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MS. ERBE:  This week on “To the Contrary,” up first, women and immigration: 

the impact on women as consumers, as workers and as legal and illegal immigrants.  

Then, the Democrats’ secret weapon in the war to take back Congress.  Women behind 

the headlines: Dr. Susan Wood, former women’s health director at the Food and Drug 

Administration explains the science and the controversy over Plan B. 

 

(Musical break.) 

 

Hello, I’m Bonnie Erbe.  Welcome to “To the Contrary,” a discussion of news 

and social trends from diverse perspectives.  Up first, in the congressional imbroglio over 

immigration reform, you rarely hear about women’s role in all this, and yet the data are 

fascinating. 

 

There are between 11 and 12 million illegal immigrants living in the U.S. 

according to most counts today.  Many of them protested this week against proposals in 

Congress for immigration reform.  But the percentage of women here illegally is about 

double what it was 20 years ago, up to between 35 and 45 percent.  Two million illegals 

are children.  The number of single women coming to America is also on the rise.  The 

New York Times reports many of them are finding jobs as nannies, maids, cooks and 

kitchen workers through underground networks.  But it’s this underground system that 

may be taking jobs away from native women, says the Center for Immigration Studies.  

The Center reports American women aren’t just opting out of the work force, many are 

pushed out due to low wages and competition from illegal immigration.  Countering that, 

the Pew Hispanic Research Center reports illegal women are less likely to work than 

American women because they most often stay home with children. 

 

So Congresswoman Norton, which group of women gains the most from illegal 

women immigrants: the immigrants themselves, low-wage American women who are 

already here, or upper-class women who employ a lot of these illegals? 

 

DEL. NORTON:  Sorry, Bonnie.  There are no winners on this one, particularly, 

if the “throw the book at them” approach of the House bill prevails.  

 

MS. CZARNECKI:  I agree.  The answer is none of the above.  Any serious 

discussion of immigration reform must have a comprehensive discussion talking about 

guest-worker programs that help those wanting to come here and those already here. 

 

MS. BEYER:  Karen, I think you’re right.  This is more about an economic 

environment where you have a demand for workers and a demand for work. 

 

MS. BERNARD:  You know, I think all of us are in agreement today.  You know, 

this is really not a question of what, you know, whether one demographic is going to do 

better than another with – through illegal immigration.  It’s really a question of what’s 

our free market economy going to bear, national security, and a sensible guest-worker 

program. 

 



MS. ERBE:  Well, let me ask you this.  So I’m going to play the Tom Tancredo of 

the group because we have to have some dispute here.  Is it really upper-class women 

who support mass illegal immigration because it makes nannies and domestic workers 

and maids cheaper for them? 

 

MS. BERNARD:  I don’t think – I do not think anyone is going to say that we 

support mass illegal immigration.  I think, you know, 9 out of 10 women, whether they 

are upper-class, middle-class – 

 

MS. ERBE:  But what do you – but what do you call 11 million people in this 

country here illegally other than mass illegal immigration? 

 

MS. BERNARD:  Well, that was what I was going to say.  I mean, we’re not – I 

don’t think you’re going to find women who are advocating for more illegals to come 

into the country, but I think all of us realize that there are 11 or 12 million illegal 

immigrants in the United States now and we have to do something about the problem.  

 

MS. BEYER:  And you have – you have hit on it.  You know, the Democratic 

Party has been talking for a long time about trying to help middle-class families, dual-

income families, some of them working two jobs trying to take care of their children.  

And yes, there is a big demand.  You go to any park in the city in America and you’re 

going to see that our children are being raised on the backs of legal or illegal immigrants.   

 

DEL. NORTON:  Oh, wait a minute.  Just a moment.  The nannies of this world 

have au pairs; they’re often from Europe.  The really rich people – I mean the rich 

women have au pairs, people from Europe.  You’re absolutely right.  It’s the middle-class 

women.  They don’t have anybody basically.  They are the ones hunting for a day care 

center and the rest of it.  They certainly aren’t profiting or benefiting from these women.  

And we can’t (pit ?) women on this one.   

 

MS. BEYER:  Right. 

 

DEL. NORTON:  This is about, yes, the needs of the economy and actually, the 

guest-worker program is not even the best approach.  It’s probably the best we’re going 

to get.  The problem for that, of course, is that the preferred approach would be the 

approach of the Democratic bill, which allows these people with a lot of penalties and 

sanctions attached to it to work toward citizenship because even the guest-worker 

program is not going to send people going back when they should and then coming back 

when we want them.  What has got –  

 

MS. ERBE:  What about the argument that the huge mass of illegal immigrants in 

this country drive down wages for low-income American workers who could make more 

money if there were more of a scarcity – women flipping burgers at McDonald’s or 

working at Target or what have you?  Wouldn’t they make more if they weren’t 

competing against illegal immigrants?  

