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Dirk Kempthorne is on his way to be-
coming secretary of the interior after 
Wednesday’s Senate committee vote 
in his favor, and when he gets there 
he plans to start work on an overhaul 
of the Endangered Species Act.

 Kempthorne, Idaho ‘s governor, 
tried to revamp the landmark envi-
ronmental law 11 years ago when 
he was a senator. And in written 
responses to the senators weighing 
his nomination, he made the need 
for “improvements” in the law one 
of his clearest goals.

 That is likely to please developers 
who find the law’s protection of spe-
cies such as the Preble’s meadow 
jumping mouse one of their big-
gest obstacles. But it alarms some 
environmentalists who see Kemp 
thorne’s call for “streamlining” as 
code for gutting protections for 
plants and animals threatened with 
extinction.

 “If confirmed as secretary of the 
interior, I commit to working with 
the Senate and House to update and 
improve the Endangered Species 
Act,” Kempthorne wrote to senators. 
“The sad truth is that the ESA too 
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often leads to conflict when instead 
it should lead to cooperation, con-
servation and ultimately recovery of 
the species.”

 As a senator in 1995, Kempthorne 
backed a revision of the Endangered 
Species Act that would have allowed 
a political appointee such as the 
interior secretary to decide whether 
to save a particular species. The bill 
eventually died.

“At every turn, what we see from 
Kempthorne is taking the teeth out 
of the law and making it voluntary,” 
said Kieran Suckling of the Center 
for Biological Diversity in Tucson . 
“We should be encouraging volun-
tary action (to protect species), but 
that is not enough.”

 Kempthorne, whose nomination was 
endorsed Wednesday by a voice vote 
of the Senate Energy and Natural 
Resources Committee and sent to 
the full Senate, did not lay out any 
specific changes he would like to 
make to the species law. But he did 
indicate that he would like to reduce 
the number of lawsuits being filed 
under the act.

“The single greatest impediment to 
achieving final resolution to almost 
all ESA issues is litigation,” Kemp-

thorne wrote.

 He said fixing that would most likely 
require streamlining by enforcement 
agencies and changing the law.

 To Suckling, that means “attacking 
the right of citizens to enforce the 
law.” He said he would also expect 
Kempthorne to block listings of new 
species and strip out development re-
strictions on habitat deemed critical 
to the recovery of a species.

 But some environmentalists are 
more hopeful. Rodger Schlickeisen, 
president of Defenders of Wildlife, 
said Kempthorne forged a compro-
mise on endangered species when he 
served in the Senate in the 1990s.

 “This is not somebody who’s shown 
his intention is to eviscerate the 
act,” Schlickeisen said. But other 
prominent Republicans in Congress 
are out to gut the law, he said, po-
tentially “poisoning the well” for 
compromise.

Sen. Larry Craig, R-Idaho, a mem-
ber of the Energy and Natural Re-
sources Committee, said he wants 
Kempthorne confirmed by Memorial 
Day.
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