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MS. ERBE:  This week on To the Contrary, up first fiddling the childhood obesity 

epidemic.  Then, rogue Republican Sarah Palin’s support dives.  Behind the headlines, in 

honor of Black History Month, a look at what is being called environmental racism.       

 

(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, banning junk food in 

public schools.   

 

If the Obama administration has its way, candy and soda may soon be replaced by 

veggies and fruit juice in public school cafeterias and vending machines.  This week, the 

administration launched an effort to improve childhood nutrition.  Congress is also 

starting work on overhauling the Childhood Nutrition Act.  And first lady, Michelle 

Obama, formerly launched her initiative to tackle childhood obesity.  The administration 

says it wants to enroll more students in school breakfast and lunch programs and ban junk 

food such as cookies and French fries.  Several members of Congress have already 

proposed supporting legislation in line with the first couple’s goals, but some 

Republicans in congress aren’t signing on, fearing this could hurt businesses and for 

school boards to purchase more expensive food, leaving them with little control over 

what students are served.   

 

So Congresswoman Norton, should the federal government ban junk food in 

public schools?   

 

DEL. NORTON:  Bonnie, the federal government led by the first lady is trying to 

jumpstart parents and school boards not jump over them.   

 

MS. WOOD:  Look, they ought to be focused on reading, writing, math, not 

whether Doritos or some other brand is in a vending machine.  This is a local school 

district issue.   

 

MS. HENNEBERGER:  Well, I’m pro-veggie and I do think that the government 

should get involved.  I think when you see that obesity is one of our top public health 

problems and the reason that some people are against this is really that the food lobby 

agribusiness is working against reform.   

 

MS. MARTIN:  Absolutely not.  This is an issue between parents and their 

children.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Well, but – the free market folks – I’m frequently with them, but on 

this one – on this one, this is government taxpayers dollars that were talking about being 

lobbied for by the private industry.  In other words, I think the government should have 



more say and why – why buy?  Why spend money buying those crappy products to feed 

to school kids.   

 

MS. WOOD:  But my understanding is the government can step in and say what’s 

going to be in the lunch room, right, or what they’re going to serve in the cafeteria, why 

would there be breakfast or lunch.  This is a bit about the vending machines.  And I – 

when I went to school – 

 

MS. ERBE:  But it’s also – it’s also what they eat in the school.  It will be in – no 

– yes, exactly.   

 

MS. WOOD:  – right, but that’s fine.  That’s fine.  But don’t take away all choices 

from people.  That’s the question.   

 

DEL. NORTON:  No, no, no.  Let’s get straight what the government pays for.  

Much of the school lunch program and the school breakfast program comes from us.  We 

are feeding fats and worse to our children – 

 

MS. ERBE:  And subsidizing sugar and production – 

 

DEL. NORTON:  – wait a minute.  This is peddle taxpayers’ dollars.  This means 

anything we do, much of what we do on health care, will be taken right back because of 

the money we have thrown into what government and private surveys tell us is 

responsible for the fact that youngsters are going to perhaps live less long, shorter lives 

than their parents.  If we are paying for it, how can we justify paying for what we know is 

harmful for children?   

 

MS. MARTIN:  Well, I believe that they’re going to add more money, so that 

they can provide healthier school lunches.  That’s my understanding.  And that, I’m fine 

with.  I just think that when it comes to vending machines and snacks, if – if I want to put 

a Twinkie and a soda in my kid’s lunch, that’s my prerogative.  And if they ban vending 

machines, how long will it be before they ban a slice of pancake?   

 

MS. HENNEBERGER:  Well, that’s not going to happen, but we know that 

there’s an effect on learning.  You don’t learn as much on French fries and Twinkies as 

you do on fruits and vegetables.   

 

MS. MARTIN:  But they’re going to eat anyway.   

 

MS. HENNEBERGER:  So I think it’s – look at what shape we’re in.  People visit 

from other countries and go home with their snapshots of supersized Americans.  It’s 

really an economic and an educational issue.   

 

MS. WOOD:  But one reason that I think school cafeterias and lunches have used 

these other foods is because that is cheaper, right?  It is cheaper to buy fattier food.  And 

what is one reason for that?  Because the government subsidizes a lot of nonsense like 



sugar and ethanol and all these farming subsidies, and we talked about this program 

before.  It ends up funding – it makes Coke cheaper than anything else.  It makes chips 

cheaper than anything else.   

