
 
 
 
PBS’ “To the Contrary” 

Women Thought Leader: Sen. Catherine Cortez Masto 

Host: Bonnie Erbe 

01/19/2018 

Panelists: Del. Eleanor Holmes Norton, Erin Matson, Carrie Lukas, Rina Shah 

PLEASE CREDIT ANY QUOTES OR EXCERPTS FROM THIS PBS PROGRAM TO  

“PBS’ TO THE CONTRARY.”  



Sen. Catherine Cortez Masto: First of all, I would like to see more. I can tell you from experience being here 

and his just in general, more women would help us work towards better policy. And what I mean by that is, I 

think women bring a different perspective. 

Bonnie Erbe: Hello, I'm Bonnie Erbe. Welcome to “To The Contrary”. This week we continue our series of 

interviews with women thought leaders. Our guest is Nevada senator Catherine Cortez Masto, the first woman 

elected from Nevada to serve in the US Senate and the first Latina to serve in the US Senate. Cortez Masto is 

one of a record 22 women now serving in the US Senate. 17 of the women, including Cortez Masto, are 

Democrats, five are Republicans. in 2017. She replaced outgoing Senator Harry Reid, who had endorsed her. 

He also served as Senate Majority Leader. 

Joe Biden: So help you God. Congratulations, Senator. 

Bonnie Erbe: Senator Cortez Masto’s background includes being elected the 32nd Attorney General of 

Nevada, where she served eight years. She was also a civil attorney, a criminal prosecutor, and chief of staff or 

former Nevada Governor Bob Miller. Cortez Masto’s first speech before the full US Senate was not what she 

had originally planned.  

Sen. Catherine Cortez Masto: That speech was meant to demand that our country's leaders respect every 

American, American regardless of the color of their skin, or how they choose to worship. Unfortunately, Mr. 

President, my main speech on the floor of this body will instead talk about mass murder. Today, I want to 

recognize the courage of heroes and first responders and honor the wounded and those murders. 

Bonnie Erbe: She called on Congress to pass common sense gun safety reforms. The first bill she introduced as 

a US Senator was legislation to take back President Trump's executive order directing the Department of 

Homeland Security to prioritize the deportation of a vast majority of undocumented immigrants.  

Senator Cortez Masto, very nice to meet you. And thank you for joining us.  

Sen. Catherine Cortez Masto: Thank you. 

Bonnie Erbe: So tell me you are the first Latina in the US Senate, you're probably getting sick of responding to 

this question by now, but is the senate Latina friendly place? 

Sen. Catherine Cortez Masto: Making it more? Right? So yes, it is. But we can obviously, work harder to make 

sure we're opening up more of that diversity. And that's been my goal since I've been here. And, you know, it's 

something that I've always worked, and I've always felt that, whether I was the Attorney General of Nevada or 

working here, I think our government and the people that work in government should be just as diverse as the 

people we represent in our communities. And I think, here in the United States Senate, we can open that door 

wider, we can make sure we're opening it up and giving everybody an opportunity to succeed. That's why I've 

been working so hard to meet with some of the various, um, staff that work here from 

 



Bonnie Erbe: but before we get before we get to that, because I do want to ask you about your diversity 

initiatives. What's it like on the Senate floor? I mean, there are a whole lot more white males in the population 

on the Senate floor than there are in the population of the United States or even Nevada, I imagine. 

Sen. Catherine Cortez Masto: Well, first of all, I would like to see more women. I can tell you, the experience 

being here, and this just in general, more women would help us work towards better policy. And what I mean 

by that is, I think women bring a different perspective but more willing to get things done. We’re problem 

solvers. 

Bonnie Erbe: Even with somebody like Senator Joni Ernst of Iowa, who is as pretty hard right wing as any of 

the men here. Do you find it easier to negotiate with her? 

Sen. Catherine Cortez Masto: Well, let me just tell you what, it wasn't even the first month had passed when I 

was sworn in with my colleagues. When we had our first bipartisan women's dinner, Senate dinner. I mean, 

we met as women senators, just to get to know one another, and really, to build relationships. And I think 

that's important, because I think it's where it starts. Listen, we're not going to agree on everything. But we can 

find common ground. And it starts with building a relationship and getting to know one another. And 

absolutely, I've done that with Senator Ernst. And I've done that with all of the women senators, because I 

think it's important to build those relationships. 

