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MS. ERBE:  This week on “To the Contrary,” last minute attempts to woo female 

swing voters.  Then, California’s Prop 2 seeks to lessen what some call the cruelty of 

factory farming.  Behind the headlines, lowering the drinking age.          

 

(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, female swing 

voters and the final presidential debate.   

 

In the most adversarial of their three debates, Senators McCain and Obama 

clashed over topics ranging from energy to education, but abortion, an issue that has sat 

on the political backburner in recent presidential races, was instead front and center in 

this showdown.   

 

SEN. BARACK OBAMA (D-IL):  (From tape.)  I am somebody who believes 

that Roe v. Wade was rightly decided.  Women, in consultation with their families, their 

doctors, their religious advisers, are in the best position to make this decision.  And I 

think that the Constitution has a right to privacy in it that shouldn’t be subject to state 

referenda.   

 

SEN. JOHN MCCAIN (R-AZ):  (From tape.)  We have to change the culture of 

America.  Those of us who are proudly pro-life understand that.  And it’s got to be 

courage and compassion that we show to a young woman who’s facing this terribly 

difficult decision.   

 

MS. ERBE:  The candidates’ positions on abortion seem to sway still undecided 

female swing voters.  At a debate watch party in the battleground state of Ohio, pollsters 

analyzed the reactions of 50 undecided women voters who used digital meters called 

perception analyzers.  While the two candidates discussed abortion, Senator Obama’s 

approval rating shot up to 80 percents.  Abortion rights have not been a leading cause of 

voter concern in presidential races in recent decades, but this year state initiatives limiting 

or banning abortion rights are on the November ballot in Colorado, South Dakota, and 

California.  That could give the issue a higher profile than in past races.   

 

So Congresswoman Norton, given the state of the economy, will the candidates’ 

stances on abortion rights sway undecided female voters?   

 

DEL. NORTON:  Not as much as you might think, Bonnie, not when people are 

drowning in bad news about meat and potato issues and experiencing day-to-day 

devaluation of their own homes.   

 

MS. WOOD:  Abortion has not been a top issue in this campaign.  I think a lot of 

people don’t know really the candidates’ position.  To the extent that they become 

educated on it, I actually think it helps John McCain because I think it will encourage 

more pro-lifers to come his direction.  



 

MS. BEYER:  I think that McCain’s extreme position not to allow choice, even in 

the case of rape and incest, is going to turn off independent voters.   

 

MS. SCHAEFFER:  No, I don’t think so.  Undecideds at this point of the election 

have a really fluid set of considerations and I don’t think any policy prescription at this 

point is really going to sway them one way or the other.  

 

MS. ERBE:  Well, about – it was said during the debate and also the numbers 

went way down when Senator McCain used air quotes around the life and health of the 

mother exception, that – again, a fine point here, but not a major point, but how will this 

affect female undecided at this late in the day?   

 

MS. BEYER:  Well, it came across to me as being very insensitive to the health of 

women.  And I can’t imagine that helped him.   

 

MS. WOOD:  Well, I think it depends on how you determine who’s undecided 

and define undecided.  When I say – 

 

MS. ERBE:  Well, you usually ask them.  (Laughter.)   

 

MS. WOOD:  Yes, but there’s a block – there’s a lot of block of undecideds you 

could say that are pro-lifers, but who have not paid that much to the campaign.  Like I 

said, they’ve not paid attention to the candidates’ position on this issue.  And I think they 

will be more motivated learning the position than perhaps those in the pro-choice camp 

who learn the position.  I think it’s more motivating to the pro-life voters.   

 

DEL. NORTON:  Then truth be told, the women began to move toward Obama 

right after the primary and have been moving rapidly toward him.  I think most women 

know generally their views on abortion.  And the health – the health/life exception is very 

important to us, but frankly not having abortion discussed very much during this 

campaign, that distinction may be lost on women and others.   

