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.STX 



 

MS. ERBE:  This week on "To The Contrary," are the back to Plan A, or Plan B, 

as the government's top expert on women's health quits, causing an uproar.  Then, during 

the last four years, women have lost economic gains hard won over the prior three 

decades.  Behind the headlines, reinventing ourselves, why women in their 40s are 

leaving successful careers to reinvent their lives. 

 

(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, all of us at "To 

The Contrary" extend our sympathies to those struggling in the aftermath of Katrina 

along the Gulf Coast, our thoughts are with you. 

 

Now, our top story, Plan A or Plan B?  Reproductive rights advocates are in an 

uproar following the resignation earlier this week of a high ranking Food and Drug 

Administration official.  Office of Women's Health Director Susan Wood resigned after 

commissioner Lester Crawford broke a promise he'd made to U.S. Senators during his 

confirmation hearings.  He promised to issue a decision on whether to sell the morning 

after pill called Plan B without prescriptions by September 1st.  Instead, the agency last 

week postponed a decision indefinitely claiming Plan B could not be sold over the 

counter to teens, and the FDA didn't know how to enforce an age limit.  Wood's 

resignation raises questions about whether the Bush administration opposes birth control 

for women in addition to abortion. 

 

So, Megan Beyer, does this mean the president opposes birth control as well as 

abortion? 

 

MS. BEYER:  Well, clearly this shows that the president does oppose 

disappointing the extreme right which got him elected.  This was so sad because it would 

have reduced the number of unintended pregnancies in this country.  It would have 

reduced the number of abortions in this country.  But ideology trumped science, trumped 

medical advice, and trumped commonsense. 

 

MS. BERNARD:  You know, whether the president opposes birth control or not, 

the bottom line is politics should have nothing to do with science whatsoever. 

 

MS. LANDER:  If the president doesn't oppose birth control, he's surely doing 

everything to say otherwise. 

 

MS. CZARNECKI:  I have no idea, but any administration whether Republican or 

Democrat should be very careful when enacting any new rules or regulations, because 

once enacted, there's really no turning back. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Well, the reason stated here was that there aren't enough data on 

whether girls under 16 can take Plan B or not.  And so the agency said that it couldn't say 



it's okay for a 17-year-old to purchase this over-the-counter or not, 16 and under, and yet 

we don't let people under age smoke, drink, there's a whole lot of things.  Why couldn't 

they just say, it's okay for women aged 17 and older? 

 

MS. BEYER:  I don't really think that's the argument.  I think the argument is that 

the far right is opposed to birth control pills, and the evidence is everywhere.  You look at 

the 12 states where they're considering these bills that would allow pharmacists not to 

dispense birth control pills.  If you look at Colorado, where the governor has vetoed a bill 

that simply would have allowed emergency rooms to tell rape victims that emergency 

birth control pills are available.  And in my state, if you ever want to know where the 

fundamentalist right is going, look at the bible belt.  In my state, Virginia, there's a 

delegate who stood up and called birth control pills baby pesticides.  And a woman in 

that legislature put forth a resolution saying, let's make it clear birth control pills are not 

abortion.  It died in both the Senate committee and the House committee in Virginia.  

That's where they're headed. 

 

MS. CZARNECKI:  I think there's more to it than that.  I mean, there are those 

who say that this is an abortifacient, it's not just a mega-dose of birth control pills.  And 

preventing pregnancy is one thing, but there are --  

 

MS. ERBE:  But, Karen, and I don't want to put you on the spot.  But, we're 

talking about zygotes that are fewer than a couple hundred cells, even if they're right.  

Yes, it could stop from implantation in the womb a fertilized egg, but it doesn't even 

amount to -- you couldn't see it with a microscope. 

 

MS. CZARNECKI:  It doesn't matter.  There are those that believe that a 

fertilized egg is a human life.  I, for one, believe that.  And, unfortunately for this entire 

circumstance, the woman who just resigned, I think is grandstanding, and I think she is 

not being a career professional like other public servants, she's serving government. 

 

MS. BEYER:  You know, I talked to her this morning, and she's a 15-year 

scientist.  She is not a political appointee. 

 

MS. CZARNECKI:  You're right, she isn't. 

 

MS. BEYER:  She has a career in science.  And, in fact, she has spent most of her 

career trying to make sure that things like the breast cancer were pursued aggressively by 

government, and that women were in these medical trials.  She has not been pursuing 

reproductive rights her entire career. 

