because employers can’t pay it.   

 

MS. CHAVEZ:  You’re dealing with voodoo economics here.  If you think that 

you’re going to suddenly cover lots of people who don’t have insurance, you’re going to 

cover conditions that insurance companies have in the past charged extra for and 

somehow even reduce the cost of all of this.  That’s voodoo economics.   

 

(Cross talk.)   

 

MS. SOSA:  – it’s competition and what they are trying to bring to the system is 

competition through the public – 

 

(Cross talk.)   

 

MS. SETMAYER:  But what’s happening right now is that they’re taking the 

entire system on, as opposed to addressing specific aspects of the health care industry – 

of the health care reform, which is what should happen.  We all agree that there needs – 

the common ground here in Congress and with Republicans and Democrats is portability, 

innovation, liability problems, and preexisting conditions.  Let’s start with those.  

Throwing up the entire system and socializing medicine to the tune of a trillion dollars, 

which is what it would cost, and then trying to tell the American people that it’s going to 

be deficit neutral, nobody’s taxes are going to go up and quality of care isn’t going to be 

affected, is absolutely not true, which is why you see such a revolt in health care.   

 



MS. ERBE:  Patricia, Patricia.   

 

MS. GANDY:  I think it will be true unless you have competition.   

 

MS. SOSA:  Well, I totally disagree with you because the thing is we need 

fundamental change.  We’ve been tweaking with the system for too long and we have not 

solved the problem.  And so we need a very radical change.  And that’s what they’re 

proposing.   

 

MS. CHAVEZ:  But if you want competition, you don’t put government up as 

your competitor.  You allow the private sector to compete.  And one of the ways to do 

that is to let insurance be sold across state lines.  In fact, you allow people to buy 

catastrophic insurance.  If you’re a young person, relatively healthy, you don’t need to 

have coverage that covers every visit to the doctor.  You’re not going for annual 

physicals.   

 

MS. SETMAYER:  Nor should the government mandate it to the point where 

you’ve got to pay a fine or go to jail if you don’t get health coverage.   

 

MS. CHAVEZ:  It’s sort of the same as car insurance.  When you buy car 

insurance, you don’t have to have comprehensive coverage.  You’re supposed to have 

coverage to make sure that if you get into a wreck and somebody else is hurt, your 

insurance will help pay for that.  We have to have more options.  What the Obama 

administration is doing is giving us less options and it’s going to kill health reform.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Okay, I want to each of you briefly – we’re going to – starting with 

you, Kim, and then you and going that way across the table – are we going to get health 

care reform and if so what’s it going to look like?   

 

MS. GANDY:  I think we’re going to get health care reform.  I believe it will 

have a public option in it that will force health insurance companies that right now don’t 

have to compete to compete with a plan that’s similar to Medicare.  And I think that we’ll 

have full coverage.  And I think women’s reproductive needs will be included in that.   

 

MS. SETMAYER:  The president has put a lot of political capital into this issue, 

so I think that the Democrats will do whatever it takes, whether it’s publicly – the good 

thing to do for the people or not, they may use reconciliation in the Senate, which I think 

would be a mistake for them, but some kind of health care reform will come out of this 

and if there’s a public option, that’s to the detriment of the Democrats and they’ll pay for 

it in 2010.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Quickly Patricia.   

 

MS. SOSA:  I hope so.  I’m not sure.  I know there is right now a compromise in 

trying to get a public option in those states that there is only one provider in the market.   

 



MS. CHAVEZ:  I think the Democrats may be able to ram something through.  I 

think if they do, they will live to regret it.  I think there will be a huge turnover in 

Congress in the next election and President Obama will be a one-term president.   

 

MS. ERBE:  All right, behind the headlines, official English, the movement to 

declare English the official language of the United States is picking up momentum as 

more states consider pro-English measures.  Supporters say an official language will 

unite the country.  Opponents say official English legislation is racially motivated.  To the 

Contrary examines this debate and its social and political impact.   

 

(Begin video segment.)   

 

MS. JAYNE CANNAVA:  Official English is a great way to bind our country.  

We don’t have a common religion or a common – basically we don’t have anything else 

that is common that binds our nation together.  And English as the official language 

means basically that anything that’s authoritative must be done in English and it also says 

that for government services no one can demand government services to be provided in 

any language other than English, which eventually ends up saving a lot of taxpayer 

dollars.   