 

MS. HENNEBERGER:  That’s right.   

 

MS. WOOD:  We’re not subsidizing the carrot farmers.  And so – (laughter) – 

 

MS. ERBE:  Which we should be.   

 

(Cross talk.)   

 

MS. WOOD:  – subsidizing anybody.  And the point of all that is why don’t we 

start with some of that and it would bring down the cost and it would even a lot of things 

that make some of this – 

 

DEL. NORTON:  But look, look.  You know what?  Business is way ahead of 

you all.  Business is already changing what it puts in the vending machines precisely 

because it is responding to the educated citizenry.  So they’re putting better things in the 

machines – 

 

MS. WOOD:  – the free market – 

 

DEL. NORTON:  – all that government has to do is to help them along – 

 

MS. WOOD:  – oho – 

 

DEL. NORTON:  – faster than they’re going now.   

 

MS. ERBE:  No, but what – your objection is what?  Your objection is maybe that 

– so you’re like the cattle farmers who don’t want to ban horse slaughter because they’re 

afraid it’ll sleep into banning cattle slaughter.  Is that the point?   

 

MS. MARTIN:  No, I don’t think – 

 

MS. ERBE:  So you’d rather feed crap to kids?   

 

MS. MARTIN:  – no, I think that it’s a slap in the face to parents.  It’s an 

indictment saying that we don’t know what sorts of foods to feed our children.  Parents – 

 

MS. ERBE:  It has nothing to do – if you have a kid in public school, you can still 

send that kid with a lunch box.   

 

MS. MARTIN:  Right now I’m having, Bonnie.   

 



MS. ERBE:  But that’s what I’m saying.  So you’re – so it’s not actually this bill 

that’s going to be going through Congress that you’re objecting to.  You’re objecting to 

the possibility that down the road it’ll become – 

 

MS. HENNEBERGER:  You’re making it a slippery slope argument.  But I – 

 

(Cross talk.)   

 

MS. HENNEBERGER:  – and they can barely get a healthy lunch at school.  

Now, I’m not saying that it’s their big goal to seek that out, but it’s all too easy for them 

to just to have nothing that’s nutritious at school ever.  And you find that even if – I can 

send it, but kids don’t always opt for the healthy choice.  So I think they need as much 

help as they can get.   

 

MS. MARTIN:  I think it should be a local issue for the school – 

 

MS. HENNEBERGER:  But if it’s federal dollars, why should they – 

 

MS. MARTIN:  – I think the federal dollars should stick to providing healthy, hot 

breakfasts and lunches.  That’s perfectly fine.  Vending machines, fundraisers – 

 

DEL. NORTON:  Well, federal government can’t do that anyway.  They can’t say 

to the local school board what they have to put in their vending machines.  What he’s 

trying to do mostly is by persuasion, leading by example.  And we all ought to applaud 

her.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Is that bill going to pass, or is there a Republican opposition in 

Congress?   

 

DEL. NORTON:  The Republicans don’t want to come out – it’s interesting she 

invited over the ranking member – I think it was Mr. Shelby – and he was pleased to go – 

which one?  Chambliss – but Senator Chambliss spokesman wouldn’t say whether he’s 

for it or against it.  And I think some bill will come out.  Are they really going to be 

against this?  They’re going to stonewall this one too – snowball – 

 

(Cross talk.)   

 

MS. HENNEBERGER:  – the Republicans really want to be permanently the 

party of catch up as a vegetable – (laughter).   

 

MS. ERBE:  From unhealthy eating to unpopular Palin.   

 

It’s been a rough week for rogue Republican Sarah Palin.  A new poll shows more 

than half the nation views her unfavorably and almost three quarters of Americans see her 

as unqualified to be president.  All this, inside of a week when she was caught writing 

notes to herself on her palm for a speech to her tea party followers, thereby becoming 



fodder for late night comedians.  And her almost son-in-law, Levi Johnston, not only 

posed in the buff for a magazine cover, but is also fighting child support payments for 

Palin’s grandson.  Perhaps the worst news of the week comes in this late breaking poll, 

which also finds that 52 percent of Republicans think she’s not qualified to be president.   

 

And by the way, only 37 percent of Republicans enthusiastically endorse her.  So 

is this the end, the beginning of the end or do we see another rogue remake coming?   

