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MS. NATIVIDAD:  This week on To the Contrary, up first, do anti-obesity laws 

create a healthier country or a nanny state.  Then, Sarah Palin steals the spotlight.  Does it 

help or hurt her presidential chances.  Behind the headlines, Cameroonian presidential 

candidate Kah Walla, on her historic run for office.   

 

(Musical break.) 

 

MS. NATIVIDAD:  Hello, I’m Irene Natividad in for Bonnie Erbe.  Welcome to 

To the Contrary, a discussion of news and social trends from diverse perspectives.  Up 

first, nutrition battles. 

 

As First Lady Michelle Obama continued to fight against obesity this week, by 

unveiling a new nutrition plate to replace the food pyramid, House GOP members took 

aim at funding for anti-obesity initiatives in the 2012 budget.  In a bill approved by the 

House Appropriations Committee, new nutritional guidelines for subsidized school 

lunches would be removed.  Republican lawmakers say meals containing more fresh 

fruits and vegetables, low fat dairy products, and whole grains would cost taxpayers more 

than $7 billion over five years.  The changes would also remove regulations to display 

nutritional information in grocery and convenient stores, ending what some Republicans 

call a “nanny state.”   

 

Now, Congresswoman Norton, do anti-obesity laws really create a nanny state?   

 

DEL. NORTON:  Oh, Irene, how absurd even pitiful for Republicans to make fun 

of efforts to prevent a condition that is shortening the lives of millions of obese adults and 

children.   

 

MS. CHAVEZ:  It depends.  I’m all in favor of lots of information and full 

disclosure about the contents of our food, but I’m opposed to government telling us what 

we may and may not eat.   

 

MS. BROWN:  I, too, actually feel that there are problems in the government 

mandating choices for people.  That said, in this instance, I can’t imagine helping 

children make better choices in school is a bad thing.   

 

MS. WRIGHT:  Is there any other better definition for a nanny than someone who 

tells you what you can and cannot eat?   

 

MS. NATIVIDAD:  Well, let’s look at it.  If the cost of healthier lunches and 

breakfast is $7 billion, according to the Republicans who passed this bill, but the cost of 

childhood obesity right now is $200 billion, do you think it’s penny-wise and pound-

foolish? 

 



MS. WRIGHT:  I was an election judge the last November and the polling place 

was in a school and so I was there for the breakfast and I watched how much food was 

thrown away.  Just because you give the children the food, doesn’t mean they’ll eat it.  

Just because you give them the right food, doesn’t mean that they’ll eat it.  It ultimately 

comes down to discipline.  It comes down to parents teaching their children what are the 

right things to eat.   

 

DEL. NORTON:  Well, yes, certainly it does, but let’s leave with the store man.  

Nobody is telling anybody what to eat.  Nobody is mandating – that word has been used 

across this table anything about what to eat.  In fact, the first lady, which has been leading 

the anti-obesity campaign has been very, very careful about making sure that there was 

nothing mandatory in what she was saying.  That’s why you had the first lady upfront 

rather than the president upfront.  So for us to frame the issue precisely as she has – had 

been careful to avoid framing it and to avoid how she deals with it.  She’s trying to 

influence parents – 

 

MS. NATIVIDAD:  Linda, you’ve been watching budget battles for a long time.  

Is this really pushing an agenda or is it really about budget cuts?   

 

MS. CHAVEZ:  Well, two things, first of all, I commend Michelle Obama for 

what she’s doing.  I think she’s been terrific on this issue.  I think it is an important issue 

and I think she’s gone about it the right way.  But, Eleanor, you may be right in terms of 

Michelle Obama and the administration’s point of view, but if you look at city councils 

around the country, in fact, they are mandating what can and cannot go into food.  They 

are telling the establishments they may not use certain kinds of fats, et cetera.  There’s 

even a move to try to lower sugar content.  All of those things, I think, do exactly what 

Wendy is suggesting and get us into the nanny state.  I have always been in favor of full 

disclosure, access to information, and then people make their choices.  Unfortunately, a 

lot of people make bad choices.  I’d rather have – when we’re paying for the good that 

goes into kids’ lunches, I would rather have them be nutritious.  But you’re right, Wendy.  

A lot of it will end up in a trash.   

 

MS. WRIGHT:  And the new graphic that was just created, very nice graphic, but 

$2 million, tax dollars.  That could have been done as a class project at a community 

college.   

