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MS. ERBE:  This week on To the Contrary, the debate over gun control heats up, 

then the declining abortion rate hits a plateau.  Behind the headlines, Michelle Bachelet, 

former president of Chile, discusses her new role as head of U.N. women.   

 

(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, the Tucson massacre and 

gun control.   

 

The tragedy in Tucson has renewed efforts to tighten gun control laws.  House 

Democrat Carolyn McCarthy wants to reinstate a ban on high capacity magazines.  Police 

say this is the type of clip the gunman allegedly used to kill six people and injure 14 

others, including Representative Gabrielle Giffords.  High capacity ammunition clips, 

which can hold more than 30 bullets, were outlawed 16 year ago, under the Federal 

Assault Weapons ban.  But that law expired in 2004.  Gun control proponents are rallying 

behind McCarthy’s amendment, as well as one offered by New York Republican Peter 

King that would outlaw weapons within 1,000 feet of federal officials.  But King’s own 

party leaders are not backing his plan.   

 

A new poll finds 47 percent of Americans now support stricter gun laws.  That’s 

up from 40 percent last year, but way, way down from almost 80 percent 20 years ago.   

 

REP. CAROLYN MALONEY (D-NY):  (From tape.)  We need to take steps to 

protect people in our society.  I believe that the steps we take should apply to everyone.  

We shouldn’t have a gun free zone just for Congress members or elected officials.  We 

should have a gun free zone for everyone.  So I am supporting Congresswoman Carolyn 

McCarthy’s effort to ban these high speed clips that are used just to kill people.  I feel 

that what happened to my very, very good friend Gabby Giffords should be a wake up 

call to this nation and it should be a turning point, where we take steps against 

inflammatory rhetoric and against access to guns by deranged people.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Irene Natividad, will the Tucson massacre be a turning point, and 

will Congress end up passing even a minor type of gun control that it’s considering?   

 

MS. NATIVIDAD:  I don’t know if it’s a turning point in terms of gun control 

because frankly I think that gun owners of this country are already in place.  I think 

narrow scope bills, just like Congresswoman McCarthy’s bill, will probably pass.   

 

MS. WRIGHT:  Well, Representative Giffords is pro-gun.  So any Democrat or 

Republican that supports that bill would be using Giffords’ tragedy to promote something 

that she opposed.   

 



MS. FELDT:  I don’t think that the bill is going to pass because I don’t think it 

will even be brought up, unless the votes are not there to pass it.  I think the only reason it 

would be brought up would be if Boehner could get the Democrats on record, so that they 

could then have the NRA flog them with their votes in the next election cycle, quite 

frankly.   

 

MS. KUROKAWA:  I agree.  I think there will be bipartisan support for small 

bills, but I don’t see them passing.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Well, it’s been a long time since this country was solidly behind gun 

control, but all the polls show a huge gender divide on this issue.  But now – 20 years 

ago, there was 78 percent support for gun control.  Have women abandoned it as an 

issue?  Are more women pro gun rights than pro gun control at this point?   

 

MS. WRIGHT:  I think more women are more comfortable with guns, handling 

guns themselves.  And when you look at the kinds of threats that we face and face on a 

large scale, it was box cutters and an airplane that killed massive numbers of people on 

9/11.  It was fertilizer that killed people in Oklahoma City.  So many women recognize 

that it’s not the guns that are the problem; it’s the evil behind the guns.  It’s what’s 

motivating the people to kill other people on a mass scale.   

 

MS. NATIVIDAD:  But still, we have almost open access to guns in this country.  

And I think that’s the part that is really – that’s really horrible.  I think a lot – a lot of 

people know, understand, that stopping gun – having gun control and having strict laws 

against that is not going to pass.  The National Riffle Association actually had, which is a 

very strong lobby, actually had a program to persuade women and to even train them on 

the use o handguns.  So I’m not at all surprise that women have become comfortable.   

 

MS. ERBE:  But do you think that’s responsible for dropping support from almost 

80 percent, 20 years ago, to down to 40 percent before this most recent massacre?   