 

MS. WOOD:  Yes, well, who knows?  You see a little bit of this – it’s funny.  I 

was watching her interview over the past weekend on FOX News with Chris Wallace and 

I was thinking, wow, she really is doing a good job in this interview.  What a difference 

from, in my view, a year ago and during the campaign.  She just seemed more assertive.  

Even she said the campaign herself, “look, I have had time to really beef up in a way that 

I wasn’t a year ago.”  So I was up on a high and then you see the handwriting thing and 

what have you.  Look, it’s going to be a lot of this as long as anybody is in the – 

 

DEL. NORTON:  Well, but not a lot of this.  The fact is when more than half of 

the Republicans are supposedly for you.  You were their vice presidential candidate and 

three quarters of the American people say you’re not qualified.  “Qualified” is a very 

important word here.  What you do is what she’s done.  And I give her credit.  She has 

dug her own niche, shall we call it.  She is going to be a major influence in her party.  

Much of it may not be to the liking of the mainstream of the Republican Party, but I’m 

not sure she wants to be much more than that.  Pretty powerful post.   

 

MS. MARTIN:  I think she should remain rogue because that’s her selling point.  

People who – the media or whomever that does not like Sarah Palin – there’s nothing she 

can do that is going to please them.  So to me, the writing in the hand was note to self.  

(Laughter.)  I think that she knows it’s elitism and sexism and that’s the reason it’s an 

issue.   

 

MS. ERBE:  But do you – would you like to see her as the party nominee?  Don’t 

you think the Obama White House is just hoping she gets the nomination?   

 

MS. MARTIN:  Yes, I do.  I hate to say this, but no, I don’t think that – I don’t 

think she would be a good presidential candidate, but I also – but I don’t think that 

invalidates her.  I think she’s forcibly reckoned with.  I think she’s been treated unfairly.  

And I like her very much.   

 

MS. HENNEBERGER:  Well, I thought the most interesting thing that happened 

this last weekend was this $100,000 payment from the tea party convention sponsors.  

That called then the question for me – 

 

MS. ERBE:  To Sarah Palin.   

 

MS. HENNEBERGER:  – yes, to Sarah Palin to give a speech there.  It’s not only 

that – it makes her seem like she’s maybe a little more all about the dough than the policy 



and also it calls into question – this is a grassroots operation, paying their keynote 

speaker 100k?   

 

MS. WOOD:  But I heard her follow up in the interview I mentioned earlier say 

that money is going to go back, not necessarily to that particular people, but that a lot of it 

would be given up to other groups.   

 

DEL. NORTON:  To the cause she said.   

 

MS. WOOD:  Right, to the cause.  She didn’t say who.   

 

MS. HENNEBERGER:  She said to a cause, but I don’t know.  Is it her pack to 

buy more books for – 

 

MS. WOOD:  I think to give to other groups.  And I think this only makes the 

point.  I don’t know that Sarah Palin wants to be president.   

 

MS. HENNEBERGER:  – no I don’t.   

 

(Cross talk.)   

 

MS. HENNEBERGER:  I bet she’s still figuring it out.      

 

MS. WOOD:  She’s still figuring it out.  And the reality is – a lot of folks – 

 

(Cross talk.)   

 

MS. ERBE:  – but wait a second.  Didn’t she tell Chris Wallace that she was 

interested in running?   

 

MS. WOOD:  She said, “I’m not going to say what I should be doing basically 

three years from now.  I want to do what’s going to help my party, what’s going to help 

the country and where would that happen to be.”   

 

DEL. NORTON:  Well, that was very smart.  What a good politician does is never 

say never.  Meanwhile, she is the most influential person in the Republican Party.  And 

she is one of the two or three most influential people, politicians in the United States of 

America.  Find me some elected official who is more important than Sarah Palin.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Try Scott Brown?  (Laughter.)   

 

MS. HENNEBERGER:  And the polling doesn’t mean that much at this point.  

And she’s got unlimited funding.  She can go around, have a ball, have a voice, and 

figure it out if she goes.  So it’s win-win for her.  And let’s face it.  The media doesn’t 

want her to go away any time soon.  Sarah page view Palin.  (Laughter.)   

 



MS. ERBE:  That is so true.  And even that’s written about her on the internet – 

 

MS. HENNEBERGER:  People can’t get enough, right.  It’s absolutely right.   