 

MS. NATIVIDAD:  Well, I have to tell you – (laughter) – Congresswoman 

Norton, you have to control yourself.  We know that the biggest chunks of the budget are 

defense, Medicare, and Medicaid, and Social Security.  So what we’re cutting is really a 

sliver of the budget.  Two million to inform schools what makes for a healthy lunch or 

breakfast seems like a very good investment, when you consider health care cost of 

obesity, which is plaguing this nation.   

 

MS. WRIGHT:  Let’s look at that new graphic and explains the four types of 

food, and with dairy – who doesn’t know that –  

 



DEL. NORTON:  I don’t.   

 

MS. WRIGHT:  Adults.   

 

DEL. NORTON:  I didn’t know – well, wait a minute – 

 

MS. NATIVIDAD:  Clearly Americans don’t know it.   

 

MS. WRIGHT:  If school officials in charge of creating the lunch programs don’t 

know this, then they shouldn’t have that talk.   

 

DEL. NORTON:  – well, you know good and well they don’t know it.  And in 

fact, when I see those four quadrants, I find them very helpful.  But really what is very 

pitiful is complaints about $2 million simply to tell people what to do, not to mandate, to 

tell people what to do.  What it does show is that Republicans don’t want to spend 

anything on anything, no matter what good it does for public health or what good it does 

for the American people.  When you get down to $2 million, you don’t want to spend 

that, you don’t want to spend anything.   

 

MS. BROWN:  I just think that there’re other parts of this bill that are actually 

more disconcerting.  One aspect of this bill allows individuals who raise and breed farm 

animals to essentially not worry about antibiotic use among those farm animals.  That’s a 

much more disturbing and serious public health consequence if we all become sort of 

immune to antibiotics because they’re in our food supply.  So those types of things and 

those types of efforts I think are very important that the government stands strong in 

being involved with.   

 

MS. NATIVIDAD:  Well, guess what, the FDA budget is being cut 12 percent.  

When there’s an E. coli breakout or salmonella, everybody says “where was the Food and 

Drug Administration.  So Linda, what do you think?   

 

MS. CHAVEZ:  One of the problems is – I am not a radical on this.  As I say, I 

don’t mind the labeling.  I think the labeling is good.  It makes – it allows me to make 

better choices and I’m thankful for it.  The problem is that government changes its mind.  

Part of the problem with that food pyramid is they had us all stuffing ourselves with 

carbohydrates for years, and then it turned out that gee, maybe that’s part of the 

contribution to the obesity.  So governments, sometimes when they make these choices, 

make the wrong choices.  And I think that also comes back to why people are sometimes 

nervous when government comes out with something.   

 

DEL. NORTON:  That’s very important to note that science changes.  That was a 

science then.  The science has told us something different.  Government is supposed to 

change its mind when science tells it to.   

 

MS. NATIVIDAD:  And wasn’t the plate designed with a lot of input from 

nutritionists with consumers from all over the country, so it’s not as if it was just invented 



willy-nilly.  It took two years to create it.  Clearly, when you walk through airports or go 

to the beach, you know we have an obesity problem.  So how do we address it without 

somehow creating new regulations?   

 

MS. WRIGHT:  But that gets down to who addresses it.  Is it the role of govern to 

be doing that?  People who are overweight, they recognize that and there’re a lot of 

different methods or things they can do to deal with that.  And it’s not the role of 

government to be telling that.   

 

MS. NATIVIDAD:  You have the last word on this, but I know we have more 

discussions to come on it.  From a battle over nutrition to media mania over Sarah Palin.   

 

While she hasn’t officially announced a presidential run, Sarah Palin has the 

media right where she wants it, following her every move, this time, on her multi-state, 

One Nation Bus Tour.  Although Palin insists she is not campaigning for the White 

House, some media experts say her strategy of keeping the media guessing her next step 

is working in her favor.  In an unconventional move, Palin and her team are only 

providing updates about her schedule via her website and Facebook and Twitter accounts.  

From posing with the Liberty Bell, to riding in the Rolling Thunder, to meeting with 

Donald Trump, Palin is stealing the media spotlight from other GOP presidential 

hopefuls, including Mitt Romney, who officially announced his run later this week.   

 

Whether she is loved or loathe by the American public, a new Gallup poll shows 

Palin leads all potential Republican presidential candidates with 96 percent name 

recognition.   

 

Lara Brown, you’ve written a book on presidential aspirants over the years, over 

the decades, so is Sarah Palin creating a new model, if you will, for campaigning?   