 

MS. NATIVIDAD:  I think they are powerful lobby and they have very good 

messages and they’ve done a great job.  So I think that’s part of it.  The other part is we 

had 9/11 and we’ve had other massacres, if you will, that showed people, oh my God, I 

may be in danger.  So you combine the two, a powerful lobby for guns in this country and 

disasters, massacres that took place that show people that they’re vulnerable.  So there’s a 

general acceptance, maybe I should protect myself.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Well, one factor I saw raised on a pro-gun blog was that we actually 

have since 1990 put a fair number of gun control laws into effect, including for our time, 

anyway, the assault weapons ban, which of course expired, was not renewed in ’94, I 

believe it was.  So are women in particular, Wendy, because you’re closest on this panel 

to that community, are they saying, “look, we did support gun control before, but now we 

have enough.”  Is that’s what’s going on here?   

 



MS. WRIGHT:  And I think also you can look at the history.  Columbine 

occurred when the assault weapons ban was in place.  So we’ve seen the gun control laws 

be put in place, but it hasn’t necessarily made people safer.  In fact, when you look in the 

areas that have the highest murder rates, so high that doesn’t even make the news, is 

D.C., New York City, the places that have the strongest and strictest gun control laws.   

 

MS. NATIVIDAD:  There’re 300 million guns in this country.  I read that 

somewhere and I was flabbergasted.  That’s almost as many people as we have in this 

country.  When you have that many guns available, whatever the laws are, there will be – 

there will be accidents and massacres.  And I think just the fact that it’s such a big 

business and a big industry that hasn’t been curbed.  I think it is access.  It is the check – 

the background checks.  I think it is those kinds of laws that will sort of not contest gun 

ownership, but limit access to guns that I think may be doable in the future.   

 

MS. ERBE:  I’m curious about two things.  Is there any way – and the wide 

spread access you’re talking about is on the street, in some cases, but also this guy, 

Loughner, the suspect, purchased his weapon legally with a magazine, legally.  Will there 

be any attempt to try to limit – there’s no other way to describe him except for 

schizophrenic and clearly seriously mentally unbalanced – can we at least get to the point 

where we can agree guns shouldn’t be in those people’s hands?   

 

MS. KUROKAWA:  I think – yes, I think there is agreement on that and there is 

agreement on things like background checks.  It’s much like the health care bill.  People 

agree with small aspects of it, but taken all together, people don’t like the idea of more 

gun control.  I think – 

 

MS. NATIVIDAD:  I think he makes it up.   

 

MS. KUROKAWA:  – yes, I think people are okay with it at lower levels.  People 

are weary about federal – more federal involvement in this, but even with the mental 

health issue, he would have slipped through the cracks.  He did not send up enough flag.  

So even if we were to add restrictions on gun – restrictions for the mentally ill, which I 

don’t see anybody really having a problem with, he still would be able – he still would 

have access.  So how do we keep guns out of the hands of those people without 

restricting the rights of other gun owners, it’s a really tough one.   

 

MS. NATIVIDAD:  And how do you discern somebody’s mentally unbalanced?  

Is that in their driver’s lichens?  How do you do – 

 

MS. ERBE:  One question they ask you on background checks is if you ever 

consulted a psychiatrist or taking – those sorts of things, there are ways.  But is there a 

politically palpable solution to this situation that can stop these – now there’ve been, 

since Columbine, 22 in the last 11 years, mass shootings with a minimum of five people 

killed, scores injured, and then you look at the worst one, Virginia Tech, clearly another 

unbalanced person, gaining access to an automatic weapon, and killing 32 people.  What 

I don’t understand is why as a nation we sit there and watch this and ignore it?   



 

MS. FELDT:  I don’t see – excuse me – I don’t see why we need to have guns of 

that magnitude, of that killing capability, even out there in society?  I don’t see any 

reason for it.  And when you look at every other developed country, their gun laws are so 

different from ours.  People just look at us and they think, “what is going on here?”  And 

I think probably in the American psyche, one of the problems is the word “control.”  And 

I noticed that Carolyn McCarthy is now using the term “gun safety law” that what she is 

doing is trying to pass a gun safety law.  So perhaps is reframing and having some 

language so that people understand.  This is not about taking away your liberty.  This is 

about public safety.   