 

MS. ERBE:  It’s so funny, but anyway, behind the headlines, in honor of Black 

History Month, we explore the Environmental Justice Movement.  Historically, 

communities of color, because they tend to be low income, have been located closer to 

landfills, garbage dumps, chemical plants, railroad tracks, and other sources of pollution 

when compared to white communities.  Some progressive groups have labeled this 

environmental racism because some environmentalists and sociologists believe race has 

been and continues to be the determining factor in who is most exposed to pollution.   

 

(Begin video segment.)   

 

 MS. BEVERLY WRIGHT:  Environmental racism is a disproportionate exposure 

of minorities, of people of people color or the poor to environmental pollutants.  

 

MS. ERBE:  Dr. Wright is an environmental activist who wrote “Toxic Wastes 

and Race at Twenty 1987-2007.”  It’s a 20-year study of racial and socioeconomic 

disparities in the placement of commercial hazardous waste facilities.   

 

MS. WRIGHT:  And what we basically found was that in 2007, minorities are 

actually worse than what they were in 1987.  We actually have now 56 percent of people 

of color in this country living very close to polluting facilities.  So it’s gotten worse.  It’s 

not gotten better.   

 

African-Americans in particular – 79 percent of African-Americans live closer to 

toxic facilities than do their white counterparts.  But when we look at income, we find 

that middle class African-Americans, for example, who make between $50,000 and 

$60,000 a year, live in areas that are more polluted than whites who make $1,000 and less 

– or less in a year.  So even very poor white people seem to have the ability to escape 

environmental pollution.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Sheila Holt-Orsted’s family can escape pollution in her small town 

of Dickson, Tennessee.  The county’s landfill is just 54 feet from the family’s 150 acre 

homestead.  She says this has affected her family’s health.   

 

MS. SHEILA HOLT-ORSTED:  My father, he lost his battle with prostate and 

bone cancer.  My mom has a host of illnesses.  I have breast cancer.  I’ve had breast 

cancer twice and I’m going to have a mastectomy.  My sister has pre-cancer.  My brother 

has an illness that treated his body like leukemia.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Holt-Orsted began her own investigation and found government 

record show trichloroethylene or TCE, a machine degreaser, was dumped in the landfill 

for decades.  In 1988, the environmental protection agencies tests showed TCE had 

contaminated the county’s private wells, the primary water source for the Holt family and 



other nearby families.  In the year 2000, city officials told the Holt family to stop using 

their well water.  They were hooked up to the city’s water system.  But during that 12-

year period, they cooked, bathed in, and drank toxic water.   

 

 HOLT-ORSTED:  When you take somebody’s health, you take everything.  It 

doesn’t matter what kind of job you got.  It can’t matter what kind of education you got.  

When you get cancer and you get sick, nothing else matters.  So that’s even a health care 

issue.   

 

MS. ERBE:  TCE is classified as a carcinogen and the 15 most toxic chemical 

known to man.  It’s associated with heart, liver, and kidney disease, diabetes, 

gastrointestinal disorders, and birth defects.  As her health continued to decline, Holt-

Orsted’s investigation uncovered information about how state officials handle the water 

contamination.   

 

MS. HOLT-ORSTED:  I eventually went to the state Solid Waste Management 

and started to go in through the Tennessee Department of Environment and going 

through their records.  And one day I found – well, they had two sets of letters.  One set 

of letters went out to the white families.  It said, “don’t drink your water.”  The letters 

that went out to the black families said, “there is something in your water, but it doesn’t 

cause adverse health effects.  It doesn’t exceed any drinking water standards.  It’s just 

something that’s there.   

 

I saw the two sets of letters and to realize that it was because of the color of my 

skin.   

 

MS. ERBE:  In 2003, the Holt family sued the city and the county of Dickson, the 

State of Tennessee and the automotive company believed to have dumped TCE into the 

landfill.  The case is ongoing.  The defendants deny the Holt family was negligently 

allowed to drink contaminated water or treated differently due to race.   

 

MS. HOLT-ORSTED:  This is a issue.  It’s a modern day civil rights issue.  And 

so I don’t have the answers.  I know that communities – new babies coming into this 

world should not be – their first bath should not be in contaminated water like my kid and 

my sister’s kids.  There’s got to be change and there’s a lot of smart people on Capitol 

Hill.  They need to figure out how to do it.  Ignoring it is not an option.  

 

MS. ERBE:  In 2007, then Senator Hillary Clinton chaired the first ever Senate 

hearing on environmental justice and she introduced the TCE Reduction Act.  It required 

the EPA to set tougher standards, controlling its disposal.  Dr. Wright says she’s 

confident the Holt’s family case and others like it will be resolved under the leadership of 

EPA Administrator Lisa Jackson.   

