
WASHINGTON — Interior Sec-
retary Gale Norton, the Bush ad-
ministration’s leading advocate for 
expanding oil and gas drilling and 
other industrial interests in the West, 
resigned Friday, citing personal 
reasons.

Norton’s departure ends a controver-
sial tenure viewed as largely favor-
able to energy and mining interests 
— at the expense, critics say, of 
environmentally sensitive lands and 
a tradition of weighing science over 
politics.

She leaves amid a burgeoning Wash-
ington ethics scandal that has touched 
her department: Multiple investiga-
tions see links between Norton’s 
former deputy, Steven Griles, and 
disgraced former lobbyist Jack 
Abramoff.

Abramoff, who recently pleaded 
guilty to corruption charges, made 
repeated efforts to infl uence Norton, 
who wielded power over his Ameri-
can Indian tribal clients seeking 
approval for gambling and land use 
projects.
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Norton, 52, said the investigations 
were unrelated to her decision to 
leave. Her resignation letter was 
dated Thursday and her exit is ef-
fective at month’s end, but she said 
administration offi cials have known 
for some time that she was planning 
to leave.

She said she remained after last 
year’s Gulf Coast hurricanes crip-
pled the region’s oil business and 
sparked nationwide shortages. “Re-
ally, I might have made the decision 
to leave earlier had it not been for 
things like the hurricanes last year 
that took so much of our time and 
effort,” she told reporters.

Norton on Friday dismissed any 
potential links among herself, her 
agency and the Abramoff scandals, 
saying she had no knowledge of the 
dealings between Griles and the lob-
byist that have drawn the scrutiny of 
investigators.

“I’m very confi dent that the decisions 
made at the Department of Interior 
have been based on the facts and the 
law and have been appropriate,” she 
said. Norton called Griles a “great 
asset of this department . . . What I 
saw of his conduct was above board 
and very conscientious.”

Norton, a former Colorado attorney 
general who previously had repre-
sented mining, timber and oil com-
panies, said she did not yet have a 
new job lined up.

She has been mentioned as a poten-
tial successor to Colorado Gov. Bill 
Owens, a term-limited Republican, 
though Norton said Friday that she 
is more interested in rejoining the 
private sector.

President Bush, in a written state-
ment, called Norton a “strong advo-
cate for the wise use and protection 
of our nation’s natural resources.”

But a number of environmental 
groups applauded news of her de-
parture.

“She really exemplifi ed the revolv-
ing door between the Republicans, 
industry groups and anti-environ-
mental groups,” said Kieran Suck-
ling, policy director of the Center for 
Biological Diversity, which has won 
numerous lawsuits against Norton’s 
department for its refusal to desig-
nate critical habitat for endangered 
species.

During Norton’s fi rst three years as 
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secretary, Interior’s Bureau of Land 
Management issued drilling permits 
at a record pace, increasing the num-
ber of permits 70 percent since the 
Clinton administration.

She also was one of the adminis-
tration’s most fervent advocates for 
opening up the Arctic National Wild-
life Reserve to energy exploration 
— a goal yet to be achieved.

Norton embraced a philosophy she 
called “cooperative conservation,” 
designed to forge a less antagonistic 
relationship with regulated indus-
tries.

She had her supporters among con-
servationists, notably the Nature 
Conservancy.

Steve McCormick, the Nature Con-
servancy’s president and CEO, said 
Norton’s “cooperative conservation” 
initiative “brought new investments 
in private land conservation and 
fostered numerous productive pub-
lic-private partnerships to conserve 
ecologically important landscapes 
across the country.”

In addition to opening up the West 
for energy exploration, the Interior 
Department under Norton reduced 
the supervisory role of the federal 
government on public lands.

For example, the department can-
celed wilderness protection for more 
than 2.5 million acres in Utah and 
Colorado, much of which was later 
opened to oil and gas drilling.

Environmental groups say the de-
partment’s Fish and Wildlife Service 
has voided more than 16 million 
acres of critical habitat for species 
listed as threatened or endangered. 
Under Norton, Interior has said 

habitat protection should be largely 
voluntary.

She has received warm praise from 
hunting and other outdoor organiza-
tions.

Snowmobilers were pleased, for ex-
ample, when Interior reversed a ban 
on snowmobiles scheduled to take 
effect in 2003 and instead allowed 
increased usage. 