 

MS. CZARNECKI:  But, two things, she's been a major contributor to Emily's 

List for the past three years, that's where all her political contributions have gone, with 

the exception of one, the woman who is running against Arlen Specter.  And if you're in 

the advocacy world, you can say all these things and do it, but when you're a career 

public servant, you know, you don't make the final decisions, your bosses do.  And you 



can work as much as you want, but if they've delayed this, you know, it's disappointing to 

her, but there's really --  

 

MS. ERBE:  But if the president is opposed to birth control, is it really, and I 

would add to your list, let's talk about abstinence-only education, why doesn't he just 

come out and say it? 

 

MS. LANDER:  He knows he shouldn't.  He knows he basically got elected on the 

idea that he was, you know, for women's rights, he was for birth control, and that he was 

only against abortion.  We all knew that that wasn't true, but that's what he argued for.  

And we have to go back to the idea that looking into whether or not she contributed to 

Emily's List or not, we don't look at anybody else to say where they contributed, she is a 

long-standing great scientist, and I think that we are at a loss.  We're going to be at a loss.  

And I think that she took a really strong stand by saying that I don't agree --  

 

MS. BERNARD:  What I would say is, I don't even think abortion should actually 

be the only part of the debate that we're discussing.  Look at the commissioner who made 

this decision.  It was very highly unprecedented what he did, regardless of what your 

politics are.  And the question I like to ask myself is, does this really pass the sniff test?  I 

would be more than happy to give him advice on how you can decide how to make sure 

that kids that are 16 years and younger don't take over the counter morning after pills, it's 

called a Driver's License ID.  We do it with cigarettes.  We do it with alcohol.  If that was 

truly the basis of his decision -- 

 

MS. CZARNECKI:  You'll be able to do that.  There's a 60-day comment period 

to figure out how to do this.  Let's face it, they get fake IDs, they get alcohol, they get 

cigarettes. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Wait a minute.  Do you think there's a chance that this would ever be 

approved under the remaining three-and-a-half years of the Bush administration? 

 

MS. CZARNECKI:  It's possible if they can resolve these issues. 

 

MS. BEYER:  Bush may feel like you do, Karen. 

 

MS. CZARNECKI:  But I honestly don't know. 

 

MS. BEYER:  But I'm saying, Bush may feel as you've just said on this show, that 

you think birth control pills are abortion; is that correct? 

 

MS. CZARNECKI:  No, this is. 

 

MS. BEYER:  And this is birth control. 

 

MS. CZARNECKI:  Birth control pills prevent pregnancy.  This actually, if there 

is a fertilized egg, it could have an early stage abortion. 



 

MS. ERBE:  I read something in reaction to this on the Internet that I want to ask 

you all about, and pardon my glasses, but I have to use them to read this.  It is not just -- 

this is from a very conservative pundit, I presume, on a very conservative Web site on the 

Internet, "it's not just abortion that kills children, exploits women, physically and 

emotionally damages women, contraceptives do too.  In fact, they're the root cause of 

abortion because they establish the mind-set of hate rather than love at the prospect of 

conceiving children through copulation."  Her words, not mine. 

 

Is this where the country is headed?  Is this where the administration is headed, 

anyway?  And is this where the country is headed? 

 

MS. BEYER:  I really don't think that the average woman -- I have a lot of 

friends, and we all have two or three children.  I haven't asked everybody, but I think 

everybody is using birth control.  I don't think that's a big revelation in this country that a 

lot of women are using birth control.  I think this is beyond the reach of what the average 

American wants.  I think it is an incredible intrusion into the family freedom that we all 

assume that we will have as Americans.  And I think that it's dangerous because these 

people have a voice in this administration. 

 

MS. CZARNECKI:  The one point I want to make.  Right now, the women who 

want to get this can get this with a doctor's prescription.  It's not illegal for me to get it 

now.  It's just the fact of whether to make it over the counter, which is easier access for 

all, including young people.  I think it's a valid decision to postpone it until you've 

answered all the questions before you promulgate a regulation. 

 

MS. LANDER:  If you want to prevent abortion, one of the best ways you can do 

it is by offering birth control to young people, because we know they're having sex 

whether we like it or not, and offer them information as well as preventative measures.  I 

have a big problem with women who are being raped, or who have been sexually 

assaulted who don't get the information, and that is common.  They're not getting 

information.  They're not getting access.  And what if I don't have a doctor? 

 

MS. ERBE:  Let me ask you this, if, in fact, there was a poll recently released 

right after the president first nominated Judge Roberts to the Supreme Court that showed 

that something like 60-plus percent of Americans wanted Roe to stay in place, so that, to 

my mind, says at least in some form or other people think abortion should be available, 

more than half of the country thinks that abortion should be available to women in certain 

circumstances.  Why the complacency on the part of women's groups?  You're helping 

running one of them, why is there not a revolution going on out there? 