  



MS. CZARNECKI:  No.  You have to have a strong work ethic and have the soft 

skills.  You have to know how to show up for work, you have to know how to dress for 

work, you have to not tell your boss off.  There are a lot of young American workers who 

have not learned these skills, whether it’s been in their high schools – whether they’re 

high school dropouts or whether they’re high school graduates, a lot of them don’t have 

the basic skills for jobs.  And employers are saying, “I want somebody who’s just going 

to show up, so I don’t have to keep trying to figure out the schedule and get backup 

work.”  And if immigrants are going to that type of work, they’re going to hire the people 

who are going to get the job done, not somebody who thinks they’re going to be hanging 

out with their friends all day. 

 

DEL. NORTON:  It does drive down wages somewhat.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Yes.  

 

DEL. NORTON:  There’s no question in my mind that it does do that.  The best 

way, of course –  

 

MS. ERBE:  But to sanction it, doesn’t that show that the Americans who are 

already here that you care less about them, that they should be forced to compete against 

lower incomes? 

 

DEL. NORTON:  Look, the best way – the first way to deal with that is to do 

what the Republicans have failed to do for 11 years and that is to raise the minimum 

wage.  After you do that, you do have to contend with the fact that there is a marginal 

effect – it’s very controversial because economists goes both ways – on low wages, 

which is why most people all belong to unions.  That’s how you get – you hound that 

notion.  But you certainly can make the case that the kinds of work that immigrants – 

legal and illegal – are doing – insulation works, stoop labor, work in meat plants where 

they can’t find enough labor.  They put out and they say, “All y’all come,” and the only 

people who come are Spanish-speaking people who are acting in the great tradition of 

immigrants.   

 

MS. CZARNECKI:  Absolutely right.  

 

DEL. NORTON:  They come here.  They come here to work.  They haven’t spent 

generations, as African-Americans have, unable to get into the work force and 

demanding, therefore, a little bit more than the bottom that the country has to pay.   

 

MS. ERBE:  But – but let me ask you this.  How does the fact that the percentage 

of women – you know, in the ‘50s and ‘60s illegal immigrants were single men who 

came for a while, did the work, sent money home.  Now, it’s a lot – it’s twice of the 

percentage as 20 years ago from 20 to somewhere between 35 and 45 percent women and 

two million illegal children.  It’s – they’re coming in families now.  How does that 

change the whole immigration debate? 

 



MS. BERNARD:  Well, it changes the debate in the sense that we do have a lot 

more illegal immigrants that are here that are women.  And there are arguments about the 

terrible things that are happening to the women that choose to cross the borders into the 

country, but the bottom line is they do that knowingly.  You know, they are coming here 

to make whatever – whatever the minimum wage is in their state or whatever employers 

are paying them because they are earning a lot more income than they could possibly 

earn in Mexico.   

 

Now, there is a problem in the sense that we have a lot of children being born to 

these undocumented workers who are being born in our public hospitals, who are 

entering the public school system.  And you’re finding controversy among people that 

live particularly in the border states that some people don’t mind this and some people 

are saying, “What is this doing to our public education system?” 

 

MS. BEYER:  Well, then – 

 

MS. ERBE:  But the fact that it’s out of control is what’s militarizing part of the 

Republican Party because nothing has been done to fix it.  How do we – how from a legal 

perspective, quickly, Congresswoman Norton, you deal with the huge and new influx of 

women and children illegals? 

 

DEL. NORTON:  You can’t because these are families reuniting or coming as 

families now; because they come in such large numbers.  The criminalization approach, 

of course, is very dangerous for women because we know that is not going to keep them 

from now trying to unite themselves if they don’t come at the same time.  You got to 

make a win-win and a lose-lose for everybody from the employers.  In the last four years, 

they’ve been only about three employers sanctioned.  So we’ve been favoring the 

employers entirely.  That sends a message to Mexico: “Send your people because we 

know you can be hired.  The federal government won’t do anything about it.” 

 

MS. BEYER:  And we can do something about the demand for these women 

workers if we do something about childcare in this country. 

 

MS. ERBE:  All right.  From immigration to the Mommy Party.   