 

MS. NATIVIDAD:  That you don’t need 30 bullets to kill a person or an animal 

when you’re hunting.  Ten are enough.   

 

MS. KUROKAWA:  Even if we were to address high capacity magazines, there 

have been gunmen that have come in with multiple guns.  That doesn’t, again, necessarily 

get to the heart of the issue.  Or even with disclosing your mental health on a form, 

there’s a big privacy issue.  If you have been – if you were a battered woman and you 

have seen a psychiatrist, you would have to check yes and then you would not be able to 

defend yourself.  So it is – it’s not as cut and dry as just checking yes or no.  It’s a very 

nuanced issue.  And I think the more people become used to guns, I think the more 

people are less okay with blanket restriction.   

 

MS. ERBE:  All right.  From gun safety, to curbing unplanned pregnancies.   

 

After nearly three decades of steady decline, the U.S. abortion rate has stalled, 

this according to a new study from the Guttmacher Institute, finding between 2005 and 

2008, the abortion rate changed only slightly.  The rate peaked in 1981, but had 

consistently fallen until now.  Both pro-life and pro-choice advocates expressed 

disappointment.  While the study didn’t ask individual women why they did or did not 

have abortions, some believe the economy and rough job market affected women’s 

access to birth control or their ability to provide for another child.  Pro-lifers blame 

opponents for making it easier for women to obtain abortions, point to the increased 

number of women taking RU-486 or the abortion pill.  RU-486 now accounts for 17 

percent of all abortions.   

 

So Gloria Feldt, what’s the bigger factor, is it the economy, or is it less access to 

abortion?  What’s causing this change in a long-term trend?   

 

MS. FELDT:  Well, first of all, I would caution against drawing conclusions from 

one year in which there’s such a minuscule change in the data.  As they say, there are 

laws, damn laws, and statistics – lies, damn lies, and statistics rather.  And so I don’t 

think that we can call it a trend at this point.  That having been said, look back at times 

when there has been economic difficulty and the birth rate always falls during those 

times.  And it’s because people are trying to be responsible.  They want to be able to feed 

and take care of the children that they have.  And so, if they can’t get access to birth 



control, if they can’t get access to the means of preventing unintended pregnancy, it’s not 

unreasonable to assume, then, that if they’re faced with an unintended pregnancy that 

they may choose to terminate the pregnancy.   

 

MS. WRIGHT:  There is a former director of a Planned Parenthood clinic who 

just released a book.  Her name is Abby Johnson and describing what she saw inside the 

abortion industry.  And she said that Planned Parenthood required a quota on the number 

of abortions that are performed that they had to meet and it kept being increased.  So – 

and it also turns out that Planned Parenthood now requires all their affiliates to provide 

abortions.  They’re not allowed not to provide abortions.  So we’re not going to see a 

decrease in abortions, when we’ve got an industry like Planned Parenthood that’s 

demanding that there be more abortions.   

 

MS. ERBE:  But how can – I’m confused – 

 

MS. FELDT:  That’s not true, okay?   

 

MS. ERBE:  – go ahead.  But I do have a question.  Go ahead.   

 

MS. FELDT:  No, I just want to say I just don’t want – I don’t want information 

that’s not accurate to be out on the table unchallenged.  That’s all.  I am no longer with 

Planned Parenthood.  I haven’t been there for five years, but I will have to say that the 

idea of administering a quota is just simply outrageous.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Now, when you say that, though, are you referring to use of 

prescription medication to prevent implantation of the zygote or are you talking – when 

you talk about abortion rates?   

 

MS. WRIGHT:  Abby Johnson, who’s the director, was at Planned Parenthood 

since the time that you’ve left, stated that it was the number of abortions which would be 

both chemical, which would be RU-486 or surgical abortions.   

 

MS. ERBE:  But see, my question to you was, is it not possible that the rate’s 

been dropping for so long because young women, particularly, are finding out that they 

don’t have – that there’s Plan B and there’s RU-486 and that there are ways around 

having to go to a clinic, get past protesters, and be publicly humiliated.   