Bonnie Erbe: Were you surprised when you actually got here? Because the mood on Capitol Hill is described 

as extremely combative. And all the, President Trump's legislation that comes up here, particularly to the 

Senate, fails on just about a party line. I mean, no Democrats are voting for it. And sometimes a couple of 

Republicans are defecting, but it's, but that's not all the time. And, um, you know, so I don't another words, 

show me where there is. Uh, You know, where you can close the gap somehow? 

Sen. Catherine Cortez Masto: Well, first of all, would I like to see more bipartisan work being done? 

Absolutely. I think like the rest of the country, we should be, we should be working in a bipartisan way to solve 

the problems and move policy and get things done. That's how I've always operated. Even when I was 

Attorney General of Nevada, and I was an attorney general that got to introduce legislation in the state 

legislature and everything that I introduced was bipartisan and always signed by Republican governor. That's 

what I expect here. Unfortunately, you don't see that. You see a lot of the bickering, the bipartisan, or the 

partisanship, which is I think we need to do away with. Now, is there some work being done? Absolutely. I sit 

on six committees here. And every single one of the committee's that I sit on there's bipartisan work being 

done. I know because I have introduced bills and the first person that I talked to, to try to co sponsor and work 

with me on the bill is somebody from the other side of the aisle, a Republican, and I've been able to do so do 

so. And, you know, that's what I tell people when I go home, and you see all of the bickering that's going on, 

unfortunately, but you don't see there's some of us that are working together to get things done. We're 

working in the committee's to introduce good policy, good legislation and work together. 

Bonnie Erbe: Is it getting to the Senate floor? 

 



Sen. Catherine Cortez Masto: Yes, it's getting to the Senate floor, we're still working on a number of things.  

Bonnie Erbe: Give me an example or two, please.  

Sen. Catherine Cortez Masto:  Sure, sanctions against Russia. 

Sen. Mitch McConnell: Today, we'll take a final vote on the bipartisan first step to hold Iran and Russia 

accountable.  

Sen. Chuck Schumer: The Senate showed it can come together. Last night, we voted in overwhelmingly 

bipartisan fashion, to strengthen a package of sanctions against Russia. 

Sen. Catherine Cortez Masto: I can tell you that was bipartisan, and it moved very quickly. I'm on banking, 

Housing and Urban Development, I'm on energy natural resources, I sit on science, commerce, transportation, 

I sit on Indian Affairs, special committee on aging, and then Senate Rules Committee. There's a lot of stuff that 

we're doing in a bipartisan way that's already made it out, sexual harassment, mandatory training, Rules 

Committee, we pass that out, and it's already gone through. So there's work that's being done, and it can be 

and it's just a matter of making sure you're working with your colleagues. But that's not to say that there isn't 

partisanship getting in the way of some things. We absolutely see it. And it should not happen. 

Bonnie Erbe: Sexual harassment. What's the mood up here? I mean, there have been some House members 

who have come out and said that there has been actual, senate, sexual harassment by sitting House members 

of women do you? Would that happen in the senate? Could it happen in the Senate? 

Sen. Catherine Cortez Masto: Well first of all I can tell you the mood is it shouldn't be tolerated. And I'm doing 

everything I can to ensure that on the Rules Committee, we're passing rules to mandate training necessary 

mandatory training for sexual harassment, and then we're changing the laws so that the victims feel 

empowered to come forward. They're not concerned about retaliation, they know that if they come forward, 

there's going to be an immediate investigation, and examination and accountability. The law that we have 

passed in 1995 does not do that. In fact, it just just the opposite. It keeps victims from even willing to come 

forward. So we need to change that. That's why I signed on to Senator Kirsten Gillibrand’s bill. That's why I'm 

working very hard on the rules committee as a part of a working group to change it to make that environment 

different. And I think that's what we need to do. This, and this is me, I've worked on my most of my every 

project,  

Bonnie Erbe: Have you prosecuted a sexual harassment cases?  

Sen. Catherine Cortez Masto: I have not prosecuted sexual harassment, but I've worked very hard as Attorney 

General to work on passing laws that address domestic violence prevention, sex trafficking prevention, sexual 

assault prevention, those are areas that I have worked on my entire career to make sure not only are we doing 

right by the victim and empowering that victim, but we're giving them tools to take action against their 

perpetrators. And we're increasing and strengthening the laws against those perpetrators to hold them 

accountable and making sure there is that accountability. 