 

A key element of the Democratic plan to take back the majority of seats in the 

U.S. House of Representatives this Fall is women.  Democrats are hoping women 

candidates represent a change that will help the party convince voters to support change 

over the status quo.  Women are candidates in nearly half of the two dozen most 

competitive House races.  Democrats need 15 seats to take back the House.  Rutgers 

University Center for American Women and Politics reports early on in the primary 

season, more women are running for open congressional seats this year and the majority 

of them are Democrats.   

 

So, Megan, how important are women in taking – in the Democrats attempt to 

take back the House this Fall? 



 

MS. BEYER:  I think it’s going to make 1992, which was the Year of the Woman 

which lasted about 10 minutes – (laughter) – look like nothing because in 12 of those 24 

women running for these seats are in battleground states – states we think we’ve got a 

darn good chance at.  And so they are going to be able to get the money.  They’re not 

going to have some of the traditional hurdles that women candidates have had.  And if 

they succeed, if they become part of that 15-seat dynamic we need to win the House, 

they’re going to be understood as having saved the day for the Democrats. 

 

MS. CZARNECKI:  Maybe.  I still think it’s too early to tell.  Right now, I think 

those people looking at the numbers are concerned at both parties.  They really have to 

get the vote out.  The women –  

 

MS. ERBE:  Do you think there’s as much concern in terms of at least the 

headlines you read?  I mean, the Republicans seem to be, you know, running from this 

election because of the president’s poll numbers, because of the war in Iraq that’s failing, 

because of all these issues.  You’re telling me Democrats – they may – they’re working 

just as hard, but are they as afraid? 

 

MS. CZARNECKI:  The Republicans are not in as good a position as they were, 

you know, even two years ago, but a lot remains to be seen between now and the 

November elections.  But I think both parties have to work hard to get their base out and 

their vote out because both stand to lose a lot.  I think it could go either way.  Democrats 

are, you know, crowing now thinking they’re going to do very well in the elections.  I 

don’t know.  Again, I think it’s too far out to be able to (determine ?) that. 

 

DEL. NORTON:  Let me – if the election were held today, we would take back 

the House.  We know we got about seven months to go and that these people are going to 

roll back in mostly with money and gerrymandering on their side.  But what we’ve got on 

our side is yes, it’s the Year of the Woman already.  It’s the Year of the Woman because 

of the numbers that have come forward and because of those numbers coming forward 

when domestic issues have been written off in the president’s budget and by the Congress 

in favor of, yes, security but here is where we got shored up.  We are literally within four 

or five points of the Republicans on security.  When you put that and the fact that women 

go to the polls, now, they’ll feel safe to vote on domestic issues.  And what are the 

domestic issues?  God, they cry out for people who will have a background and a track 

record on them and who are running in part to right the balance.  

 

MS. ERBE:  Are women more – do voters still see women as change agents, 

which is one of the themes for the Democratic Party this Fall will be “Change versus the 

status quo.”  Do women do better at that than male candidates? 

 

MS. BERNARD:  I think gone are the days when either party will take for granted 

the vote of women, the vote of African-Americans, or the vote of Hispanics.  And if 

anything in the last – that the last election has taught us is that we hear the same thing 

from the Democratic Party all the time; we hear this – a lot of the same things from the 



Republican Party all the time.  But the bottom line is both parties know that they have to 

work for those votes.  And this is just a snapshot in time.  It’s too close to call.  We’re 

seven or eight months out and both parties are going to have to work really hard.  People 

were surprised by security moms, you know, in the last election.  And I don’t think they 

are completely gone.  We don’t know what’s going to happen.  

 

MS. BEYER:  A week is a long time in politics, but I have to take issue with the 

Mommy Party.  You know, these women, they’re not girly girls.  (Laughter.)  You know, 

you look at Tammy Duckworth, we got her in Illinois; she lost both legs fighting in Iraq.  

We have a television journalist.  We have an attorney.  We have a former Microsoft 

executive.  When we look at our legislature filled with men, we don’t call that the Daddy 

Legislature.  (Laughter.)  You know, I don’t think you can – 

 

DEL. NORTON:  All the women are coming home to roost.  They’re coming 

home to where they’re supposed to be.  And you know what?  I don’t mind being the 

Mommy Party because come on, mommies, come right on back – (laughter).  

 

MS. BEYER:  You know, that’s true.  I’m the mommy; I’m happy with that.  But 

that’s not all they have to offer.  

 

MS. ERBE:  Yeah.  But what about, well, first of all – 

 

(Cross talk.) 

 

MS. BEYER:  They may even offer something else: security. 