 

MS. BROWN:  Well, in fact, most people would be surprised.  She’s doing what 

Tom Dewey did in the summer of 1947, when he travelled out West to meet with 

essentially potential convention delegates to try to support his effort.  He had lost the 

1944 presidential campaign.  There was really a great deal of concern about whether he 

was electable.  So he made this effort to try to show the party that yes, there was still 

support out there.  He could be a viable candidate.  I think you see Governor Palin in 

some ways trying to address the same concerns, but I will say one other thing and I think 

it’s important to take in.  Her Fox contract would also basically be – she would be in 

breach of it if she sort of acknowledged or created a schedule or started to include the 

media.  So some of what is going on is she’s not trying to evade them.  She is also trying 

to uphold her contract with Fox News.   

 

MS. NATIVIDAD:  Well, Linda, you’ve run for office before.  What do you think 

– there is – it may have been a model that was tried before, but there wasn’t Twitter or 

Facebook at that time.  What is she doing that is really incredible that’s driving the media 

crazy?   

 



MS. CHAVEZ:  She is a phenomenon.  She is a very polarizing figure.  There are 

people who absolutely adore her, who love her, who think she’s – it’s just the greatest 

thin since sliced bread.  And there are people who detest her.  And I think there are fewer 

people in the middle who are sort of indifferent than there are towards any other person I 

can give, except Barack Obama, you either love him or you hate him.  I mean it’s really – 

I think that is what’s driving it.  She’s very attractive.  She’s personable.  

 

MS. NATIVIDAD:  I want to ask you that.  If she weren’t attractive, do you think 

there would be as much attention paid to her?   

 

MS. CHAVEZ:  No, I don’t.  And look, I think being attractive in politics – if you 

look at elected people, they are better looking than average.  I think the better looking 

person often wins.  But being attractive helps in politics as it does in most of life, and I 

don’t think there’s anything we can do about that.   

 

DEL. NORTON:  Yes, but – and I agree, but she’s such a character.  I think that 

even if she weren’t so pretty, she would draw the press.  I don’t think they’re just coming 

to look at her.  I’m a little surprised that we are contributing to this media mania that you 

described in your clip because it’s really nothing here but brilliant PR.  And I must say 

“brilliant” because she has managed to occupy the field at a time when everybody is 

trying to do so when she has no intention – I’m placing a bet right here – she has no 

intention of running, but she must occupy the field because that’s what her – what she – 

 

MS. NATIVIDAD:  It’s the Palin brand.  

 

DEL. NORTON:  – her celebrity depends upon that brand.   

 

MS. NATIVIDAD:  Okay, I’m just going to do a quick round robin.  Do you 

think she’s going to run?   

 

MS. CHAVEZ:  No.   

 

MS. WRIGHT:  I don’t know.   

 

MS. BROWN:  Yes.   

 

DEL. NORTON:  No.   

 

MS. NATIVIDAD:  Wow, so two-four – I mean two against and one maybe?  

Yes?  So – but she has gotten attention that whether a Republican or a Democrat does not 

get it.  I think when her bus tour started, she got more press than President Obama.  

 

MS. CHAVEZ:  Well, I will tell you, though, I think she’s not going to run 

because I think she is now about her brand and about her celebrity.  And frankly, if she 

runs, I think she’ll lose.  And if she looses, I think her celebrity will deflate.  

 



DEL. NORTON:  And I think she knows all of that.   

 

MS. CHAVEZ:  And I think she knows that.   

 

DEL. NORTON:  So for all of us who sit here and act – exactly – all of us who sit 

here and act as though she’s oblivious of that and – when she decided not to run, not to 

continue as governor, I think the dye was cast.  

 

MS. NATIVIDAD:  Well, you know, people thought her career was dead after 

she quit governorship midstream.  Look where she is.  How many ex vice presidential 

candidates are being followed by the media on a bus tour of historic sites?   

 

DEL. NORTON:  What I mean by “brilliant.”   

 

MS. NATIVIDAD:  There’s a brilliance behind this.  Who do you think is behind 

the – her great strategic decisions regarding the media and all this.  

 

MS. WRIGHT:  Look at her whole career.  Her whole career has defied 

conventional political wisdom.  She did not come from a prominent family.  Didn’t go to 

an Ivy League school and yet has had this incredible impact.  And where she is now, kind 

of a foot in, a foot out, she has – she has incredible impact on the political discourse.   

 

MS. NATIVIDAD:  I know.  I mean she tweeted about raising the debt ceiling 

from the bus and also about Karzai.  Now, has there been a – I don’t think there’s been a 

model for this, Lara.   