Bonnie Erbe: What tools have you given to survivors of sexual assault? 

Sen. Catherine Cortez Masto: Yeah, so survivors in general, in the state of Nevada have worked very hard to 

pass victims rights laws. So couple of the things, particularly when it comes to survivors, giving them the right 

to sue sue the perpetrator civilly, that's very important. Making sure that the victims have the right to come 

forward and feel safe so that we have certain same nurses, right, nurses that can really feel comfortable 

talking with the victims, the victims, vice versa with the, with the nurses, making sure that we have victims 

compensation fund in the state of Nevada worked very hard to make sure that those Victim Compensation 

funds, were there to support those victims.  

Bonnie Erbe: Are you trying to get it federally? 

Sen. Catherine Cortez Masto: Nevada, we have it federally, believe it or not, it does exist federally, and we 

need to make sure that the federal laws with respective victims compensation funds, continue to support 

state laws as well, and vice versa. And that means making sure that those victims have the right to come 

forward, and that they're going to get compensation. And making sure we're doing right by them. There's so 

many things 

Bonnie Erbe: You know this that obviously, there's a sea change going on in society with sexual harassment, all 

this, all the women who've come out against men and power, men in in high positions in corporations in the 

media, etc. But what about the woman in a diner in a small town in Nevada, who's getting constantly sexually 

harassed, maybe even assaulted by her boss? Are what you doing going to help that woman who's not going 

to get national media attention? 

Sen. Catherine Cortez Masto: Absolutely. Those are the laws that I've worked for most of my career to 

address. For instance, in Nevada, there is a law that says that if you are a victim, and you come forward, and 

you go get that that examination from a nurse, that you do not have to file a complaint if you don't want to, or 

if you choose to file a complaint, then there will be immediate action and an examination and an investigation 

taken. Part of what the goal is with victims is making sure they're empowered to come forward, but we don't 

want to re-victimize them. And that those are the laws that we passed in Nevada to make sure that we were 

fighting for them. And giving them the the the ability to feel safe coming forward in there is training. So part of 

what we did in the state of Nevada as well is making sure that the federal funds that came into the state 

through VALA actually came in to support training for sexual assault training, domestic violence prevention 

training, sex trafficking training. 

Bonnie Erbe: Is training going to do it? 

Sen. Catherine Cortez Masto: It's part of it. Part of it is the training and not just training for law enforcement, 

it’s training for judges, it’s training for advocates, it’s training for prosecutors, it's training for treatment 

providers, and making sure everybody has the understanding of how to work with a victim. And particularly 

with the victim, it should be victim based, right evidence based and victim based, so that we're focusing on the 

needs of the victim, and not everyone else. And so that's part of the training. Part of it is the laws, part of it is 

passing laws to strengthen the accountability against the perpetrators, to give new tools like I've talked about 



for the victims, and empower it's the enforcement, we want to make sure the enforcement is occurring. And 

the treatment is also there as well. 

Bonnie Erbe: You're particularly interested in sexual, sex trafficking. Tell me about what you're doing there 

and why it's a passion, a legal passion for you. 

Sen. Catherine Cortez Masto: Now, there was so much sex trafficking going on. And let me just tell you, it. This 

is a this is a crime that is so prevalent. And thank you, Miss Ambrose, for being a voice. Because it is not an 

easy thing for you to get up here and tell your daughter’s story. And your story is one that I've heard too many 

times in my state as attorney general. And this is an issue that we have to stop. We have to stop it. And it is 

not just for federal law enforcement to stop it. It is for all law enforcement, for state, local to take action. And 

that's all we're asking is that state law enforcement have that ability because it is so prevalent.  

 

Yes, when I was Attorney General Nevada, I met too many times, young people that were victims of sex 

trafficking. And we did not have the laws on the books to not only identify the crime, but make it criminal and 

hold those perpetrators accountable. So because I was able to introduce legislation as an attorney general, I 

introduced for the first time, sex trafficking crime in the state of Nevada, making it a felony holding those 

perpetrators accountable, increased punishment, but also giving victims rights and making sure we're doing 

more for them for treatment, and giving them the tools they need to become survivors at the end of the day. 

That was a law that I introduced that was passed unanimously and signed by Republican governor. Now we 

need to continue on the treatment side of it. Now we need to really make sure that we're doing right by those 

victims. Also, many victims of sex trafficking are because they're arrested for prostitution or trespassing. They 

have a lot of unfortunately, previous crimes on the books that they've been convicted of now we need to 

clean up the record. They're really survivors are victims of sex trafficking, who are really we want to make 

them survivors. So we want to make sure we have laws on the books where they can clean up their record. 

