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.STX 



 

MS. ERBE:  So far most get out the vote efforts have been focused on young 

Americans, but are politicians doing enough to address the concerns of older voters? 

 

DELEGATE NORTON:  Not to worry about the seniors, politicians will never 

neglect the highest voting population in the country. 

 

MS. CZARNECKI:  Yes.  It's just that we already know they're going to vote, so 

the issues aren't making front page news. 

 

MS. SOSA:  With a strong domestic agenda, the Kerry campaign is showing that 

they understanding that for older voters they care for issues like Medicare and Social 

Security. 

 

MS. MARTIN:  Representing every voter in America who is senior, elderly, or 

whatever the term is this week, start sending e-mail and save a tree. 

 

(Musical break.) 

 

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

of news and social trends from a variety of women's perspectives.  Up first, the 

presidential campaign is in high gear, and there's a new effort to woo the so-called 

"granny" vote.  Then, as kids head back to school this year, more of them are heading 

home as home schoolers.  Behind the headlines, why some parents are thinking twice 

about sending their kids to the playground, a look at toxic chemicals in playground wood. 

 

Up first, granny voters.  This weekend the presidential campaign is in high gear.  

One new organization is targeting what members see as a neglected group, voting 

grandparents.  This weekend also marks National Grandparent's Day, coming at a time 

when politicians correctly presume older voters turn out in greater numbers than younger 

ones, and incorrectly presume they are more concerned about the twin issues of Social 

Security and Medicare than issues affecting future generations.  Surprise, a new survey 

by Lake, Snell, Perry & Associates and the Terrence Group shows most seniors prefer 

candidates who focus on younger voters rather than on people like themselves, and on 

issues such as job creation and education.  Why?  Boomers are now becoming 

grandparents, and roughly one-third of all adults, the largest group in American history, 

are grandparents.  A group called Granny Voters says these voters may be more 

thoughtful than previously believed. 

 

So, Congresswoman Norton, are they more thoughtful, and does this Granny 

Voter Survey showing that jobs and the economy, issues really affecting their grandkids, 

turns everything we've thought about the Gray Panthers fighting for Social Security and 

Medicare on its head? 

 

DELEGATE NORTON:  Well, it does.  Seniors are the smartest voters in our 

country, and they know they've got it in the bag.  One indication of that is that this 



Republican Congress is willing to come up with $400 billion, it turned out to be a billion 

more than they said, for prescription drugs, and that's not even in effect yet.  But, you 

could never get them to come up with $400 billion for childcare.  You could never have 

gotten them to come up with $400 billion for the 45 million Americans who have no 

healthcare.  Well, guess what, those people are related, very closely related, to the 

grandparents, and the grandparents know that they've got theirs, and they want their 

children to also benefit from this economy, and from what this country has to offer. 

 

MS. CZARNECKI:  I blame a Democratic controlled Congress for not addressing 

those issues as well.  I mean, you can't blame one party, it's the blame of both parties for 

not being able to come to terms with some of the issues. 

 

DELEGATE NORTON:  You all control, the House, the Senate, and the 

Presidency, please. 

 

MS. CZARNECKI:  But it takes bipartisanship for any of these issues to pass, as 

you know. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Let's get a little energy going here in terms of senior voting.  For as 

long as I can remember, I've thought that seniors were out there lobbying for programs 

that affect them.  Of course, they are now a much richer class than they were before 

Social Security and Medicare.  Somebody once said, and I don't know if it's still true, 

they are the richest group of Americans in many ways because of the social programs out 

there for them.  So, now they're looking backwards?  I mean, most groups of voters vote 

for their own issues that affect them individually.  Now, all of a sudden, because they're 

grandparents, they're going to be thinking about kids' issues? 

 

MS. CZARNECKI:  Yes, because they're already taken care of.  They want to see 

that the future is taken care of.  They're concerned about their grandchildren, and the 

educational system.  They think they had it better in some respects, you know, 20 and 30 

and 40 years ago, and they don't see -- there are a lot of opportunities for their 

grandchildren, but a lot more problems that children face in society, and they want to 

make sure that these systems are taking care of their grandchildren for the future. 

 

I'm not surprised by these polls results.  I hadn't seen them, but I'm thinking, yes, 

the polling has shown over the past five years that this is what the older generation is 

thinking about.  Tell me if I'm wrong. 