 

MS. BROWN:  Well, no, except that obviously you go back to something like 

Ronald Reagan.  And he did have a radio show in which he was consistently doing 

editorials in the lead up to both actually his ’76 nomination run and then later, his 1980 – 

 

MS. CHAVEZ:  Big difference.  As somebody who worked for Ronald Reagan 

and who knew Ronald Reagan.  He was very serious bout policy issues.  So my biggest 

criticism of Sarah Palin has been that she did not immerse herself in the issues in a way 

that made her really well-informed.   

 

MS. NATIVIDAD:  You don’t think she’s doing that now?  She does a historic 

tour and at least those with the –   

 

MS. CHAVEZ:  I don’t think she’s doing – 

 

DEL. NORTON:  I think that’s why she tweets.  That’s the way to do policy if 

you’re Sarah Palin.  She doesn’t want to go – in fact, she doesn’t go on mainstream 

media anymore.  She goes on Fox.  And Fox will protect her.   

 



MS. NATIVIDAD:  Well, but do you blame her?  The mainstream media looks at 

her in a negative way.  So she’s creating her own and she – if campaigning is about 

getting your voice to the people, she’s doing it on her terms.   

 

MS. BROWN:  And let me just also say, there has been a history of the presidents 

who sort of take advantage of the new media technologies at their time are actually the 

ones who end up winning.  So when I made that mention of Ronald Reagan, it’s because 

that was actually a somewhat new format for an editorial commentary on the radio at that 

time.  You know, President Reagan took advantage of it.  It worked to his advantage.  

 

DEL. NORTON:  Well, tweet is not a new form of policy – 

 

MS. BROWN:  Well, but it’s a new form of campaigning.   

 

DEL. NORTON:  – it is and she’s not campaigning.   

 

MS. NATIVIDAD:  Behind the headlines, Cameroonian presidential candidate 

Kah Walla.  The West African nation of Cameroon is gearing up for its presidential 

election this October and all eyes are on female candidate Kah Walla.  Already an 

established businesswoman and local politician at Cameroon’s capital, Ms. Walla’s brand 

of grassroots activism is capturing the world’s attention.  To the Contrary spoke to Walla 

about her efforts to empower women and the significance of her historic run for office.   

 

(Begin video segment.)   

 

MS. KAH WALLA:  As a candidate, interestingly enough, at this point in time in 

Cameroon’s history, because we have – we’ve been independent for 50 years.  In 50 

years, we’ve had two presidents.  The first one was there for 22 years and the current 

president has been there for 28 years.  So interestingly, there is a sense that a woman 

already represents change.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Uprisings and small scale protests have popped up across Cameroon 

and other Western and Central African nations in recent months.  Walla says it’s no 

coincidence young people are leading these demonstrations.   

 

MS. WALLA:  In my country, 60 percent of the population is under 20 years old.  

This is the future.  These are the people.  They’re not only the future of Africa.  They are 

the future of the world.  In Africa, unfortunately after independence, which was 

catastrophic for us because a lot of the people who were fighting for independence got 

killed.  Our nationalist movements were really pulverized by the colonizing countries in 

conjunction with people from our own countries.  But the result was that Africans for – 

good percentages of us became afraid of politics.  It was – you know, you could get 

killed.  And so we shied away from it.  The results are a continent, an entire continent 

that is doing very poorly on development issues, that is doing – even when it has 

economic growth, we’re not seeing that economic growth being – the population 

benefiting from that economic growth.   



 

MS. ERBE:  Particularly when it comes to women, Walla recognized this, and in 

2008, she began working with the women merchants at Sandaga market, Central Africa’s 

largest produce market.  

 

MS. WALLA:  This market has about 1,300 traders, 900 of whom are women.  

But the women are on the lowest level of the economic ladder in the market, and also in 

terms of the management of the market, there’re 41 people on the management board, 

only one woman.  And so the women were feeling like they were not getting the services 

that they were paying for in the market.  So what we did was to come in with a training 

program in partnership with Vital Voices, Exxon Mobile and the Bill and Melinda Gates 

Foundation.  We were able to provide training to these women on basic business skills, in 

order to improve their own businesses.  We were able to provide them training on – and 

information on taxation and what it is that they were supposed to pay.  A lot of women 

just didn’t know, didn’t have the information.  Also the women then decided to create an 

association so that they could have a voice in the market, so that they could dialogue with 

the market association, dialogue with the city, dialogue with the entity that manages the 

market, so that they could get the services that they were paying for.  