 

MS. LANDER:  I think that honestly people believe that this is not at risk.  And 

we are constantly educating them saying, the chipping away has already happened.  The 

fact that something like EC -- I have college students across the country who say, why 

can't I have access to emergency contraception?  And we're saying, this is a part of birth 

control.  They are going after birth control.  Everyone thinks -- I grew up with birth 



control being readily available with information about it.  None of my peers think that 

this is at risk. 

 

MS. CZARNECKI:  But they can go to their doctor and get a prescription for it 

right now, in case they do need it.  They can actually do that right now. 

 

MS. LANDER:  I'm thinking about a college woman, over 18 also.  Many of us 

don't have doctors, many of us the student health center was the best we knew with 

doctors.  It just wasn't always access.  And then, post-college, when I'm off of my parent's 

medical plan, I didn't have a doctor.  I went plenty of years before I got my first job in 

graduate school where I didn't have a doctor. 

 

MS. BEYER:  And more people know about Viagra than know about this, I'll tell 

you. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Talking about access, I have to cut it off now.  From Plan B to no 

choice at all.  New figures from the Census show more poor women, and women and 

children without healthcare. 

 

The data show despite economic growth more women and children are being left 

behind.  For the fourth straight year, the number of women living below the poverty line 

has increased hitting a high last year of more than $14 million.  The number of children 

living in poverty is estimated at $13 million, a double-digit increase since four years 

earlier, 5.6 million children are living in extreme poverty with annual household incomes 

of less than $8,000. 

 

MS. FIRVIDA:  I think what we are finding is this economic recovery is not 

really about job creations for middle America, and those in low-wage jobs.  When we 

look at things like the monthly jobs reports from month to month and see occasionally 

increases in jobs, and then some disappointing reports as well interspersed, we know we 

are not hitting the predicted number of jobs that people thought would be created by this 

point in time. 

 

MS. ERBE:  The Census data also show an alarming increase in the number of 

women and children without healthcare coverage.  The number of women without health 

insurance has increased by more than $120,000 to more than $21 million, and despite 

federal and state funding in the form of Medicaid and state social services, the number of 

children without healthcare stands at more than $9 million. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Why, if the economy is growing overall, Karen Czarnecki, are 

women and children not benefiting from it? 

 

MS. CZARNECKI:  The simple fact is, women are oftentimes in lower paying 

jobs, and jobs that do not offer adequate healthcare coverage.  From 2003 to 2004, what 

some of the Census data show is that there's been a decrease in employer sponsored 

plans, although the government has essentially picked up a lot of those individuals on 



their Medicaid rolls.  But it's a problem, and it's something that we certainly have to deal 

with.  If we talked more about association health plans, making it more affordable for 

small businesses to offer health insurance to pooling their resources, whether that's done 

through a charity or a chamber of commerce, really a number of organization to do it, that 

would be one way to offer more health insurance to people. 

 

I will say that the Census report numbers aren't -- it's not that they're unexpected, 

they expected it after the recession in 2001 to have a slight blip.  It's gone up for four 

years in a row to show more people in poverty and it was anticipated.  This is cyclical.  It 

happened in the '80s, it happened in the '90s, and it's happening now. 

 

MS. ERBE:  But, my question specifically is why the women?  I actually, in the 

last year, between 2003-2004, some figures it was a different group that had taken 

numbers out, but actually said that the number of children stayed the same, but the 

number of women in poverty still grew, and there's about a five million population 

difference.  In other words, there are only about nine million men in America in poverty 

or extreme poverty, but there are 13-plus million women.  That's a pretty big difference. 

 

MS. CZARNECKI:  It is.  But, again, women in the lower paying jobs oftentimes. 

 

MS. BEYER:  But, you know, the sad thing, I think, about the whole economic 

policy of this administration is that it's predicated on this idea of trickle down.  And, you 

have --  

 

MS. CZARNECKI:  Which has worked. 

 

MS. BEYER:  Which is not working for the workers.  It's worked --  

 

MS. CZARNECKI:  It worked in the '80s and the '90s, and now. 

 

MS. BEYER:  It's working for those people who invest and are the business 

owners, the owners of capital.  It's working very well for them.  The top 5 percent, in fact, 

it's working just gangbusters.  The top fifth of the economy are doing very well.  But the 

people on the bottom are having trouble.  And the sad thing is, we have to remember this 

is post-welfare reform.  So, seven out of every ten of those children in poverty have 

parents who are working, they're working and they are in poverty.  So, you know, you 

can't look at it like we may have done 10 or 15 years ago where we thought, oh, you 

know, we have all these people on the poverty rolls, and they're taking advantage of us, 

and they're getting these checks.  Well, you know, you look at what's on the deck for this 

Congress that's coming up, it's $70 billion in corporations getting tax cuts, $30 billion 

dollars in cuts for Medicaid, student loans, and food assistance. 