 

MS. ERBE:  As the self-appointed -- 

 

(Crosstalk.) 

 

MS. MARTIN:  Number 17 and 18 a month ago, so yes.  Here's a case where 

everybody can be a little right.  The worst thing that used to happen is, you'd try to scare 

the seniors.  I don't think that works quite as well anymore because this stuff has come 

from both parties through all presidencies, and if you try to take away anything to give to 



another generation, then forget all this stuff about they won't care about an issue, of 

course they will.  But why should we be surprised that a grandmother or grandfather 

wants to make sure their children and grandchildren do well?  And I guess I'm just 

coming back to the kind of the same old thing, once you try to treat anybody totally as a 

block, first of all, they're much smarter, they're better informed in an odd way with all the 

things like this show and others that are on television and radio, and the other is, once 

you think you have someone pigeonholed, the great thing about Americans is, we jump 

out of the pigeon and the hole. 

 

MS. SOSA:  Which adds to the point I wanted to make, which is, this is also a 

reflection of the confirmation of what it means to be a grandparent, or an older person in 

this country.  I mean, right now, the issues of parenting, a larger percentage of 

grandparents being parents.  The issues of retiring much later. 

 

MS. ERBE:  It's now 6 percent, it's now greater than it's been in any time certainly 

in recent history, 6 percent of grandparents are the full time caretakers of their 

grandchildren, as opposed to parents. 

 

MS. SOSA:  Absolutely, so they are very personal issues for them.  Issues of 

staying longer in the workforce, so job creation is not only important because you want 

your kids to have jobs, you want to have a job because you have to stay longer to pay for 

your medication, to save for your retirement.  So, it's really also not all -- it's self-interest, 

it's just that the self-interest is being transformed. 

 

MS. MARTIN:  We're also more beautiful, chicer and smarter than we ever were 

before. 

 

MS. ERBE:  But that's not grandchildren, that's Botox and plastic surgery. 

 

What about Congresswoman Martin, Secretary, I should say, Martin mentioned 

scaring seniors.  There is a move, the president is still pushing to try to privatize at least 

part of Social Security.  Why are seniors not more up in arms about that if that falls into 

the tactic of Democratic response trying to scare seniors. 

 

DELEGATE NORTON:  Notice he didn't push that in his convention speech. 

 

MS. ERBE:  But he did talk about it.  He mentioned it. 

 

DELEGATE NORTON:  That's not the plank that he's pressing forward.  And 

these seniors know that if privatization occurs, it won't be them, it will be in a younger 

generation, and there are some privatization that younger people seem to be for until they 

get the whole story, and they're going to get the whole story, and I think that's not going 

to occur even if there is a second Bush administration, and God knows there won't be 

one. 

 



MS. ERBE:  From voting to schooling, as kids head back to school this time of 

year, more of them won't be catching school buses, they'll be taking classes at home.  The 

National Center for Education Statistics reports more students, 1.1 million of them to be 

precise, were home schooled last year, up from 850,000 four year earlier.  While home 

schoolers are still a minority, just under 2 percent, home schooling is no longer just the 

province of religious families.  In fact, the Center reports the top reasons cited by parents 

for home schooling was concern about the environment of other schools, a slightly 

smaller group said the most important reason was religious or moral instruction. 

 

So, Karen Czarnecki, are we seeing a fundamental change here in terms of who is 

home schooling and why? 

 

MS. CZARNECKI:  I think we are.  I am actually shocked to see how many of 

my friends and colleagues that I've known for the past 10 or 15 years are actually home 

schooling their kids.  It is a concern of safety in the schools, but also they don't like what 

the schools are teaching, or how they're teaching them.  The discipline is not in the 

schools today like it was 30 years ago, and people are saying, enough of this, if I want to 

raise a model citizen I might have to do it myself.  So, you're seeing a lot of women who 

are opting to step out of the workforce for two, three, five, whatever they think it's going 

to take, to make sure their kids are learning what they need to get ahead in life. 

 

MS. ERBE:  And, since you raised the point I was going to, what does it do to 

women's careers when they home school? 

 

MS. CZARNECKI:  Well, it depends.  It's hard to stay involved -- 

 

MS. ERBE:  Let's face it, maybe there are some dads home schooling out there, 

there are certainly more involved fathers than ever before.  However, it's still 

predominantly women. 

