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     Good riddance to Gale Norton, 
the worst Interior secretary in mod-
ern history. Somewhere the ghost of 
Teddy Roosevelt is breathing a sigh 
of relief.

 After fi ve years as a shameless 
shill for the gas, mining and logging 
industries, Norton is hightailing 
it back to her home state of Colo-
rado to scrape the stink of the Jack 
Abramoff scandal from her hiking 
boots.

  As her replacement, President 
Bush has chosen Idaho Gov. Dirk 
Kempthorne, whose loyalties to 
special interests are as naked as 
Norton’s. 

 No other Western governor re-
ceived a higher percentage of 
campaign donations from the heavy 
extraction industries than did Kemp-
thorne during his last campaign.

 His outspoken criticism of the 
Endangered Species Act makes 
him, in the president’s eye, an ideal 
steward of the nation’s 390 national 
parks and 545 wildlife refuge

 Add to Kempthorne’s dubious 
résumé his stints as the public affairs 
manager for a chemical company 
and executive vice president of the 
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Idaho Home Builders Association, 
and you’ve got the perfect Bush 
environmentalist.

    In his nomination announcement 
at the White House, Kempthorne 
praised the president’s ``genuine 
enthusiasm for this great land of 
ours and all of its grandeur and its 
assets.’’

   Assets being the operative word.

  In this administration, taxpayer-
owned wilderness that isn’t being 
drilled, mined, clear-cut or oth-
erwise franchised is considered a 
waste.

   Getting the top Interior post would 
put Kempthorne in charge of the 
U.S. Bureau of Land Management 
and 507 million publicly held acres. 
The White House has proposed sell-
ing off up to 200,000 acres, osten-
sibly to raise funds for schools and 
roads in Western states.

  The scheme, yet another trans-
parent gift to Dick Cheney’s pals 
in the energy, timber and mining 
industries, is strongly opposed by 
both Republicans and Democrats in 
Kempthorne’s own Idaho.

  But citizen opposition seldom 
deterred Norton, and it probably 
won’t deter Kempthorne either. The 
mission of this administration has 
been to exploit circumstances for the 

colossal enrichment of its political 
benefactors.

 As a former U.S. senator (he 
served one term), the personable 
Kempthorne has been predicted to 
have an easy time when the Senate 
soon takes up his nomination.

  There is, however, one potential 
snag -- in Florida.

    Sen. Bill Nelson, a Democrat, has 
said he would block Kempthorne’s 
confirmation unless the White 
House retreats from a new plan to 
allow oil and gas rigs in the eastern 
Gulf of Mexico, 100 miles from 
Florida’s coast.

  The sellout was one of Norton’s 
last hurrahs at Interior, a final 
thumbing of her nose at Floridians 
who oppose by a landslide majority 
offshore drilling that might imperil 
the beaches and mangroves.

  Under the administration’s latest 
five-year-plan, about 3.5 million 
acres in the Gulf’s ‘’181 Area’’ 
would be opened to oil and natural 
gas exploration. (With characteris-
tic arrogance, Norton’s gang had 
rewritten the description of the 
boundaries to shift the area into the 
legal domain of Louisiana, where 
opposition is not as strong as in 
Florida.)

  Both Nelson and Florida’s Re-
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publican senator, Mel Martinez, 
are fi ghting the proposal. They’re 
pushing a bill that would open up 
700,000 acres to drilling far off the 
Gulf coast, with a permanent buffer 
extending 260 miles west of Tampa 
and 150 miles south of Pensacola.

  Ironically, their compromise 
suddenly has a better chance of 
passage because of Norton’s hasty 
departure.

    For that (and Tom DeLay’s forced 
retirement) we can thank Jack 
Abramoff, the corrupt ex-lobbyist 
who is cooperating with prosecutors 
before slithering off to prison.

   In e-mails obtained by The Wash-
ington Post, Abramoff bragged 
during Norton’s tenure of his heavy 
clout at Interior -- and it’s no sur-
prise. He made sure his clients 
donated generously to a Republican 
land-use advocacy group that Nor-
ton helped to start.

 As a returned favor, Abramoff 
said, Norton’s deputy secretary, J. 
Steven Griles, promised to block 
an Indian casino that would have 
competed with one owned by a rival 
tribe represented by Abramoff.

   With him singing like a canary, it’s 
no wonder that Norton bolted for the 
Rockies. She’ll be unfondly remem-
bered for disgracefully neglecting 
our national parks while working 
tirelessly to put public lands under 
the control of private interests.

  It’s hard to imagine that Kemp-
thorne could do more damage than 
Norton, but he’s surely no friend 
of America’s forests, rivers and 
shorelines.

    Nelson probably won’t be able to 
kill Kempthorne’s nomination, but 
he might make enough trouble to 

force the White House to scale back 
its drilling plans for the 181 Area -- 
and potentially save the Gulf Coast 
from a catastrophic oil spill.

   The rest of the country, unfortu-
nately, will be on its own for the next 
three years. Cover your assets.