 

MS. WRIGHT ?:  She has said with no uncertain terms that environmental justice 

was one of her main areas.  She has added diversity to her staff by hiring a person in 



house to make certain that the different divisions are diverse because when you are in the 

room or represented, it makes a difference in terms of what comes out of that room.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Wright and Holt-Orsted advise other persons of color in similar 

situations to educate themselves and to speak out.   

 

MS. HOLT-ORSTED:  Trust your gut.  Do your own research.  Go through state 

records just if you think that something is wrong; just do your own investigating.   

 

(End video segment.)   

 

MS. ERBE:  So Congresswoman Norton, you are one of those very smart people 

in Congress that she was talking about.  (Laughter.)  How is this happening in – not this 

decade, but the last decade?  So two sets of letters, how often does that happen and why 

is it still allowed to happen?   

 

DEL. NORTON:  Well, those letters didn’t come from the federal government, 

but her characterization of this as a civil rights issue I think is correct to understand that – 

exercise a presumption against that – does everybody calls anything involving black 

people that they won’t use it the other side.  If they want to say, “hey, you black people, 

this too is a civil rights issue.”  This one is.  Let me tell you why.  This isn’t about they’re 

poor; therefore they live next to the dump.  It’s about residential segregation.  If you are 

poor and white and you get yourself a few dollars, you can move out to other parts of the 

city.  If you are poor or as she was able to show, even middle class and black, given the 

strength of residential segregation in the North and in the South, it is very much harder 

for you to find a neighborhood that will not exclude you.  And the residential segregation 

has been the hardest nut to crack.  All you’ve got to do is to go in the part of the country 

where she is from – she was from Tennessee – throughout the South, blacks were – that’s 

where the word “ghetto” comes from – where ghettoed into the part of town or the part of 

the county where nobody else wanted to go and there was no recourse to move elsewhere.   

 

Now, there is recourse if you’re middle class, but as she’s shown, if you’re middle 

class, you still confront residential segregation and that still will put you closer to the 

dump than you would have been if you were a middle class white person.  Pure and 

simple, not a federal issue as such, but one that the federal government must penetrate.   

 

MS. WOOD:  Well, this is one of those issues.  And I don’t care what color 

anybody is.  you shouldn’t have to be drinking this kind of water.  It reminds me of the 

Erin Brockovich move in that story.  Not the exact same of thing, but this is the same 

kind of chemical situation.  and it was primarily poor people that were affected because 

that was who was living close to these plants.  So obviously this is something that needs 

to be investigated and needs to be addressed.  And I’m sure it’s not the only case 

happening in the United States.   

 

MS. HENNEBERGER:  It’s a very serious issue and I think it’s really worrisome 

that it’s not just income, as you’re saying, but that there’s a racial component beyond the 



income disparity that should worry us all because today there is – with the laws we have 

now, there shouldn’t be any reason that there would be this residential segregation you’re 

talking about.  Is it problems with lenders?  Is it still cultural barriers?  It seems like a lot 

more needs to be known and really focused.  And I hope she’s right that the EPA led by 

Lisa Jackson will make that a lot easier.  I know – I’m happy the EPA is even back in 

business.  I know a lot of people who’ve been with that federal agency who have sort of 

taken the last eight years off.  (Laughter.)   

 

MS. MARTIN:  Residential segregation, I’m sure that some of it is systemic to 

our culture.  But lots of black people want to stay in neighborhoods where other black 

people are.  And if you know that you’re next to a toxic dump and you have the ability to 

move, if you don’t move, it’s nobody’s fault but your own.   

 

DEL. NORTON:  Holy – I have to say.  If you’re next to a toxic dump, when you 

get the hell out of there, you’re going to do it.   

 

MS. MARTIN:  Exactly.   

 

DEL. NORTON:  And the whole notion that because some other black people are 

here – black people want to live in Prince George’s County, which is a middle class black 

county near Washington D.C.  Black people don’t want to live near a dump just because 

their mother-in-law can’t move out.   

            

 MS. ERBE:  All right.  And we are out of time.  We’re going to have to end that 

and not firing.  That’s it for this edition of To the Contrary.  Next week, the second in a 

three part series on genetic mapping and finding cures for children with rare diseases.  

Please join us on the web for “To the Contrary Extra” and whether your views are in 

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

 

(END) 