 

MS. CZARNECKI:  It does affect your career if you step out of the workforce for 

a little while.  It depends if you keep up with all the technology, with computers, and 

Windows XP, and all that.  If you can't keep up with what's happening in the work world, 

it will affect you when you want to come back five or ten years later, and that's an 

absolute. 

 

I've got a friend who is home schooling five children right now, and between the 

changing of the diapers and they do go to after-school activities.  A lot of the public 

schools have to offer home schooled children some type of social activities, you can't 

exclude them anymore because they're not in public school system.  And it's difficult for 

these women to really keep up with what might be happening in the workforce. 

 

DELEGATE NORTON:  Well, most of these are probably not women for whom 

a career was the most important thing in their life.  And one has to, it's not what I could 

do, but I have to say, one has to admire women who make that choice, so long as that is 

your choice, and it is your free choice, and it must be.  For the woman, by the way, who 



is staying home with five children, she's got no choice.  But I do think it should be said 

that it's becoming much easier.  You're not creating your home materials.  What has been 

spawned is a whole industry that provides the materials in the same way it provides the 

materials for people in the first grade so that they know what to teach.  These children 

turn out to be well educated, which says to me, because we see the schools they get into, 

which says to me that like all children what matters most is not the home schooling, is the 

family, and they're spending time with their family, and that has the effect of making 

them good people, and good students ultimately. 

 

MS. SOSA:  And, again, I think it's much easier.  It was very interesting going to 

the Web and learning more about the issue.  Yes, it's still very much a lot of conservative 

Christians, that's the tradition that this came from, but it's really beyond that.  Academic 

excellence is definitely one of the issues that these parents are looking for.  And the 

technology, the Web is a classic example.  You go and you surf the Web for home 

schooling, and the variety of information you get is really fantastic, and it's much more 

accessible. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Do we know about the socialization of these children, yet, the social 

skills, Karen? 

 

MS. CZARNECKI:  We do.  There have been a lot of studies that have been 

done.  Ten years ago some of these kids were -- I hate to say social misfits, but they didn't 

fit in in a lot of environments, and the public school system and a lot of the home school 

associations have really done a lot to address it.  They have play -- like my kids have play 

dates, these kids have social dates, and they're also in band in some of the public schools, 

they are in the county soccer, they do all of that stuff now.  It's a driving nightmare for 

the mother. 

 

MS. ERBE:  But isn't it different when you spend all day in class with a group of 

kids versus showing up with those same kids who have already formed their cliques, who 

spend more time interacting with each other, if you show up for an hour a day versus 

whatever school is, six hours a day? 

 

MS. MARTIN:  But you've got a movie like Mean Girls, or something, and you 

think, gee, I'd rather protect my children from those cliques. 

 

MS. ERBE:  But, you can't protect your children.  You may be able to do it in 

school, a mother may be able to do it in school, but the kids still have to learn how to 

function out in the real world. 

 

MS. MARTIN:  Of course, but maybe not at 14.  I'm saying that some of the stuff 

that has gone on and did go on hit children at the most vulnerable stage.  So I admire 

these women because they are women, I'm sure we'll find one man, but --  

 

MS. SOSA:  There's increasing number of dads.  You keep promoting dads to do 

it. 



 

MS. MARTIN:  But I don't know what also happens, we're also talking about the 

children, I don't know what happens to the women after the children leave.  We talk 

about empty nesters, this is going to be empty homers, empty everything, and how will 

they fulfill a life.  So, you may see a whole generation of women be ready to do 

something else.  I could hardly wait for my kid to go to school, so I admit that I am not a 

home schooler. 

 

MS. ERBE:  And this from a former school teacher. 

 

Behind the headlines, most people would be surprised to learn there is arsenic in 

nearly 80 percent of outdoor wood products, such as playsets and decks, the very material 

on which children play.  It's just one of a number of chemical wood preservatives 

environmentalists want banned.  To The Contrary has this report on efforts to end the use 

of what some call toxic wood. 

 

MR. FELDMAN:  That sign up here that says "caution children playing," should 

really say:  Caution, children stay away from the pool because of the toxic nature of the 

chemicals. 

 

MS. ERBE:  For more than 20 years, Jay Feldman of Beyond Pesticides has 

pushed to eliminate the use of toxic chemicals as wood preservers. 