 

MS. SCHAEFFER:  The fact is that women aren’t really paying attention to the 

issue of abortion.  That’s not what they’re voting on, the issue of reproductive rights – 

 

MS. ERBE:  I’ve heard a lot of talk – I’ve heard an awful lot of talk about core 

appointments and a bit – and concern about the Supreme Court.  And the case most often 

mentioned is Roe v. Wade because it was decided by seven to two and it’s now five to 

four and switching.   

 

MS. SCHAEFFER:  I just think at this point that women, like men, are voting on 

larger issues.  The economic issues are the top of the ticket.  And I think that abortion has 

been shown to be at the very bottom of the ticket.  And for both sides, no matter where 

you fall on the issue, that’s concerning – 

 



MS. BEYER:  But I think that those numbers reflect a general population.  What 

we’re looking at now are those independent voters.  And Bonnie, I think you’re right and 

I think the little meters that you had here at the top of the show show that that slice that 

we’re looking at now, which are the independents, that it does – it’s one of those 

marginal things that will make a difference.  And what shocked me really about the 

approach of the McCain campaign is that he seems to be constantly trying to – with his 

selection of a vice presidential candidate, with his strong coming out in such an extreme 

pro-life way, he’s building the base, but he’s not paying attention to those independent 

voters.   

 

DEL. NORTON:  I wish, but we’re forgetting there still are many independent 

voters and that’s maybe conservative voters who are very impressed by McCain’s views 

on foreign affairs and the whole notion that undecided voters – that the issues that they’re 

really looking at to decide them are issues like abortion, I think belittles how important 

the issues of today are.  It’s important to me and it’s important to a lot of women, but I 

have never seen an election where the issues of – the domestic issues and the 

international issues have been as serious as they are today.  And I think independent 

voters know that.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Let me ask you this, though.  I heard toward the end of the week one 

Republican commentator say that John McCain, at this point in the campaign, and the 

GOP should not be spending money chasing female undecided swing voters.  Why?  

Because he’s not going to get them or he’s not going to get them in large majorities.  And 

instead, they should focus those resources on Senate – Republican Senate campaigns 

because at this point the Republicans could lose nine, 10 seats and maybe they can stem 

those losses to five or six.   

 

MS. WOOD:  Right, no, I think there’re a lot of people talking about some of 

those things that the fact is even if John McCain were to lose, it would be really 

significant if Republicans keep 52 or get 47, 45 seats in the Senate as – and right now, it 

is possible that Barack Obama could be elected and you could have possibly 60 

Democratic senators.  I don’t think that’s likely, but it could come close to that.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Well, now, right now, what’s going to change between now and two 

weeks from now – two and a half weeks?   

 

MS. WOOD:  Well, I think – because I only go back to this undecided thing.  

When I say about motivating the pro-life voters, I think there’re a lot of folks out there 

who are pro-life, who are traditionally conservative who haven’t been – they’ve been 

motivated maybe by Sarah Palin’s appointment, but they weren’t motivated by John 

McCain.  But the more that this distinction is drawn for them, the more that this 

discussion of the Supreme Court – I think those are people that John McCain needs to 

turn out.  And it’s not guaranteed right now that they’re going to do that.   

 

DEL. NORTON:  I think you are so right.  I think you are so right.  We forget that 

when these evangelicals were worked up and turned out, they beat us badly.  And – 



 

MS. WOOD:  These evangelicals?  (Laughs.)   

 

DEL. NORTON:  Well, I’m talking about the Right Wing.  And people who are 

counting their eggs before their hatch – you all better stop counting and start working.  

The fact is that Barack Obama, a Democrat should – let me get this out; I think this is 

important to say – should be much further ahead than he is now after eight years of Bush, 

the one of the most unpopular presidents.  The fact that the polls are showing in some of 

these states, four and five – they should be much greater.  And Democrats got to 

understand that and all this talk from the pundits about we’re ahead and isn’t this 

something and the undecideds, I think is far too early.   