 

MS. WRIGHT:  If you’re referring to the number of abortions going down in the 

last number of years, there’ve been studies to look at that.  What they find is the numbers 

particularly go down in states that have passed regulations on abortion.  So when there’re 

regulations like requiring informed consent, requiring a waiting period, that they see the 

number of abortions go down.  So basically, when women are better informed and are 

given alternatives, they’re less likely to choose abortion.   

 



MS. ERBE:  Okay, so you’re not saying that it has anything to do with more 

young women getting educated about prescription taking – taking pills as opposed to 

going to a clinic and physically having a procedure.   

 

MS. WRIGHT:  Yes, the reduction in the number of abortions preceded the over-

the-counter access to Plan B.   

 

MS. NATIVIDAD:  I think the economy does have something to do with it.  It 

costs money to buy contraceptives.  It costs money to have an abortion.  It costs money to 

have a baby.  The fact that we’re going through a very, very difficult economic time has 

to have an impact on a woman’s decision whether to have a child or not.  So I think for us 

to ignore that – whatever the laws are, whatever access there is to different kinds of 

contraceptives and abortion pills – that is an important thing that we should remember.  I 

also think that the biggest cohort in the population are the baby boomers.  (Laughter.)   

 

MS. FELDT ?:  We’re getting old.   

 

MS. NATIVIDAD:  We’re old.  And so you will see – I think you’re right.  I 

think one year is not enough to see a trend.  I think you will see more decrease in 

abortions because the population is aged.  Those that are – we were the biggest bunch in 

the whole population of the United States.   

 

MS. ERBE:  So there’re fewer young people per – 

 

MS. NATIVIDAD:  Of course.  There’re fewer young people and also the young 

people are marrying later.  They’re not necessarily marrying.  They may have children 

much later in life.  So there’re all these other trends that impact on why people are having 

abortion or not.   

 

MS. ERBE:  You’re the only one on the panel who’s truly in that age group that’s 

likely to be using more abortifacients as opposed to – prescription medications as 

opposed to getting clinical abortions.   

 

MS. KUROKAWA:  I think we’re also an age group that has grown up with 

aware of birth control from a very early age, from second education, in junior high and 

high school on.  That has always been presented as an option.  So I think that has always 

been a part of someone’s consciousness.  But I think we are likely to see a lot more bills 

at the state level and at the federal level with all the Republican gains that were made in 

November.  So we’ll see how that affects trends because if access – if it’s more difficult 

to gain access to a clinical care of it is – I guess that remains to be seen.   

 

MS. ERBE:  No, sorry, we’re out of time.   

 

Behind the headlines, U.N. Women, the United Nations newly created entity for 

gender equality and the empowerment of women or U.N. Women, officially sprained into 

action on the first of the year.  Devoted to the needs and rights of women, the agency 



hopes to put women at the forefront of global development.  Director, former Chilean 

President Michelle Bachelet, explains her goals for the organization to To the Contrary.   

 

(Begin video segment.)   

 

MS. MICHELLE BACHELET:  Our main goals is to in some way be able to live 

in a world where women are free of violence, at home or elsewhere in the conflict 

countries, where women will be able to get a job with equal payments and conditions, 

where women will be able to be educated as men, where women and girls have access to 

health as they deserve it as human beings.   

 

MS. ERBE:  The United Nations has supported women’s equality for decades.  It 

adopted the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against 

Women, or CEDAW, in 1979 and the Beijing Agreement to Secure Women’s Human 

Rights, in 1995.  U.N. Women will continue this legacy and work as an umbrella agency, 

uniting various U.N. programs, designed to advance women’s rights worldwide.   

 

Bachelet believes it will give women more power, presence, and authority.  But 

with a relatively small budget, just $500 million, some question how much impact it can 

have.   