 

MS. ERBE:  Walla says the work of these market women is just one of countless 

stories across the continent of Africa about women’s empowerment and resilience.  She 

says, unfortunately, when it comes to African nations, Americans are all too often fed 

nothing but stories of destitution and despair.  

 

MS. WALLA:  While many, many women in Africa are subject to violence and 

are subject to some very, very horrendous situations, for the majority, we are not victims.  

We are regular people with an enormous amount of potential, who are capable of 

overcoming incredible obstacles.  The market women I was talking about earlier work 

much harder hours than you or I, overcome incredible economic obstacles to be able to 

do their business on a daily basis.  So these are very, very strong women.  They don’t 

need pity.  They need to be provided with opportunity.  They need to be able to have 

tools to navigate in this modern world that we live in.   

 

(End video segment.)   

 

MS. NATIVIDAD:  Congresswoman Norton, Kah Walla was recently abducted 

and then released.  So do you think this kind of intimidation tactics would inhibit others 

to run for office, other women to run for office in her country?   

 

DEL. NORTON:  Well, particularly women – everyone you see ruined.  When 

you consider what is happening often to women in Africa, this woman, this very 

articulate African woman would seem to be tailor made for what many African countries 

need, particularly given her grassroots work and particularly as a candidate.  I was very 

intrigued, but now I need to know more about her, when I understood, need to know why, 

what if it’s true that she was ousted from her own party because of embezzlement.  We 

don’t need to start that again, in Cameroon especially.   



 

MS. NATIVIDAD:  Well, she mentioned something about how African women in 

general are viewed by Americans and Europeans.  Do you think that is true?  Do we 

always look at African women with pity?   

 

MS. WRIGHT:  I think we see that in things like UN programs that require a 

quota on how many women to be in political office.  And look at what she’s 

accomplished on her own merit, through her own accomplishments.  It’s quite remarkable 

what she’s done and she gives a credit to nongovernmental organizations like Vital 

Voices and a corporation like Exxon Mobile and Bill and Melinda Gates foundation.  

She’s not giving any recognition to the UN.  So I think that’s because she realizes that 

she did this through her own work.  That’s what we ought to be encouraging.   

 

MS. NATIVIDAD:  Well, I have to tell you all those political quotas – and other 

countries have enabled a lot of women to enter public office without intimidation.   

 

DEL. NORTON:  But they’re not imposed by the UN.  They’re democratically 

imposed from within by the people of those countries.   

 

MS. WRIGHT:  And she’s taken more seriously because she’s reached this 

position on her own merit.  

 

MS. NATIVIDAD:  It depends on who you say is being taken seriously, depends.  

 

MS. CHAVEZ:  Well, you know, I do think that – a friend of mine once said, 

“you can judge a country by how it treats its women.”  I do think that’s true and I think 

the status of women in many places across the world – it’s not just in Africa; it’s certainly 

in parts of the Middle East and elsewhere – is depressing.  And I believe that treating 

women as equals before the law is absolutely a fundamental human right and that we 

ought to be concerned about that.  So I think it’s encouraging.  I think that when you see 

a woman rise to a position of power – I agree with Wendy that it’s better if that happens 

naturally rather than being imposed from on top.  But many of these societies have 

cultural differences in terms of the way women have been treated that are very, very 

difficult to overcome.   

 

MS. NATIVIDAD:  You know, in many international bodies right now, it’s 

become politically correct to say “we are working towards the betterment of women and 

girls.”  Do you think that’s really happening globally?   

 

MS. BROWN:  I mean I don’t know if it’s happening.  I think certainly the efforts 

are there, but the question as to whether or not it’s actually helping women and girls is a 

different story.  In many of these countries, Cameroon being one of them, there’re high 

levels of local government corruption.  In fact, that could be part of the story as to why 

she has risen, because it’s not unusual for women to sort of rise in politics when 

corruption abounds.   

 



MS. NATIVIDAD:  Well, always when things are bad, women are the last resort 

in terms of leadership.  Either your husband gets killed or your father or somehow you 

rise as an independent objector, if you will.  Do you think we should withhold aid from 

countries that don’t treat women well?   

 

MS. WRIGHT:  That’s a difficult question to answer.  I think there’re just so 

many factors you have to take into consideration.  And so saying that that’d be the sole 

factor, I don’t think I would do that.  I’d want to look at a lot of different things.   

 

MS. NATIVIDAD:  Well, I agree with you.  That’s it for this edition of To the 

Contrary.  Next week, a special show on immigration’s impact on health care reform, 

poverty, and natural resources.  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) 
 


