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BONNIE ERBE:  This week on To the Contrary, first, the sad status of women in 

media.  Then, deathtraps for female Olympians?  Behind the headlines: the cause of West 

Virginia’s water problem – mountaintop removal coal mining. 

 

(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, women underrepresented. 

 

We’ve heard it before and talked about is on this show scores of times over the 

years.  But an important new report from the Women’s Media Center reiterates that 

women’s progress in media is slow and stalled.   

 

From on-screen and behind the camera, in TV and film to print and digital media, 

gender diversity is a rarity.  Angelina Jolie is the highest paid female movie star on the 

latest “Forbes” list of top 10 best-paid Hollywood male and female stars.  Her pay is the 

same per movie as the two lowest paid male stars.   

 

Women comprise just more than 36 percent of newsroom staffs.  That’s slightly 

below what it was 15 years ago.  And on the weekend political talk shows, except for this 

one, the gender breakdown is 75 percent male, to 25 percent female.   

 

So, Congresswoman Norton, why in this day and age are women still stalled as 

media executives? 

 

DEL. NORTON:  Bonnie, we remember the ’60s and ’70s when young women 

like you were coming into the media.  But the lesson is that for insurgent groups like 

women and minorities, unless you keep pushing devilishly hard, they don’t make it to the 

top.   

 

MERCEDES VIANA SCHLAPP:  And these reports are necessary because the 

media institutions obviously are not providing the support that these women need to rise 

in management and to really get to that next level. 

 

KIM GANDY:  Well, I think the reality is that women are underrepresented in the 

media in the same way that they are underrepresented across male dominated institutions 

and the increasing consolidation of media ownership is not helping that.  But MSNBC 

gives us an example that when the decisions come from the top, it can be changed. 

 

RINA SHAH:  Women have traditionally been left out.  And this is just another 

field where it’s presumed that they have more seats.  But these numbers are staggeringly 

low.  Newsrooms have traditionally been stacked with male executives.  I remember my 



first job out of college was in a newsroom which was predominantly male.  Op-eds are 

frequently penned by males as well. 

 

MS. ERBE:  All right.  So what do women need – what do we need to do to move 

forward? 

 

DEL. NORTON:  You know, unlike science, you know, and technology, where 

women were underrepresented perhaps culturally first, and, you know, we now see that 

turning around, for the skills it takes in the media, women were already there.  And that’s 

why I push or put – I put the emphasis on pushing.  We’ve seen that nothing happens in 

this country unless you push for it.  And particularly in high-powered industries like this, 

there’s not room at the top.  There’s not room even in the middle.   

 

So if you want to be there, you’ve got to keep pushing.  And women were so glad 

to see what we had done in the ’60s and ’70s that I think we lost track of those figures, 

and that’s why I think everyone is going to be stunned to hear them and see them. 

 

MS. SCHLAPP:  Well, and what’s more shocking is that the majority of those 

college graduates of journalism are women.  And they’re not even being – getting in there 

so you’re talking about dealing with balancing work and family issues.  Obviously, you 

know, in the newsroom, it’s grueling 24 hours.  It’s difficult.   

 

So it’s trying to figure out where these, again, media institutions can come in and 

these executives and say, where can we help these women flourish?  I mean, when you 

look at it, females, for example, bylines in top political magazines, they’re outnumbered 

seven to one.  I mean, that’s just unacceptable because part of it is providing that other 

viewpoint which we’re not – it’s not getting heard. 

 

MS. ERBE:  And then I look at – I have to say I was looking around on the 

Internet, and “Huffington Post,” founded by a woman, Arianna Huffington, who used to 

be a regular on this panel, her women’s page, it’s insulting.  It’s all about makeup, and 

beauty, and romance.  And I’m sitting there and go – and she – you know, to her credit, 

she has plenty of substance on other pages and also some departments that are not so 

substantive.  But that one in particular should be and it’s not.   

 

MS. GANDY:  I think people are also surprised at how far down this has pushed.  

When you look at children’s programming, how few female characters there are in 

children’s programming compared to male characters; it’s always the males that – even in 

cartoons, there are very, very few female characters even in children’s cartoons.  Even 

the ones that are animals are male animals that are in the kids’ – what they see is – they 

see men. 

 

DEL. NORTON:  But here’s your point though.  You’re proving your point that 

from the top, somebody from the top must be dangling those men.  Who goes to movies?  

Women.  Who watches television?  Women. 

 



MS. ERBE:  Who’s on the Internet?  More women than men. 

 

DEL. NORTON:  Didn’t know that. 