 

MS. BACHELET:  I don’t intend to tell you or anybody that in a month or in a 

year time, we’re going to finish all the problems of the women and girls of the world.  Of 

course not.  This is a very, I would say, intense work, but long way because sometimes in 

some parts of the world, we need to deal with very important issues and not issues that 

you can change or transform, cultural changes that need some time to be produced and to 

produce an effect.  But we know exactly what we have to do.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Bachelet is a single mother and former political exiled, as well as 

Chile’s first and only woman president.  Currently, women comprise 19 percent of all 

governing bodies – congresses, parliaments et cetera – around the world.  Bachelet hopes 

U.N. Women will raise that percentage.  She says political participation is essential to 

global development.  

 

MS. BACHELET:  We’re working very hard to produce a number of women who 

are in conditions with the skills to be in the future mediators because experiences that 

after conflict or during conflict, women usually are not sitting at the peace talks.  And 

then these agreements, do not consider – don’t even mention the situations that the 

women had during the conflicts and they did not consider in the solution, the reparation, 

or the needs for these women.  And in my personal experience, as somebody who worked 

every time in a public administration or as a minister or as a president, I saw this 

tremendous capacity, this tremendous commitment of women trying to build better 

communities, to bring good ideas to the table, to see how can they solve problems in a 

way including others.  So really, I believe that it is not only on the – I would say on the 

benefit of women that we need to give women more opportunities or more right.  It’s also 

in the incredible benefit of the whole society, of the whole world.   



 

MS. ERBE:  While U.N. Women will focus a lot of its time on women and girls 

in third world nations, Bachelet says certain issues hold back women’s progress in both 

developed and developing countries.   

 

MS. BACHELET:  Even in the United States, I’m convinced of that, probably not 

in every house, but in many places, every time that a woman it’s a worker, whatever she 

is, in any kind of work, and her children are sick, the one who will stay at home probably 

will be the woman.  Or if there’s somebody – the elderly have problems, is the women 

who will be taking care of her mother or father.  And I believe that if that remained so, 

like an obligation, a social obligation of women to be always the one who are to take care 

of any member of the family who have any problem, we will be in some way cutting the 

possibility of women.  That’s why I believe we need also to work in more developed 

society on developing models where the economy of care change and where the whole 

society can be held accountable or responsible for that.   

 

(End video segment.)   

 

MS. ERBE:  Wendy, do you agree that this organization will give more 

prominence to women’s issues worldwide and what’s the most important thing that the 

U.S. has to do – U.N. has to do for women, not only worldwide, but in the United States?   

 

MS. WRIGHT:  Well, it depends on what they decide to spend their time and 

attention on.  If they spend a lot of their money and attention on conferences at five-star 

hotels and cocktail receptions, then no.  They’re going to end up focusing on the things 

that the elite women of the world want.  Women around the world face dire 

circumstances, whether it’s a lack of literacy, the lack of property rights, human 

trafficking.  Those should be a top priority.  A woman can’t have a place at the table of 

powerbroker – being a powerbroker if she can’t read.   

 

So the attention should be on what can we do to make sure that these girls are able 

to get the education they need?  Are they having to spend all their time getting water for 

their family for basic survival and that’s why they’re not able to get an education?   

 

MS. NATIVIDAD:  What makes you think that they would allocate their money 

for conferences in five-star hotels?   

 

MS. WRIGHT:  Because I’m at the U.N. quite often –   

 

MS. NATIVIDAD:  Well, no and I have been involved with U.N. for a long time 

and you know they have focused on women’s health and economic development.  That 

will be Bachelet’s focus.  I happen to know here.  I think she is the perfect leader for this 

new organization.  The fact – 

 



MS. ERBE:  As far as you’re concerned, number one – and you travel the globe 

all the time – global women’s issues, what is the number one issue for women 

worldwide?   

 

MS. NATIVIDAD:  – economic empowerment because when women have 

money, they can have health care.  They can have power.  They have status.   

 

MS. ERBE:  All right.  Quickly, Nicole.   

 

MS. KUROKAWA:  I agree.  I think economic empowerment through property 

right, rule of law, and discouraging violence.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Quickly.   

 

MS. FELDT:  Every woman needs her 500 pounds and a room of her own.  

(Laughter.)   

 

MS. ERBE:  All right.  I’m not sure exactly what you meant by that, but that’s 

okay.  That’s it for this edition of To the Contrary.  Next week, reality TV and women.  

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) 