 

MS. ERBE:  The very first time I remember hearing about, you know, mommy 

this, mommy that was Patty Murray and the mom in tennis shoes in ’92. 

 

DEL. NORTON:  Right. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Okay.  Then there were more recently after 9/11, security moms.  So 

what will we walk away from the ’06 elections calling women? 

 

MS. BERNARD:  “Women” would be nice.  (Laughter.) 

 

DEL. NORTON:  We were (moving ?).  We have that, too, in the Year of the 

Woman.  And we like – the only problem with Mommy Party is that many women today 

are not married and they would like some recognition.  So just come home, women, 

whatever you call yourself. 

 

MS. BEYER:  And listen, this is the right environment.  We’ve seen what’s 

happened in South Dakota where they’ve banned abortion.  We’ve seen what’s happened 

with emergency birth control, which we’ll be talking about later.  I think women are 

paying attention and so that’s a good thing even though it’s seven months away.   

 



MS. ERBE:  All right.  I’ve got to pay attention to the next topic.  Behind the 

headlines: women’s health and the Food and Drug Administration.  The FDA’s refusal to 

make a decision on whether to sell emergency contraception, or EC, over the counter 

without a prescription has angered women’s rights groups and some senators.  For the 

second time, two female senators have announced they will hold up the confirmation of 

the latest person named to run the Bush administration’s FDA until a decision is made.   

 

Dr. Susan Wood resigned last August as the FDA’s director of women’s health 

after the decision was delayed.  She has spent the six months since then educating the 

public about the science of EC. 

 

(Begin video clip.)   

 

SUSAN WOOD:  The decision on emergency contraception was clearly not based 

on the science or the medical evidence and it also was not based on how FDA normally 

does business.  And finally, it clearly isn’t to the benefit of women and families.  And 

since I was the head of women’s health at FDA, I didn’t feel that I could do my job 

properly anymore.   

 

MS. ERBE:  The Bush administration has been widely criticized for politicizing 

science.  Is the EC situation another example? 

 

DR. WOOD:  You know, I always avoid the word “politicization” because I don’t 

know what happened.  But I can tell you that this is a very clear example of disregarding 

the science and not making decisions based on the way it should do.  And it’s one of the 

most crystal clear examples of that because there was such consensus from the advisory 

committee, through the professional staff, absolutely all the way up the hierarchy at FDA 

that it should be approved over the counter, so there was no debate whatsoever. 

 

MS. ERBE:  What did the science on EC show? 

 

DR. WOOD:  The science tells us, first of all, that it’s very, very safe.  This 

product, emergency contraception, has essentially no safety risk.  Even though those who 

oppose bring it over the counter support it in terms of its safety.  Secondly, we know it’s 

effective, but it’s only effective if taken very soon after unprotected sex and has a chance 

to reduce your risk of becoming pregnant.  So needing a prescription, waiting on a 

physician to get that prescription, to get that prescription filled all takes time and 

unfortunately that reduces its effectiveness and actually reducing your risk of becoming 

pregnant or reducing the need for an abortion if you do get pregnant.   

 

What it doesn’t do is interrupt an established pregnancy.  So if that fertilized egg 

does implant, this pill will have no effect on it.  It does not harm it; it does not interrupt 

that pregnancy and, in fact, sometimes this drug is given to pregnant women to help them 

hold on to a pregnancy.  So it actually acts opposite to the way RU46, the abortion pill, 

does. 

 



MS. ERBE:  Did you get the impression when you worked at the FDA that there’s 

an overall plan by the administration to ban all birth control? 

 

DR. WOOD:  There have been new contraceptives approved under the Bush 

administration as a prescription status.  This is the only one, primarily, that’s caught the 

attention of the public eye or the public debate.  What we’re really talking about really is 

contraception.  So it works exactly the same mechanisms as regular birth control pills.  

The only difference is you take it after sex rather than before.  So if you’re opposed to 

emergency contraception then to be consistent, you have to be opposed to all 

contraception. 

 

MS. ERBE:  What changes need to be made at the Food and Drug Administration 

to restore the integrity of the agency? 

 

DR. WOOD:  First of all, it has to be allowed to act independently based on the 

evidence once again.  In this case, I don’t think any of the professional staff had any 

influence on the decision.  They were not allowed to act independently and make their 

decision as usual.  I don’t think the commissioner felt terribly strongly one way or the 

other.  I don’t know that, but I don’t think he was allowed to allow the agency to move 

forward in its normal way.  The fact that there has – is now a new acting commissioner at 

FDA and he is continuing the same rationale as to why they can’t reach their decision to 

approve is telling us that the agency is not independent.   