 

MS. ERBE:  But I have to wonder, Michelle, if there's more going on here?  Let's 

face it, there's less attention being paid by the government to equal pay, there's a lack of 

civil rights, including job promotions, et cetera, for women and minorities.  Is any of that 

involved in this data? 



 

MS. BERNARD:  You know, I'm sure that they are.  You know, I don't know.  I 

can't imagine that they wouldn't be.  But I also think we need to look at divorce rates.  

There's always a very, very negative impact on women --  

 

MS. ERBE:  Unwed motherhood. 

 

MS. BERNARD:  Unwed mothers or women who becoming single mothers after 

a divorce, and if you are a stay-at-home mom in particular, it's going to have a negative 

impact on your ability to earn a substantial income post-divorce. 

 

MS. BEYER:  Look at the minimum wage, they haven't changed it since 1997.  

And yet, CEOs are making a fortune. 

 

MS. LANDER:  I agree with Michelle, but I think that it has to do with a change 

in life.  You have people who are now getting divorced, they still have children at home, 

or they have children in college.  And, let's face it, the job market isn't that great for those 

post-college people.  So, now the family is taking care of a child who may be 21 in 

addition to the kids at home.  But another thing --  

 

MS. ERBE:  But, wait, I do want to step back here a minute, because in the '70s, 

'80s, there was a big push on so-called displaced homemakers, women who had been full-

time homemakers, their husband leaves, runs off with somebody else, god knows, or 

maybe the woman leaves, who knows, but they were alone, they'd never earned an 

income before.  And we saw that number of women narrowing for a while.  Now, you're 

telling me that it's widening back up? 

 

MS. LANDER:  Yes. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Why?  Are we going backwards on women's education?  Are we 

going backwards on women's rights in the workplace? 

 

MS. LANDER:  I think definitely.  And when you have support of like nominees 

like John Roberts, going back to him again, who is bad on pay equity, and bad on the 

rights for women, you have another thing in place there.  You talked about jobs, but let's 

talk about women who are part-time employees working 40 hours a week, but they get no 

health insurance because they're not officially full-time employees.  So, you have them 

working full-time, but they can't afford childcare.  Childcare is more expensive, and it 

puts you in a position of poverty. 

 

MS. CZARNECKI:  A couple of points.  If you work 30 hours a week and your 

company offers health insurance, you're able to get it.  You're not a part-time employee 

working 40 hours a week. 

 

MS. LANDER:  I worked at a local Planned Parenthood in Houston, Texas, and 

one of the things we did was, we talked about why so many of the employees at Wal-



Mart came in, and yet they were working 40 hours a week at Wal-Mart.  They said, it's 

because they could not become fill-time employees, even though they worked those kind 

of hours every week.  And when they complained about it, their hours were pulled back 

to 20, 19 hours a week.  They needed those 40-hour a week paychecks. 

 

MS. ERBE:  And I need to take the time to move on to the next topic. 

 

Behind the headlines, reinventing ourselves.  More Magazine, the magazine for 

women 40-plus says many of the first generation of career women who found success in 

some conventional fashion are giving it all up to reinvent themselves, their careers, and 

their lifestyles.  I spoke with Peggy Northrop, editor-in-chief of More about this new 

trend. 

 

MS. NORTHROP:  There's a funny thing that seems to happen when women turn 

40 or turn 50, and they think about the things that they love in their lives, the hobbies that 

maybe they have, the decisions that they made in their 20s about a career maybe don't 

seem totally relevant to them anymore.  And there's some passion that they have that they 

feel compelled to act on. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Are there emotional reasons for these mid-life career changes? 

 

MS. NORTHROP:  Emotionally, it's a time when women are reevaluating their 

lives, and thinking, why don't I follow-up on this dream that I had.  And it's also a sense 

of confidence that they maybe didn't have before.  I mean, they've accomplished a great 

deal.  They know what they're capable of.  For women of this generation who have been 

working for 20-25 years, they have networking capability, they have the ability perhaps 

to raise money.  They have tremendous skills that they know are translatable into other 

kinds of careers. 

 

MS. ERBE:  What triggers a woman to make changes in her career at the age of 

40-plus? 

 

MS. NORTHROP:  Often it's from the corporations into a small business.  