 

MS. SCHLAPP:  And that’s where women are making inroads actually in the new 

media which is – that gives them an opportunity to blog and get their viewpoints out 

there.  But I’m voting for Bonnie to be on the next Sunday show.  We’ll call the 

producer. 

 

MS. SHAH (?):  Traditional media.  Yeah. 

 

MS. ERBE:  But one thing I do want to ask.  Your generation – my generation 

was, you know, ’60s, ’70s, Gloria Stein, we were really pushing out there.  And that all 

died down in the ’80s and ’90s.  And I just started reading “Lean In,” which – and Sheryl 

Sandberg makes the case that not just in media but everywhere the women’s rights 

revolution has stalled.   What is your generation – not to put this all on your shoulders, 

but what millenials going to do about it? 

 

MS. SHAH:  The good news is that traditional media is out the door.  You know, 

it’s heading out there.  I no longer subscribe to dailies that come in print.  And so social 

media is great because I’m actually reading voices of “Huffington Post” that are women.  

You know, I know that many of their executives are male, but I’m seeing that the 

overwhelming number of reporters I’ve interacted with have been female.  So it’s good 

news.  It is changing.  The tide is turning. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Terrific.  Let us know what you think.  Please follow me on Twitter 

@BonnieErbe or #tothecontrary.  From women’s media to Olympic women. 

 

Are Olympic courses at Sochi too dangerous or just unfair to women?  Olympic 

skier Bode Miller says the downhill course could kill anyone.  And gold medalist Shaun 

White pulled out of snowboarding slope style for fear of injury.   

 

Olympic courses are modified for women size and strength relative to men’s in 

traditional winter sports such as ski jumping and luge but no such modifications exist for 

women in the so-called extreme events.  Sixteen of the 22 serious accidents in Sochi 

Extreme Park involved women.  The conservative National Review says this is more 

proof for keeping women out of military combat positions. 

 

So, Mercedes, is that a reason to keep women out of combat?  And should there 

be modifications for women on the slopes? 

 

MS. SCHLAPP:  Well, yes.  First, there should be modifications for women on 

the slopes.  I think we’re dealing with athletes.  I mean, when you’re dealing with the 

military combat, it’s a different scenario.  There are different type of women might go 

into that – into military combat.   

 



So, in essence, I believe that in the ski slopes, when you’re seeing all these 

injuries occur, and you’re having even Shaun White coming out and saying, this is too 

dangerous for me to go on, there’s a problem.  So there needs to be those adjustments 

made for these athletes.   

 

In terms of military combat, that’s an – you know, that’s an interesting question to 

bring up.  If the women are capable and they’re able to reach those standards when 

they’re doing their boot camps and going through the process and they’re able to succeed, 

then they should be allowed to be in the front line. 

 

DEL. NORTON:  Well, you know, on the extreme slopes – and, remember, we’re 

talking about slopes where most men could not do.  That was a man’s ski –  

 

MS. SCHLAPP (?):  That’s right. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Olympic skier, male. 

 

DEL. NORTON:  Yeah.  That was a man saying this will kill you.  So I’m not – 

I’m not disturbed that at this point in time there are not women who would do that.  By 

the way, most women would not I think fare well in combat yet.  We are now only 

beginning to see women try their limits.  The slopes are already altered for women.  This 

is the one and only one the so-called extreme.  This is not the way it is generally.  And 

it’s been altered for women according to what they’ve shown they can do.   

 

So I think – I have to tell you, I think that in time, there will be women who don’t 

have accidents who can do that extreme.  I’d leave that extreme to the extreme men, and, 

yes, the extreme women to come. 

 

MS. ERBE:  But what about this whole – you know, extreme sports, you know, 

pushing people, not just to but beyond their limits?  Why is that going on?  Is it because, 

you know, the go pro camera that you stick on your head and you see somebody else 

doing it and you think you can do it? 

 

MS. SHAH:  It’s voluntary, just like serving on the front lines and serving your 

country on those front lines in combat should be voluntary, and is.  And I think it’s 

wonderful and I think women belong there.  If you’re a woman and you decide you can 

do that, do it.   

 

I think – I disagree fundamentally with the correlation the author made in the 

conservative article that said that women shouldn’t serve on the front lines because they 

can’t handle these extreme slopes.   

 

Again, let’s go back to the males.  And these males are saying they’re having a 

tough time with it.  I think it’s sexist and I think it would be wrong to basically modify 

and alter those slopes to make it easier for women.  I mean, feminists basically want to 

have their cake and eat it too. 



 

MS. ERBE:  But women are shorter on average than men; the muscle – you 

know, your muscle fiber only has so much capacity, a man’s has more.  Why is it wrong 

to – and tell me quickly. 