 

MR. FELDMAN:  This is a typical pole that we see all over our neighborhoods 

treated with pentachlorophenol, and you can see how the chemical is just leeching out of 

the pole.  And we often walk by these poles, and we smell the odor coming off of them, 

and we don't think about what that means, but that's the toxic fume. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Pentachlorophenol, chromate copper arsenate or CCA, and creosote 

can be found in playgrounds, utility poles, railroad ties, and home decks.  Industry 

experts say the chemical prevent rot and decay, and they're safe.  But there's widespread 

disagreement. 

 

MR. FELDMAN:  Wood preservers are toxic chemicals.  They are toxic because 

they need to kill organisms that find their way into wood.  And, unfortunately, the 

chemicals are toxic to human life. 

 

MS. ERBE:  According to the Environmental Protection Agency, children face a 

220 percent greater risk of cancer from exposure to soil contaminated with 

pentachlorophenol, which along with dioxin, leeches out of poles treated with it.  It's a 

serious concern given that cancer is the leading cause of death among children one 

through five. 

 

Creosote, also used to treat utility poles, has been linked to health problems from 

skin rashes to lung cancer.  Every year, four million out of the 130 million utility poles in 

the U.S. are retreated or replaced.  And when they're taken out of service, 68 percent of 



them are donated to the public for use in gardens, or for making items such as bird 

feeders. 

 

MR. FELDMAN:  You see the greenish tint to the wood, kids put their hands on 

this wood, and then put their hands in their mouth, and they end up ingesting the 

chemical because there are surface residues that come out of the wood, leech to the 

surface, and also migrate down into the soil.  Studies are now available to the agency that 

show levels of contamination that exceed what even the agency, EPA, would say is 

acceptable by 25 times.  So, in effect, we have our children playing in toxic waste sites. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Feldman is talking about CCA, a chemical made with arsenic, a 

known human carcinogen.  Beyond Pesticides was key in getting a ban that went into 

effect this year on CCA's use in production of new residential wood.  Still residential and 

commercial CCA pressurized wood and wood products remain on the market.  CCA also 

continues to contaminate the environment because most decks and wooden playgrounds 

contain it. 

 

MR. FELDMAN:  When they evaluated these chemicals years ago, back in the 

late '70s, all the red flags went off for cancer, birth defects, genetic damage, and EPA 

made the judgment that the benefits of these chemicals outweighed the acknowledged 

risks.  And, in effect, that's a judgment call that we think in this day and age, almost three 

decades later, is simply incorrect. 

 

MS. ERBE:  CCA treated lumber has been available for 70 years.  It became the 

outdoor product of choice in the '70s.  For years EPA has warned against breathing 

sawdust from pressure treated wood, or burning the wood.  Wood preservers say CCA 

treated wood is safe, and fears about the level of arsenic used in the preservative are 

overblown. 

 

MR. JONES:  It has been a good, strong, safe product that's affordable to most 

everyone that wants to use wood. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Bert Jones, Chairman of American Wood Preservers Institute says 

arsenic is a naturally occurring element in the environment.  Still, his company has 

stopped using it, choosing instead a less toxic, but slightly more costly preservative. 

 

MR. JONES:  There are two reasons.  One, the market that I was selling into 

moved away from CCA.  And the second reason is, there has been a voluntary removal 

through the registration process with the EPA with the three registrants of CCA that says, 

hey, look, there have been some concerns, we will voluntarily remove this from non-

industrial use, and just keep it in the industrial use sector. 

 

MS. OWENS:  You can't just basically accept that because I can buy the wood at 

my local store that they're safe. 

 



MS. ERBE:  Kagan Owens, a parent advocate with Beyond Pesticides, allows her 

daughter to play on wood decks, and playsets, but she takes precautions.  Hallie washes 

her hands when she comes inside, and the family washes clothing that has had lots of 

contact with the wood.  Experts also strongly advice sealing decks approximately every 

six months.  Last year, government scientists with the U.S. Consumer Product Safety 

Commission reported children who play on CCA treated playground equipment are at a 

higher lifetime risk of developing lung and bladder cancer.  But the agency refused to call 

for a complete ban awaiting final results from the EPA.  Beyond Pesticides says it's 

beyond time for action.  Along with a number of other groups, including the 

Communications Workers of America, Beyond Pesticides filed a lawsuit against the 

EPA.  Feldman says it's an attempt to get the court to move EPA along because the 

agency has known about this issue since 1978. 