Sometimes there's a change of locale that's involved, but oftentimes it's women who have 

reached that glass ceiling, and perhaps have been putting in really long hours at a 

corporation that's not really designed for women's lives, let's face it, and they realize, I 

see a need out there in the marketplace.  No one else seems to be seeing this need, and 

I'm going to figure out a way to fill it.  And they have the ability to raise money from 

whether it's friends, or from their own savings, or from investment bankers, venture 

capitalists, they can go out and really start a great new business. 

 

MS. ERBE:  What are the financial implications? 

 

MS. NORTHROP:  What I find very interesting about women who are doing this 

is that they are taking sometimes years to plan their next move.  This is not an impulsive 

move.  In our 20s we did that, we would quit a job and travel around the world, or start 



something new, and we could afford to take those kinds of risks because we had fewer 

responsibilities.  The women that I talk to, the women that I meet are planning for many, 

many months and years, and setting things up so that they know a little bit more about 

what the transition is going to be.  I met a woman recently who is a breast cancer 

surgeon, and it took her three years to get her business plan together to do a full service 

breast center for women in her same community.  But three years it took her, and I think 

that's a little bit more common. 

 

MS. ERBE:  How realistic is it, she talks of -- Peggy Northrop said that a lot of 

these women take years to plan it, but I keep thinking of something I heard on public 

radio this week about a woman who quit whatever boring corporate job she had, and 

moved out West and started a cappuccino stand to give espresso to people in a dog park, 

and as soon as she put the cart out there, they all disappeared.  That was reinventing 

herself, but it didn't go too well. 

 

MS. BEYER:  Well, it doesn't always go well.  But I actually have a lot of friends 

who have done this.  I have a friend who was at Eli Lilly and was climbing the corporate 

ladder, but she loved knitting.  And she methodically, slowly, transitioning with some 

consulting, created her own little knitting shop.  And I think when you get post 40-45, 

you have sort of the second existential moment, you know, when we're all 13 or 12 we 

realize that as much as our parents love us, our destiny is our own, and our bright future 

is our own.  Well, by the time you hit the late 40s, you don't really focus so much on the 

future.  As Bonnie Raitt said in Nick of Time, life gets mighty precious when there's less 

of it to waste.  And so, there's an imperative that you get to that now, you know, that 

whole idea of being in the here and now, as we knew all our lives we were supposed to 

do, becomes kind of a reality, as we see our parents die, and our children grow, it's sort of 

an evolution.  And I think, you know, it's not always going to work, but I think that we 

must pursue those things that we're passionate about. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Now, I know that this side of the table can't relate yet. 

 

MS. BERNARD:  I think it's wonderful to see, women are saying, you know 

what, my life is not a dress rehearsal, and if I'm going to enjoy it, I'm going to do it now.  

I'm not going out and buying Ferraris and getting a little lover on the side or whatever, 

but we're doing things that are --  

 

MS. ERBE:  Like the men used to do. 

 

MS. BERNARD:  Exactly.  We're doing the things that are genuinely making us 

happy.  I think it's wonderful. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Your thoughts. 

 

MS. LANDER:  I think it's great.  I mean, my mom is going through -- she would 

hate me if I said her age, but she now decided she wants to be a teacher.  She literally is 

going to start back, and she's going to be a special ed teacher this fall.  And she's been in 



accounting services her whole life, but she says, I want to teach, I want to make a 

difference.  And so, I think it's great.  I mean, it surprised me, but I thought it was great. 

 

MS. CZARNECKI:  I know a lot of people who have done this, and I've talked to 

tons of them.  They say, money is not what matters.  Once you get into your 40s, or your 

early 50s, you have your house, you have the car, whether it's a two-year-old car or a 10-

year-old car, you can financially make those decisions to cut back, whether it's to 

downsize your house --  

 

MS. ERBE:  Some of us, certainly we around this table can, but we should be 

sensitive to the fact that the group of women we were just talking about cannot do it. 

 

MS. CZARNECKI:  But at the same time, someone's happiness, and their long-

term health is much more important than making money and putting up with bosses you 

don't like most of your life.  And sometimes people just say, enough is enough.  I'm going 

to take control of my own destiny, as you said Megan, and it might hurt, you might have 

to cut back, get rid of the second car, you may have to take public transportation, but it's 

going to be for your goodness and well-being long-term, I mean, more people are willing 

to do that these days. 

 

MS. ERBE:  And here's to everybody's goodness and well-being.  That's it for this 

edition of "To The Contrary." 

 

Next week, a look at how sprawl affects the cost of living for American families.  

Whether your views are in agreement or to the contrary, please join us next time, and we 

want to hear from you, write to us at ToTheContrary@PBS.org, or visit our PBS Online 

Web site at PBS.org. 

 

(End of program.) 

 