 

MS. SHAH:  Well, some events have been modified, but this one, in the extreme 

sports, again, you can’t make the correlation that it’s voluntary.  It’s an extreme sport.  

You’re volunteering, you know, yourself to take part in such a thing. 

 

MS. SCHLAPP:  But even the men can’t do these courses.  I mean, that’s kind of 

the other problem.   

 

MS. GANDY:  Right.  But also, you know, the women – if the women were 

competing against the men in the same contest, then of course it would be wrong to have 

women on a different course if they’re all competing for the same medals.  But when the 

women are competing against the women and the men are competing against the men, 

you want to have a course that’s going to demonstrate who’s the strongest and who’s the 

best.  And, at this point in time, in those extreme sports, the women’s course is going to 

be shorter to accommodate for the physical differences. 

 

MS. SCHLAPP:  And with safety being – and with safety being the most 

important thing.  Yeah.  Safety.  Right.  Right. 

 

MS. GANDY:  Safety.  There should be safety for the men as well.  But they’re 

not competing against each other so there’s no reason really that the courses can’t 

accommodate to their different build. 

 

MS. ERBE:  And also, the extreme sports pushing things to the limit is an idea 

that I think has to – has to be modified or go.   

 

Thank you so much, Mercy, for taking part in the show so far. 

 

MS. SCHLAPP:  Thank you. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Behind the headlines: mountaintop removal.  The recent chemical 

spill in West Virginia brought renewed national attention to the dangers associated with 

the coal industry.  But people who live in Appalachia say they don’t need a massive crisis 

to stoke their fears.  Their reminders come nearly every day in the form of explosions. 

 

(Begin video segment.) 

 

MARIA GUNNOE [Ohio Valley Environmental Coalition]:  When you’re woke 

up out of a dead sleep at 7:00 a.m. in the morning by a horrendous blast that shakes 

everything in your house, it changes your life dramatically. 

 



MS. ERBE:  Maria Gunnoe lives in Boone County, West Virginia, in a 

community downwind from mountains purposely exploded for their coal.   

 

MS. GUNNOE:  The coal industry is creating more activists every day. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Gunnoe is an environmental activist who’s been fighting to end what 

is referred to as mountaintop removal.   

 

MS. GUNNOE:  When the companies started polluting our water and blasting the 

mountains over our homes, I had no choice but to stand up. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Gunnoe has paid a price for standing up. 

 

MS. GUNNOE:  I now currently live inside of 400 feet of chain link fence with 

two guard dogs and a security system.  I’ve had people threaten me and my kids.  I’ve 

had people threaten to burn my home.  I get run off the road. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Gunnoe says it’s gotten better over the years as neighbors see the 

impact.  She believes education is key to winning the battle.  That’s why she took To the 

Contrary on an air and land tour to see the devastation from mountaintop removal.  We 

were up over the mountains for a few moments when –  

 

SCOTT SIMONTON [SouthWings Volunteer Pilot]:  They just set off a blast 

over here if you see that cloud of dust.  Really it started in the ’80s in big surface mines 

but technology is what really made it possible.  Moving 20 tons of rock for every ton of 

coal you get, you know, that normally, until you got the economy of scale, you know, 

mountaintop removal didn’t make sense. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Sometimes referred to as strip mining on steroids, mountaintop 

mining or mountaintop removal is a technique used in West Virginia, Virginia, Kentucky, 

and Tennessee.  It starts with clearing forests and brush.  Explosives then bring down 500 

plus feet of the mountain to expose the coal seams. 

 

MS. GUNNOE:  There’s 1.5 million acres of mountaintop removal that’s either 

proposed, permitted, active in southern Appalachia.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Huge machines, called draglines, scoop up to 100 tons in a single 

load.  The rock and dirt end up in the valleys and streams, often burying natural 

waterways. 

 

MR. SIMONTON:  As bad as MTR looks, you know, that’s not my big concern.  

My big concern is the effects that we don’t see, the impacts to ground water, the impacts 

to air, the impacts to service water in that pathway and the people.   

 



MS. ERBE:  Advocates for ending MTR cite peer-reviewed studies confirming its 

link to disease.  They include: increased rates of death from heart disease, certain cancers, 

and a higher percentage of birth defects. 

 

MS. GUNNOE:  My daughter is only 19 years old and she’s lost three friends to 

cancer, the first one being when she was 12 years old.  We have one little girl in our 

community right now that graduated with my daughter – she has four kinds of cancer 

right now. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Gunnoe says the environmental destruction has other deadly 

consequences. 