 

MS. ALMA RIOJAS:  The savings that are proposed by having English as the 

official language because that has a lot to do with what most of the states are proposing 

that they’ll save money on printing documents in more than one language.  They’ll save 

money on printing voting election ballots, on and on and on.  Those you can measure in 

dollars.  But can you measure and quantify how you affect a person’s belief in this 

country when you try to tell them that if they bring another language into this country or 

that they have another language that they speak, how that affects their ability to be a part 

of this American dream?  I don’t think we can measure that.  And do we want to do that?   

 

MS. ERBE:  Thirty states have passed official English laws and since the 

beginning of the year more legislation has been introduced in Congress.  Some say the 

increase in pro-English campaigns is a way to counteract cultural changes that result from 

mass immigration.   

 

MS. RIOJAS:  Native American languages were spoken here way before.  It’s 

very insulting to all the tribal nations to say now that English will be the language of this 

nation.  And Spanish was spoken in this country before English was, so again it is really, 

well, misrepresentation of what the languages have been here.  But I think instead of 

pushing that we need one language, we ought to work on ways to be able to be more 

inclusive.  That is what this country is about.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Opponents of the official English movement say it promotes racism 

and anti-immigrant attitudes, but supporters say race isn’t a factor.   

 

MS. CANNAVA:  Promoters of official English want immigrants to come to this 

country and we want them to remain speaking their native language, but we also want 



them to be able to speak English so that they can succeed in this nation.  Whether you’re 

a Democrat or Republican, it’s a nonpartisan issue and it goes across every race and 

every national origin.  So it’s really not a racial issue and it’s not a national origin issue. 

 

MS. ERBE:  According to a 2009 study, 84 percent of Americans say English 

should be the United States official language.  But some question whether having an 

official language would only serve to alienate the country’s large non-English speaking 

immigrant population.   

 

MS. RIOJAS:  We want people to come in with the idea that we are what the 

Statue of Liberty says, that we welcome people and that they can come with whatever 

they have with them, whatever they bring.  We welcome them.  We want to make them a 

part of the fabric of this country.  And that they don’t have to give up a lot of the things 

that they bring with them.  And I think every immigrant that I’ve talked to knows and 

works very hard to learn English because they understand how important it is and they 

see that as part of becoming part of the American dream.   

 

MS. CANNAVA:  We want immigrants to come to this country.  We want them 

to enjoy the American dream, but the way in order to pursue that, in order to meet that is 

to learn English.  People are just falling through the cracks.  They’re turning into these 

linguistic ghettos and they’re not succeeding.  They’re coming here for the American 

dream and they’re not just meeting it.   

 

(End video segment.)   

 

MS. ERBE:  So you see this as a racial issue.  Don’t progressives who see this, 

who see any issue that involves race as a factor, seeing this as a racial issue, risk losing 

any meaning for the term racial or racist?  If you overuse it, doesn’t it become 

meaningless?   

 

MS. SOSA:  Let me tell you how I see this issue from two different perspectives.  

I am in the board of the largest school in my community that serves the immigrant 

community.  And the mission of that school is to help immigrants to learn English and to 

become productive American citizens.  For me, this is very personal.  And we have 

hundreds of people in waiting lists.  They want to learn English.  They want to integrate 

and they understand the importance of language.  So for me the whole issue of we need to 

make it official, we need to force people to learn English because they don’t want to is a 

myth because I’m still looking for that immigrant that doesn’t want to learn English.   

 

The second way I look at this is as a person now I’m traveling around the world, 

particularly in Latin America, what I’m seeing is the opposite that I’m seeing in the 

United States in terms of language policies.  What many countries that Spanish used to be 

their official language, now are acknowledging other indigenous languages because it’s 

part of their cultural identity of many of these individuals.  And the most important thing 

is to compete in the world, you need to know more than one language.  So everybody is 

trying to learn English, is trying to learn French.  Many Americans, particularly very 



educated Americans, are trying to learn Spanish.  So it’s a very awkward debate at a time 

in which we’re becoming a global economy that you’re telling people learning another 

language is not a good idea.   

 

MS. CHAVEZ:  Wait a second, Patricia.  That is not what official English is all 

about.  And I speak with some authority on this.  I am the past president of U.S. English, 

which was the group that started the movement to declare English.  And the reason that 

movement was started was not because people were worried that immigrants didn’t want 

to learn English, but the fact was back, particularly in the 1970s, 1980s, and even into the 

’90s, we had a movement afoot to prevent immigrant children from learning English, 

particularly Hispanic children.  They were put into school.  They stayed in school being 

taught in Spanish from the first grade, in some states like California, all the way into high 

school before they were actually mainstreamed into English classes.  And that’s why you 

had what is frankly a backlash.  People said we need to teach people English.   