 

MS. ERBE:  And then it is kind of reminiscent of a year and a half ago, Hillary 

Clinton being the leader for the – 

 

DEL. NORTON:  Yes.   

 

MS. ERBE:  – yes, and I also – but on that point, I heard a speech by Senator 

Obama again late in the week, where he said, for all you people out there who are getting 

cocky, I have two words: New Hampshire, which of course – (laughter) –  

 

(Cross talk.)   

 

MS. BEYER:  – with the campaign manager and believe me.  There is nothing 

being taken for granted.  And it is – the big message is we’ve got to keep going.  We’ve 

got to keep raising money.  We’ve got to – this is – believe me, they have no sense that 

this is a done deal.  And I think it’s more the average person who’s not involved that may 

get that impression and we’d better make sure they don’t.   

 

MS. ERBE:  All right, from national politics to state politics.  As California goes, 

so goes the nation, sometimes at least.  In November, Californians will vote on 

Proposition 2, which requires that factory farmed, quote, “cattle, pigs, and chickens have 

enough space to lie down, stand up, turn around freely, and extend their limbs,” end 

quote.  Factory farmed animals are kept in tiny crates and cages their whole lives, many 

unable to move.  This video, taken by an undercover member of the animal rights group 

Mercy for Animals, shows conditions for factory farmed chickens.   

 

Studies have shown stress levels make these animals and their eggs more prone to 

disease.  And in confined spaces, these diseases spread more easily.  Opponents of Prop 2 

say it would increase egg production costs drastically.   

 

A poll of likely California voters by Survey USA shows Prop 2 is supported by a 

seven to one margin.  While Californians of all ages and ethnicities are in pretty close 

agreement on this, there is a sizeable spread between how men and women tell pollsters 

they will vote.   

 



Megan Beyer, what interested us in this story was you go look at the polling 

numbers, blacks, Latinos, whites, young, old – they’re all within a point of each other, 

but men and women are 14 points apart in their support for this measure, with, of course, 

women being 14 points more supportive than men.  Why this crazy gender gap on this 

issue?   

 

MS. BEYER:  No – because we’re compassionate.  We’re humane.  (Laughter.)  

And I have two children who have a poodle who now will not eat meat because they love 

their dog.  They make that connection between the love of their – 

 

MS. ERBE:  They and I.   

 

MS. BEYER:  Yes.  (Laughter.)   

 

MS. ERBE:  I love your kids.   

 

MS. BEYER:  There’s a better reason.  The antibiotics that they are using are 

used because of these foul conditions.  And every other country – the EU, Denmark, 

Sweden, even North Korea now has banned this non-therapeutic use of the antibiotics.  

And what we’re going to find is once we give them better conditions, the poultry and the 

swine, then we are going to find that perhaps they can lower these doses of antibiotics.  

I’d like to see us ban them as well.   

 

MS. SCHAEFFER:  I agree with everything you’re saying.  The thing of it is is 

that there is a huge demand for animal friendly and for eco friendly farming out there – 

excuse me – but I think the problem is that when you have this kind of government 

regulation, it makes it very difficult for small farmers who want to have those kinds of 

farms to compete because the regulations that we have that are in existence right now – 

are really meant for factory farms, like the ones we’ve just saw on the video.  And I think 

if we kind of pull back and allow those farmers, like the one in Virginia who’s become 

very well known, Joel Salatin, down in Swoope, if you give them the room to have the 

kind of farms that we’d all like to see, I think we’ll see them succeed and to prosper.   

 

DEL. NORTON:  I think these regulations are not – I think the average American 

would not want to eat one of the chickens you just saw – 

 

MS. ERBE:  But wait a second, Eleanor, back to the gender gap.  Do you agree 

with Megan that women are more compassionate than men?   