 

MS. GUNNOE:  That’s slurry impoundment.  That’s they store the water that 

they use to wash and prepare the coal.  Look at the water downstream.  This is your 

drainage. 

 

MS. ERBE:  In 1972, when a rain soaked impoundment dam collapsed, 138 

million gallons of waste water flooded out the community of Buffalo Creek.   

 

MS. GUNNOE:  A hundred and twenty-five people killed and seven people were 

never found.  There were 4,000 people left homeless.  That was the reason for surface 

mine reclamation act laws. 

 

MS. ERBE:  With hundreds of impoundments in West Virginia, activists fear 

future crises.  This island in the sky is the center of a different coal controversy and 

lawsuit.  A family cemetery where civil war veterans are buried sits high above a massive 

mining site.  Gunnoe is part of the lawsuit charging the coal company with desecrating 

the graves by blasting the mountain and making it nearly impossible for relatives to visit. 

 

MS. GUNNOE:  You can’t get there without going through the company. 

 

MS. ERBE:  The company says it’s gone above and beyond to protect the 

cemetery and access to it.  Environmentalists have secured victories though.  Patriot Coal 

agreed to stop mountaintop removal practices due to selenium pollution in the streams.  

And there is Kayford Mountain, the next stop on our tour. 

 

ELISE KEATON [Keeper of the Mountain Foundation]:  It’s very valuable piece 

of land.  If you keep your eyes open, you’ll actually be able to see pieces of coal.  The 

coal company actually tried to buy Larry’s land and they offered him an amount of 

money that no person in their right mind could possibly turn down.  That was about $1 

million an acre for the 50 acres.   

 

MS. ERBE:  But the owner, Larry Gibson, turned them down.  Today, the Keeper 

of the Mountains Foundation keeps it intact. 

 



MS. KEATON:  So the mountain direct clean front is a great example of what the 

mountain should look like.  What’s interesting about the mountaintops that you see here 

is there are permits out on these mountaintops.  And if those permits are allowed to be 

exploited, then those mountaintops will be taken away. 

 

MS. ERBE:  On the other side of the park, mountains give way to surface mining. 

 

PAUL CORBIT BROWN [Chair/President, Keeper of the Mountains 

Foundation]:  This used to be the low point on this mountain and now it’s the highest.  So 

the one thing that the coal industry has given us is a bird’s eye view of the hell they’ve 

created.  And we bring people up here and we show them because you will never 

understand mountaintop removal until you’ve looked upon it with your own eyes and you 

felt it in your own heart. 

 

MS. KEATON (?):  Directly in front of us is an active mining site.  That 

eventually will look like this. 

 

MR. BROWN (?):  There may be a dozen varieties in this particular reclamation 

and there was 1,000 varieties of plants.  Now, there’s this, you know, a dozen species all 

struggling to survive. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Environmental advocates say the air and water are so polluted, even 

if mountaintop removal ended tomorrow, no one knows how long it would take to get rid 

of the pollutants.   

 

DUSTIN WHITE [Ohio Valley Environmental Coalition]:  These waters are 

contaminated with a multitude of different things.  There’s arsenic, led, manganese, 

strontium, you know, elements that while in the ground are essentially harmless, but 

when exposed to the oxygen, when the mountains are blown up, they become toxic.  You 

have raw dust and everything else raining down on the communities so they develop 

things like emphysema and lung cancer and we have reports of children with the lung 

capacity of a 75-year-old fulltime smoker. 

 

MS. GUNNOE:  I’ve seen people drink polluted water, water that had diesel fuel 

floating in it.  And they’d look at you and say, what choice do we have? 

 

MS. ERBE:  There’s little if any trust that government or the coal industry care 

about the future of Appalachia.  And advocates say mountaintop mining can’t be justified 

by the claim that it’s a job creator. 

 

JANET KEATING [Executive Director, Ohio Valley Environmental Coalition]:  

People who do mine the coal here will have a decent wage for a very short period of time, 

but with mountaintop removal, mining jobs have actually decrease because it doesn’t take 

very many people to blow up a mountain.  They extract the resources; they extract the 

wealth and they impoverish the people who are not given any options for a future. 

 



MS. GUNNOE:  Coal is a dinosaur technology.  What coal we do have left in the 

ground should be used as a transition fuel to the next generation of new technology in 

energy production.  There’s ways of making electricity where we don’t have to blow up 

mountains; we don’t have to pollute people’s water. 

 

(End video segment.) 

 

MS. ERBE:  So, Janet Keating, now you’re in the studio here with us.  Thank you 

for joining us.  Talk about the ways that energy could and should be extracted for – you 

know, to power the country, to power West Virginia. 