 

MR. FELDMAN:  This is something we can do something about.  We can, in 

effect, replace these poles with alternative materials, we can replace playground sets, we 

can clean up contaminated soil, we can stop disposing of wood taken out of service in 

unland landfills, we can classify as hazardous waste and treat it so that it doesn't end up 

in our water supply, and doesn't contaminate our community.  But we need to take action.  

This cries out, this situation cries out for Congress to intervene. 

 

MS. ERBE:  California Democratic Senator Barbara Boxer sponsored a bill to 

ensure environmental standards are set at levels that protect children. 

 

SEN. BOXER:  We need something far-reaching, not only to say in the future we 

can't use this treated wood on playgrounds or places where kids go, but we really need to 

do something about right now. 

 

MR. FELDMAN:  As long as EPA allows old, dirty, cheap technology to remain 

in the marketplace, there is no incentive, unless the health risks are very clear to you. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Are there affordable alternatives, Kagan Owen? 

 

MS. OWENS:  Yes, there are.  And also, if you do have a CCA treated wood 

playset, or deck, there are several things that you can do.  One, you can avoid their use as 

much as possible.  If you can remove it, by all means please do so to avoid that exposure.  

The other thing is, you can buy a CCA test kit that will help you assess whether there is 

a -- what amount of arsenic is in the wood, and also in the surrounding soil as the arsenic 

leeches out of the wood into the soil.  Otherwise, you can also make sure that your 

children wash their hands, especially before they eat, after they come in from the 

playground which is a good practice to do anyways.  You can make sure that children are 

not playing underneath the playground or the deck, and make sure that there aren't toys 

that are stored under there.  And you can also seal the CCA treated wood structure with 

water-based sealants, latex paint. 

 

But there are other alternatives besides using wood.  You could also use cedar.  

But you can use composite, you can use plastic and steel.  And usually if you see those 



playgrounds around, they are very colorful, and actually more attractive to children.  You 

can do more things, they're more fun.  And because of the CCA phase out of residential 

uses, you'll see more and more of those types of playgrounds going in. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Why, if there are these other materials available, why did -- and we 

know there is at least some danger from arsenic and CCA, why did Congress allow just to 

stop the production of this wood this way, but leave in place all the wood that's already 

out there and, indeed, continue to allow the sale of wood that was produced before the 

ban went into effect. 

 

DELEGATE NORTON:  Look, you can understand how in the beginning, in the 

1970s, people say, let's see what's going to happen, cost/benefit.  Once that much of it 

gets out here, then, of course, it's very difficult to take a U-turn, which is why we need to 

pay a whole lot more attention to these products.  You know, this is -- I've been on a lot 

of your shows, this is one of the scariest.  I didn't know anything about this wood.  You 

talk about precautions that can be taken, yes.  When a child comes in you can have the 

child wash his hands, but he might have had his hands all in his mouth all during that 

time.  We're talking about children, we're talking about on playgrounds, and we're talking 

about, I would wager, almost 100 percent of parents not even knowing.  At the very least, 

somebody ought to be conducting a national campaign to say why we are finally getting 

this stuff out of our country, danger, danger, danger, the leading cause of death for 

children one through five is cancer.  When you get figures like that, and you see young 

people who are having cancer in the way that my generation did not, you've got to ask 

yourself, where is this coming from?  And you've got to look with a very jaundiced eye 

on things like CCA. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Lynn Martin, another view? 

 

MS. MARTIN:  Well, no one is going to sit here and say let's keep anything 

carcinogenic for children, so you have to walk, I hope, a rational line here.  I haven't 

heard from the EPA on this, nor have you.  Where is the latest study? 

 

MS. ERBE:  What about the cost of replacing all the playgrounds? 

 

MS. MARTIN:  I was going to get to step two.  First of all, cedar is in very short 

supply, and you don't want to ruin the last of the cedar forests in the United States.  I 

know something about that because of Florida. 

 

Secondly, steel and these -- are more expensive.  Do you shut down every park in 

the country? 

 

MS. ERBE:  Hold the rest of that thought until we come back from credits.  That's 

it for this edition of To the Contrary.  Next week, why smoking is on the rise among 

Asian American girls.  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.) 

 

 

 

 