 

DEL. NORTON:  Yes, I was not surprised about that.  (Laughter.)  Maybe the 

size of the gap surprised me just a bit because – the size of the gap comes with the 

surprise that animals of any kind are kept this way.  And then women are likely – 

remember, they buy the food.  They think about the children.  They think what is the 

effect of having a chicken or calf that’s been subjected to this and then – and as part of 

our household.  But I think the shock of it is what we’re dealing with now.  I agree that 



we’ve got to draw a distinction between the factory farms and the smaller farms.  And 

that’s what good regulation is all about.  Those – 

 

MS. ERBE:  But the organic farms already have free-range chickens.  They don’t 

– 

 

(Cross talk.)   

 

MS. ERBE:  – but I want to ask you.  Do you agree that women are more 

compassionate?  I think of – (laughter) –  

 

MS. WOOD:  I’m being on the spot.   

 

MS. ERBE:  – I think or Margaret Thatcher.  I didn’t see a whole lot of 

compassion in that woman.   

 

MS. WOOD:  She would have been against Proposition 2 – 

 

(Cross talk.)   

 

MS. WOOD:  – no, well, I think because of the regulation issue, she would have 

said you don’t regulate equally like this.  You have to be very careful how you go by 

doing that.  Look, no – I don’t think there’s anybody who wants to see animals treated 

this way.  I just – I don’t think there’s anybody who thinks, “oh, that’s a good idea.”  But 

I think the shock – the truth is in the poll.  The majority of men were opposed to this.  It’s 

just they weren’t as many of them as women, but the majority were opposed to it.  And I 

think people are shocked when they see this kind of thing because most people still think 

of farms – they see cows – when you drive down the highways, see the cows in the 

pasture.  You don’t think of this kind.  You don’t really get into the factories.  And so I 

mean – in addition to cruelty to animals, which is terrible, this whole issue of the 

antibiotics and so forth – we don’t know what’s causing the high autism rates today.  

There’s so much out there that’s going on.  We don’t know that the link is there yet, but 

that’s something to certainly be concerned about.   

 

MS. ERBE:  I’ve got an email from a viewer who said, if you took – if we were 

cannibals – I know, horrible assumption, but if we were, and you took a guy and you 

chained them in the basement and you never let him see daylight and you injected him 

full of antibiotics, and – by the way – tranquilizers because they’re so stressed.  And 

when you eat stress hormones produced by an animal, guess what?  As you were saying, 

why autism, why cancer rates, why heart disease at the rate – 

 

MS. BEYER:  And our immunity to the – the fact that antibiotics don’t work in a 

lot of people – 

 



MS. ERBE:  Right, so God forbid that this guy chained in the basement, kept – 

can’t move, stressed to ridiculous levels, filled shot full of antibiotics and anti-stress 

drugs, and then you eat him?  (Laughter.)  It’s a – 

 

(Cross talk.)   

 

MS. WOOD:  We know the people who don’t exercise and so forth have a 

tendency to have more disease and the like.  It’s not surprising that the same think might 

apply to animals.   

 

DEL. NORTON:  This is like the muckrakers.  When the muckrakers exposed bad 

conditions in factories, people eliminated them.  I think we expect the government to do 

that in this case.   

 

MS. BEYER:  And milk, they used to put a lot of hormones in milk.  There was a 

way of getting a greater milk production with the cows, to give them hormones.  And 

mothers became hip to this and now you don’t see – they’re advertising it that they don’t 

have the hormones because we’re worried about our children who are menstruating early 

and all these things.  We think, hey, it could have something to do with those hormones.  

So I do think that you are responsible to have this on the show and that everybody needs 

to talk about it and maybe the market – 

 

MS. SCHAEFFER:  Yes, I just think we need to be cautious with the regulation.  

I think about one example I learned about that these small farms, for instance, in order to 

compete with the big ones, they have to have a separate bathroom for an FDA auditor or 

someone who comes through and just makes sure that things are running properly there.  