 

(End video clip.) 

 

MS. ERBE:  So Karen Czarnecki, is the Bush administration listening to scientific 

evidence or succumbing to political pressure? 

 

MS. CZARNECKI:  I think there’s a realization at the FDA and probably within 

the administration that it’s a highly controversial, highly sensitive topic and the more it’s 

on the front burner, I think the less of a decision is going to be made about this because 

there are too many issues that have been raised.  I mean, she’s a scientist who’s been 

looking at it from a clinical research position, but there’s exact opposing evidence from 

practicing physicians who’ve seen patients and have seen some young –  

 

MS. ERBE:  Wait.  Wait.  What are you talking – so you’re talking anecdotal 

versus science here?   

 

MS. CZARNECKI:  Right. I think there is still some controversy over some of the 

effects over this, notwithstanding what’s happened – 

 

MS. ERBE:  Which?  Which? 

 

MS. CZARNECKI:  I mean they’ve been six or seven young teenagers who have 

died from this.   

 



DEL. NORTON:  All right.  Let me – let me join issue right on that because the 

manufacturer has even agreed to the notion of its not being available to children if that 

was the only thing that was holding it up.  What you’re seeing here, Bonnie, is very, very 

dangerous and it’s part of a pattern.  As important as this issue is, it may be among the 

least important.  I mean, let’s start with global warming where we may have already past 

the tipping point because of this administration – the administration’s policies.  Let us go 

to stem cell research where most of the American people are appalled at the position of 

the government, so that the states have begun to take up this research in desperation.  And 

now we come to something that is truly pathetic; that the science could not be more solid.  

Senators held it up until they got a new person.  They were lied to because they said, 

“Okay.  We will make a decision.  Just approve this person.”  And then this person says, 

“We need more research.”  What it means is that there will be more abortions in the 

United States.  These people are cutting off their nose to spite their face because they 

don’t believe in science.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Well, Kevin Phillips, a Republican political strategist for former 

President Nixon, has a book out, “American Theocracy” in which he pretty much lays out 

the case that the Bush administration is quite beholden to people – you know, extreme 

religious conservatives; not normal church-going people, but extreme conservatives.  Is 

this another example of this?     

 

MS. BEYER:  I absolutely see it.  I’m from Virginia and I look at the legislature 

there where over 10 years ago, you’d go to the Republican Convention and they had signs 

up saying “GOP equals GOD” and they were carrying Bibles and, you know, you’ve seen 

these for years in Virginia because of Pat Robertson and Jerry Falwell and, you know, we 

have a nexus of this religious right.  On the floor of the legislature in Virginia, you had 

legislator say that birth control pills were baby pesticides.  So it is clear that the right 

wing of the Republican Party would like to do away with birth control pills.   

 

Now, I think this is far outside the mainstream and I think it’s got – people have 

got to recognize that this is happening because in the case of the FDA, you have people 

like Karen who is very reasonable, who are, you know, saying that it is okay to question 

science.  On so many – you know, Eleanor has given you the litany of so many cases 

where because of this religious far right wing, this administration constantly challenges 

science and, ultimately, what is that going to do us in the global economy where 

countries are going to begin to think we’re not serious because we’re becoming – we’re 

making ideological decisions rather than scientific decisions.   

 

MS. BERNARD:  I have always personally felt that politics and science don’t 

mix; that there is no reason for our politicians to ignore what standard science is telling 

us.  That being said, it shouldn’t be a surprise to anybody that when administrations 

change, their agencies follow the policies of that administration and that’s why we have a 

system of checks and balance.  That’s what makes America the greatest nation in the 

world. 

 

(Cross talk.)   



 

DEL. NORTON:  But – but – and that’s why we should have an independent 

FDA, because it shouldn’t matter if administrations change because politicians should not 

be able to veto science and that is exactly why the FDA was set up as an independent 

agency.  This is very, very dangerous and that is what bothers me most – that the 

implications here are plain.  But the interesting thing to me is that the private sector when 

it comes to raising money will override its right-wing beliefs.  Otherwise, why has Wal-

Mart decided: “Hey, look.  We changed our minds.  We’re going to sell the morning after 

pill.  Okay.  We’re with you.”  

 

MS. ERBE:  All right.  And I’m not with you at this point – (laughter) – because 

we’ve got to go.  That’s it for this edition of “To the Contrary.”  Next week, women and 

taxes.  And please join us on the web for “To the Contrary Extra.”  Whether your views 

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

 

 (End of program) 