 

In fact, you’re right, Patricia: Hispanics are learning English as fast as every other 

immigrant group.  Seventy eight percent of third generation Hispanics, the grandchildren 

of immigrants, speak only one language.  And that language is English.  Most people 

don’t know that.  Hispanics are learning English.  But the idea of having a national 

language to ensure that because we’re a nation of immigrants we still have a common 

way to talk to each other and to discuss things and to elevate English to our official 

language I think is a good thing.   

 

MS. SETMAYER:  Well, also the fact that 90 percent of the world’s nations have 

an official language should say to people that it’s not racist, that there’s nothing 

protectionist about having an official language as part of your country.  Yes, we are a 

nation of immigrants and the common denominator here should be language.  Even 

Teddy Roosevelt said that.  What upsets me is the premise that you used to open the 

segment on, that just because people want English to be the official language in this 

country, no one is saying you can’t speak English at home, no one is saying you can’t 

learn languages, no one saying that you shouldn’t encourage learning languages.  I just 

came back from Sicily and I enrolled in Italian language classes because I wanted to learn 

the language.  No one is discouraging that.  That is an absolute myth.  And I think it’s 

unfair to people who think that being proficient in the English language, which is spoken 

in the majority of the world, is inherently racist.   

 

You go to South Florida, where my family lives.  There are entire areas where no 

one speaks English, where you can’t – where basic services – we had to go.  We have a 

family friend that’s in the health care being taken care of.  No one spoke English in the 

nursing home.  The people in the hospitals, they don’t speak English.  They speak 

Spanish.  This is America.  We need to learn to speak English.   

 

MS. GANDY:  We’re not talking the bald eagle is the official bird of America.  

And you’re not talking about a declaration that says – 

 

(Cross talk.)   



 

MS. GANDY:  – you’re not talking about just saying English is the official 

language.  You’re talking about ramifications.  Everybody who lives in this country it’s 

very clear that the majority of the people here speak English.  Most business is done in 

English.  But to prohibit ballots explaining in the native language in a community for 

people who have not yet managed to learn English – 

 

MS. ERBE:  But let me ask you this.  Let me ask you this.  If you do it in two 

languages – let me play devil’s advocate with you.  I live in a community Falls Church, 

Virginia, where at the local high school 84 languages are spoken.  Are you supposed to 

run ballots in 84 languages?   

 

(Cross talk.)   

 

MS. CHAVEZ:  Bonnie, again, Bonnie, I do know something about this.  The 

Voting Rights Act, in fact, has mandated languages in certain jurisdictions around the 

country and it isn’t just in Spanish and English or Chinese and English.  It is in a 

multitude of languages.  And at the time that was passed it was actually you had to print 

ballot in native languages, American Indian languages that didn’t have an alphabet.  So 

what did the government do?  They created an alphabet for some of these languages.  So 

we have an absurdity here.  Nobody, Kim, is suggesting that if you are a citizen and have 

the right to vote – and by the way, to become a citizen unless you’re over 50 years of age, 

you’re supposed to demonstrate proficiency in English – 

 

MS. SETMAYER:  Supposed to.   

 

MS. CHAVEZ:  – that if you do have the right to vote, sure you should be able to 

take materials into the ballot booth with you, maybe you need some assistance.  Maybe 

the Hispanic organizations ought to be out there promoting material in Spanish so that 

you can aid people.  The question is should the government be mandated to print these 

languages in multitudes of languages, these ballots, and that’s the real question, is why 

should it be government’s responsibility to do this in a multitude of languages?   

 

MS. SOSA:  Well because one of the big – let’s go back to the health care debate 

and it’s known that Latinos are heavily underinsured, including many citizens and many 

legal residents.  So let’s not even count the illegals.  And one of the big issues or barrier 

is language.  You’ve got a lot of elderly here totally legally that it’s been very difficult for 

them to learn English because to go from Spanish to English.  English is a hard language 

to learn, particularly if you’re older.  So you deprive – 

 

MS. ERBE:  But any – but I will say any – it’s not like trying to switch from 

Russian to English, which is not a Romance language, Spanish to English is actually – or 

French or Italian for that matter.  Those are the easiest ones to all learn together.  And I’m 

sorry, but I’m getting the signal from the director I’m out of time.   

 



That’s it for this edition of To the Contrary.  Next week, ending hate crimes 

against gays and lesbians.  Please join us on the web for “To the Contrary Extra” and 

whether your views are in agreement or to the contrary, please join us next time. 

 

(END) 