And so part of that... 

Bonnie Erbe: and put more responsibility for the crime on the John. 

Sen. Catherine Cortez Masto: That's right, on the demand side. So that's the other side of this, we I was able 

in the state of Nevada working with the legislature to increase some of the, um,  penalties against the the 

demand, the “John's”, but we need to do more. And we also need to do more by right by these victims, 

because we don't have a lot of treatment for victims in the state of Nevada. Unfortunately, we don't have 

enough treatment where they can go and seek help and be protected from, their, their pimps basically their 

perpetrators. So 

Bonnie Erbe: You think all the crime, the criminal part of it should be all put on the on the demand side? In 

other words, acute the prosecute the pr- the customers, not the women who are forced into prostitution. 

Sen. Catherine Cortez Masto: No, I can Yeah, so what you should be doing is prosecuting the customers and 

prosecuting the pimps, the women are victims. And so we should be treating them like victims, and so that 

that brings into what we call safe harbor provisions. So instead of arresting them and locking them up, we put 



them into a diversion program, we put them into a program where they can start becoming survivors and get 

treatment and the help that at the same time safe away from their, the pimps, because nine times out of 10 a 

pimp will circle back with them and threaten them to not testify against them in trial. So there's a whole area 

where we've given prosecutors tools to really go after those pimps. 

Bonnie Erbe: Please tell me briefly about what you're doing on diversity in the Senate. You're meeting with 

groups of women from different minorities, right? 

Sen. Catherine Cortez Masto: I am, I'm incredible. So I've had the opportunity, in this very room, to invite in 

latinas working on the hill, African American women, women from Asian American Pacific Islander population, 

LGBTQ members, just to sit and have conversations about how we tear down the barriers to more diversity 

here in the United States Senate, and quite honestly, in Congress. And so we've had great candid 

conversations, and they're full of ideas on on how we can open that door up even wider and make sure there's 

more diversity here. 

Bonnie Erbe: Looking forward to the end of 2018. And then, of course, 2020. In 2018, do you think the 

democrats will take back the house? 

Sen. Catherine Cortez Masto: Well, I'm counting on it. So I'm working very hard with the women's senate 

network as the chair to not only get my colleagues reelected, but help get elected in additional women 

senators. And I think it's possible. Absolutely. And, and and rightfully so, we need to have more, like I said, 

more women here, I think there's an opportunity to really focus on good policy for the benefit of this country. 

There's a lot of work that still needs to be done for working families who are still struggling. 

Bonnie Erbe: And if the Trump budget were to become law, there are a lot of people who say, experts, looking 

at the numbers saying that the people who will be really hurt are the very low income women, many of whom 

in this country, are Latina, Native American, also a large population in your home state. What, What do you 

think about that? 

Sen. Catherine Cortez Masto: Well if we’re talking about the Trump budget, the Trump budget, zeroes 

everything out. So everybody would be harmed from affordable housing to environment, you name it, it 

devastates every single agency and devastates the people in my state. 

Bonnie Erbe: And they're already doing, even though the budget hasn't been approved. They're already 

cutting back at agencies. 

Sen. Catherine Cortez Masto: Yeah, and let me say that, so that's why To me, the Trump budget is a non 

starter. It would harm too many people across this country, including in Nevada. That's why we are fighting to 

make sure that we are putting funding in for chip, that we are not repealing health care, is it we are affordable 

housing for people who are still struggling in my state. There's a many thing that, you know, we have block 

grants that are still coming into the state to help our communities. I mean, there's a lot of items that this 

administration who claims that they want to help working families are doing just the opposite, if you actually 

look at the budget, that they that the Trump administration introduced in Congress. Now the good news is, 



they don't get to pass a budget we do. And in in Congress, right now we're fighting to make sure we're keeping 

that money in that supports our working families that supports NIH for research, for alzheimer's research. 

Bonnie Erbe: Is it going out to those families still? Or is it being cut back? Because, for example, I just 

happened to talk to a woman who recently retired from EPA, she was actually in working on the impact of 

environmental regulations on Native American reservations. And they cut back all her travel, so she couldn't 

really do her job anymore. And then they she took early retirement, she said they're squeezing people out. 