Well, for a small farm to have a separate bath, this is not a huge – yes, it’s not a huge 

enterprise.  These are kind of burdensome regulations that are just eliminating the kind of 

options we have for that kind of eco-friendly farm.   

 

MS. ERBE:  All right and we have to move on at this point.  Behind the 

headlines, lowering the drinking age.  Although Americans can vote, drive, marry, and 

serve in the military at age 18, 21 has been the legal drinking age for more than two 

decades.  A group of college presidents has created the Amethyst Initiative.  Its mission, 

to lower the legal drinking age.   

 

“To the Contrary” spoke with the head of this group to find out why they think 

lowering the drinking age would help curve binge drinking on campus.   

 

(Begin video segment.)   

 

JOHN MCCARDELL:  Twenty-one simply isn’t working.  The data are very 

clear that not only are young adults continuing to drink.  Those who choose to drink are 

drinking in alarming and often life-threatening quantities and in places that are almost by 

definition beyond public view and therefore public oversight.   

 



MS. ERBE:  And he says he should know.  As the former president of 

Middlebury College, John McCardell saw first hand what he calls the clandestine 

drinking scene on college campuses.  It’s a scene that can lead to binge drinking or 

having at least four to five drinks in a row in a short amount of time.  Some 40 percent of 

college students say they binge on alcohol.  McCardell and more than 100 college and 

university presidents in the Amethyst Initiative are calling on public officials to reopen 

the drinking age debate to put an end to this behavior.   

 

MR. MCCARDELL:  The average age at which a young person first consumes 

alcohol is younger today than it has ever been.  That says to me that what we ought to be 

talking about is how well we prepare young people to make responsible decisions about 

alcohol.  But the only message a president can communicate under the law as currently 

written is abstinence, is just say no.  And that message isn’t resonating.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Not everyone believes lowering the legal drinking age is the right 

way to change the message, including Mothers against Drunk Driving.  Some critics 

worry lowering the age requirement could prompt high school students to start binge 

drinking.   

 

MR. MCCARDELL:  The NIAAA, which interestingly supports keeping the age 

of 21, nonetheless reports on its website that 75 percent of high school seniors have 

consumed alcohol.  Sixty six percent of high school sophomores have consumed alcohol, 

40 percent of eighth graders have consumed alcohol.  This hardly seems to me evidence 

that the 21-year-old drinking age is working very well and hardly seems to support the 

arguments of those who claim that things are working perfectly now and if we lower the 

age, we’re all of a sudden going to have a problem in the high schools, where no problem 

exists.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Twenty-one wasn’t always the norm.  After Prohibition, most states 

allowed 18 year olds to drink, but in 1984 and after a rise in the number of drunk driving 

deaths and accidents, President Ronald Reagan signed into law the National Minimum 

Drinking Age Act.  It penalized states that allowed drinking for residents younger than 21 

by taking away 10 percent of their federal highway funds.  This led all states to set the 

drinking age at 21.  Since its passage, accidents and drunk driving death rates have 

dropped.   

 

MR. MCCARDELL:  Yes, alcohol and traffic fatalities have declined, but they’ve 

declined in every age group, not just the 18 to 20-year-old group.  So something else 

must have been going on during this period to bring those numbers down.  What could 

those be?  Well, automobiles are safer.  Seatbelts are now mandatory.  The designated 

driver is now a commonplace among young adults, whereas it was not 24 years ago.   

 

MS. ERBE:  The National Minimum Drinking Age Act is up for a renewal next 

year.  McCardell hopes the law will be reevaluated and the federal funding restriction 

done away with, allowing states to lower the drinking age.   

 



MR. MCCARDELL:  The United States is one of only four countries in the world 

that has a drinking age as high as 21.  There’s no particular reason that I know of to 

suggest that we are more enlightened or more insightful than the rest of the world, nor is 

it much evidence to indicate that the rest of the world has fallen upon hard times in terms 

of alcohol dependency or brain impairment or all of these other horrible things that we’re 

told will happen if we lower the age in this country.  The age is only one tool, one 

approach to the broader issue of alcohol.  But what 18 would do is at least allow for 

alcohol consumption to come back out into public view and into public places.   