 

MS. KEATING:  Well, you know, we have a real opportunity.  We have the most 

creative people in this country, and renewable energy is not something that is a dream far, 

far away.   

 

We could start with the low-hanging fruit, energy efficiency.  That’s 35 percent of 

our current energy could be replaced in our fossil fuel energy just by energy efficiency.  

We should be subsidizing the good stuff, like energy efficiency and providing tax breaks 

for that.   

 

We have all these flattened mountain.  Why don’t we have solar panels on them?  

We have the ability in West Virginia.  Our solar power is comparable to that of Germany, 

and Germany now is powering – half of its electricity is coming from solar.   

 

So we have the knowhow.  And, my goodness, couldn’t we put a lot of miners 

back to work, you know, in solar energy, in other fields?  Yes. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Congresswoman Norton, I’ve read that the spill that gets all in the 

news right now, the chemical spill, which was chemicals used to treat water, I believe, 

that that was an unregulated chemical company.  Why is it that Congress – why isn’t it 

that people in government in West Virginia aren’t trying to ban these places? 

 

DEL. NORTON:  Bonnie, if you want to figure out what an unregulated society 

looks like, you’d look at West Virginia.  The state had such a strong mining tradition and 

there are so few obvious resources – I still agree with you now; it’s abundant in new 

technology resources – that it became so dependent on coal that now it’s blowing itself 

up in effect and blowing up with it resources that must have like water, like clean air.  

And the federal government has not done a good job either, but West Virginia has 

inflicted harm on its people. 

 

MS. ERBE:  You were born and raised there. 

 

MS. SHAH:  Yeah.  I was born and raised in southern Appalachia, the county 

over from Boone County, Raleigh County, which was not affected by the chemical leap 

that happened.  Those were substances that cleaned coal in a plant, unregulated, like you 

said.   



 

Elected officials have been in bed with big coal for a very long time, whether they 

be Republican or Democrats, no administration, Republican or Democrat, again, has held 

mountaintop removal to what it should be, banned.  They have not banned it, no 

administration.  And I’ll tell you, what’s most interesting, 57 percent of tea partiers, last 

poll, I checked, a few years back were against mountaintop removal when told that it 

polluted their clean-drinking water streams. 

 

MS. ERBE:  And, by the way, we tried to get in touch with Shelley – tried to do 

an interview for this story with Shelley Moore Capito, who’s a Republican from West 

Virginia, now running to – and probably will replace Jay Rockefeller in the Senate.  We 

were unsuccessful.  Your thoughts. 

 

MS. GANDY:  Well, Rina is exactly right.  Big coal has been such a support to 

politicians from both parties that they found it hard to challenge it.  It simply may need to 

happen at a higher level.  But we cannot think about the public health cost of the cancers, 

of the lack of clean water, of the air pollution, the –  

 

MS. ERBE:  The miners who used to go in the mountains anyway and come out 

with lung disease. 

 

DEL. NORTON:  Black lung. 

 

MS. GANDY:  Billions and billions of dollars in public health impact on an 

annual basis.  If you look at the public health cost of domestic violence is estimated at 

$4.1 billion a year.  This has got to parallel that at least if not greater year after year after 

year. 

 

MS. ERBE:  What’s going on with the movement to ban mountaintop removal? 

 

MS. KEATING:  Well, let me just first that we’re at a point of diminishing 

returns, when you have to blow up mountains to get that same coal or to get any kind of 

energy, when you’re literally destroying the mountains and the water on which all life 

depends.   

 

MS. ERBE:  And habitat and all kinds of species. 

 

MS. KEATING:  Absolutely.  Right.  And, actually, forests which can help 

mitigate the problems with global warming.  But the movement itself, we – it’s still pretty 

strong but it’s not getting the kind of – seriously, it’s not getting the kind of funding it 

needs to make its voices heard in the federal government.   

 

I would like to see a strong call for the acid – or AML money, abandoned mine 

land money.  There’s $2.5 billion just languishing and it could go a long way to restore – 

you know, the miners could turn those bulldozers around to reclaim the land, to heal the 

land, to help clean up the acid mine drainage, the slurry impoundments, billions of 



gallons of toxic sludge that’s looming over communities that could give way just like 

Buffalo Creek did.  Yeah. 

 

MS. ERBE:  All right.  And we’ll keep following what happens with that. 

 

MS. KEATING:  Please. 

 

MS. ERBE:  That money should go to that purpose.  That’s it for this edition.  

Please follow me on Twitter and visit our website, pbs.org/tothecontrary.  And whether 

you agree or think to the contrary, we’ll see you next week. 

 

(END) 

 