Sen. Catherine Cortez Masto: Well, and you're right. And that's the other concern. This administration, if they, 

if they can't cut the budget, then they're going to undermine by not filling positions and cutting back the 

services that they should be providing to the very communities that there they are budgeted for and 

mandated to do,  

Bonnie Erbe: Are you hearing? 

Sen. Catherine Cortez Masto: and that's the tragedy about, so I'm hearing it, I hear it, here, 

Bonnie Erbe: Do you hear it from your constituents?  

Sen. Catherine Cortez Masto: not only here in PCA, I hear it from my constituents who have concerns that the 

money's not coming their way. And you see it, look what's happening the State Department right now, not 

filling position. So you have, what I have seen is this administration, really trying to undermine the very 

agencies that are there to support the families that I know that are relying on that support. 

Bonnie Erbe: Looking forward to 2020, and as a result of what's going on with the federal budget, a number of 

your female colleagues, often names are bandied about as potential democratic nominees for president 

including Senator Gillibrand, Senator Kamala Harris, do you think the democrats will have a female nominee 

next time around?  

Sen. Catherine Cortez Masto: Oh, I have no idea. But is it time to elect a female president? Absolutely. I think 

we've got some incredible women right now in the United States Senate. If we were in the majority, many of 

these women would be chairing these committees, from Homeland Security to agriculture. You name it, the 

small businesses they have to health care, they have expertise in areas they’re smart. They they really focused 

on solving problems and getting things done for the American public. And I think they do an incredible job. 

Bonnie Erbe: And who do you think is the most likely to get the nomination? 

Sen. Catherine Cortez Masto: Oh, my goodness, I couldn't answer that.  

Bonnie Erbe: Why not?  

Sen. Catherine Cortez Masto: Because there's too many people that we don't even know about that will come 

forward. I'm sure that great folks out there, we've got a great opportunity. 

Bonnie Erbe: You think there'll be somebody coming from? Not from the Senate? 



Sen. Catherine Cortez Masto: You never know. You never know, Bill Clinton didn't come from the Senate. 

Many others didn't come from the Senate to run for office, or we didn't even know at the time. So we know, in 

the past, many governors run for president and they become good president. So you just don't know. 

Bonnie Erbe: And do you see Nevada electing more Democratic House members as a result of budgets that 

are being cut? 

Sen. Catherine Cortez Masto: Well, right now, out of the four, we have three Democratic House members. So 

I think there's a good shot that will continue to support in general, the people are going to get the job done for 

the state of Nevada. And, you know... 

Bonnie Erbe: Is there anger out there? 

Sen. Catherine Cortez Masto: There's frustration. I know in Nevada, listen, in this last election in Nevada, we 

turned the state blue, Hillary won, I won, we want to congressional seats, and we flipped both state houses 

Democrat. And that has a lot to do with the people that came out that supported the message, that supported 

what they heard people were going to fight for on their behalf, whether it is jobs, wages, immigration reform, 

you name it, things that that they cared about, that they still care about education system for their kids, 

making sure their kids don't graduate with tons of debt. I mean, in Nevada, and I think across the country, if 

you just sit down and listen to hard working families, you’re going to find common ground and talk about how 

together, you can really bring here to Washington, a message that resonates. And that's what I've said to 

Nevadans. Listen, that's not my voice I bring here is your voices. 

 

I go home to my state. And on a regular basis. I meet with DREAMers and I meet with their families. And it's no 

different. We sit around and we talk and tell stories about their struggle and their fight just to have that 

America dream. And they are crying. Many are afraid to even tell their stories. I will tell you the first time I had 

the opportunity to sit with DREAMers, they had never told their story because they were too afraid to tell it. 

They were too afraid. If they told it and they left their home that day and went to work or went to school. If 

they came back their parents would not be there. As a first time for them coming forward. And that is no 

different. Now this administration, and what they are doing is continuing the fear in our communities. And 

that's why now more than ever, we have to pass the DREAM Act.  

 

So we need to have this conversation. We need to talk what am I fighting for you and how can we do this 

together? 

 

Bonnie Erbe:All right, thank you so much. Senator Cortez Masto. This was fabulous. 

Sen. Catherine Cortez Masto: Thank you. 



Bonnie Erbe:  That's it for this edition of To The Contrary, please follow me on Twitter and visit our website 

pbs.org slash to the contrary, and whether you agree or think to the contrary. See you next week. 

 

 