 

(End video segment.)   

 

MS. ERBE:  Is that a good idea, Sabrina Schaeffer?   

 

MS. SCHAEFFER:  Well, I did have the privilege of attending Middlebury 

College when John McCardell was the president there and I think that he’s actually 

exactly right.  I think that it was a definite culture of secrecy there because people 

thought that they couldn’t go out, and I think that transparency is always a better policy 

than policing.   

 

MS. BEYER:  I’m a mother and I am worried about the contempt for the law that 

young people now have because the first time they really encounter a situation is this 

drinking.  They’re going to drink on campus.  We all know that.  And the drinking age is 

not legal until 21.  And so you create this situation where they’re circumventing the law.  

And this is sort of their first interface with the laws of our country.  And I think there’s a 

lack of respect for the law as a result of that.  And if anything, if we’re worried about 

drunk driving, raise the driving age.  These are minors.  They don’t automatically – they 

shouldn’t – 

 

MS. ERBE:  So raise the driving age to 21?   

 

MS. BEYER:  Well, no to 18.  You’re no longer a minor once you’re 18.  So I 

don’t understand why you can vote.  You can do all kinds of things, have lots of 

responsibilities at the age of 18, and then you have to wait till 21 to drink.  Also, I’d like 

my child to have some sense of reasonable drinking from her parents, while she is home.  

But to say, okay, not till you’re 21, and then you figure it out on your own.  I think – 

 

DEL. NORTON:  I think this is much more difficult than either side is making it.  

First of all, there’s a whole absence of real scientific work on causality here.  Would in 

fact driving down the age do anything more than drive down the binge drinking even 

further at a more dangerous level because you’re younger when you start drinking?   

 

The worst are effects on the brain and the brain is affected apparently quite 

substantially up until 30.  There are studies that do show that even if you leave out all the 

other things that we’ve done to make driving safer, that reducing the age to – raising the 

age to 21 had a quite measurable effect.  So until these studies are done, what I want them 

to look at is what do you call them?  Ollypops (ph)?  I want them to look at the culture of 



sweet drinks that is hardly ever mentioned.  Even young people in my office, when we 

have an office party and we have wine, they’re having these exotic drinks, and when I 

taste them, they are fruit kinds of things.  They’re alcoholic beverages.  They may not 

even be the same thing – these are drinking.  But we all know that it’s not just a culture, 

that this culture is driven by new products that have come on the market, and regulating 

those might be the place to start, rather than taking what we know has worked on drunk 

driving and just throwing that out the window.   

 

MS. WOOD:  Well, I don’t want to regulate the beverage industry, but I think 

Eleanor’s right.  Look – I don’t think there’s a magic age.  If we could set the drinking 

age here, all of a sudden that would solve our problems.  I’m not opposed to lowering to 

18, but I’m not sure that’s really the answer.  I think – the problem with this binge 

drinking is on college campuses, is the Spring Break, Florida, pictures we saw here.  Do 

we really think people stop doing that just because they got to start drinking to 18 as 

opposed to 21?  I don’t – I just don’t buy that argument.   

 

MS. SCHAEFFER:  I think, though, that there’s something to be said that we 

have extended our lessons to much beyond the 19 sort of bookend there, and I think that 

something about saying, look, you’re an adult earlier and everything that comes with that, 

both privileges, responsibilities, and consequences, being brought on a little earlier isn’t 

such a bad thing.   

 

MS. WOOD:  And to what Megan said about the law, I think that’s important, but 

look.  You have to enforce the law if people are going to respect it and I don’t think we 

currently do that. 

 

MS. ERBE:  And I’ve got to enforce the law here.  We’re out of time.  That’s it 

for this edition of “To the Contrary.”  Next week – Latinas and retirement.  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) 

 


