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Hispanic groups nationally are lining up behind Rep. Raúl Grijalva of Tucson for 
interior secretary. But big environmental groups are largely staying silent in a contest 
involving as many as 10 potential candidates, a contest that may be decided by next 
week.  
 
A group of national Hispanic leaders told transition-team officials for the incoming 
Barack Obama administration this week that Grijalva had their "100 percent support" 
to head the Interior Department, a spokeswoman for one of the groups said in an 
interview. The groups represented at the meeting included the League of United Latin 
American Citizens; the Mexican American Legal Defense Fund; the Southwest Voter 
Registration and Education Project; and the Hispanic Federation, said Lizette Olmos, a 
spokeswoman for the first group, known as LULAC.  
 
"He's a great congressman with a wonderful background," said Olmos, LULAC's 
communications director. "He has support from green groups and native populations 
who are important in terms of this position."   
 
Numerous people familiar with the process for selecting Cabinet members say they 
expect Obama to announce his interior secretary early next week, if not sooner. 
Grijalva, a Democrat, is very much in the running for the job but has a lot of 
competition, many officials said.  Democratic Sen.-elect Mark Udall of Colorado, a 
native Tucsonan, said Wednesday that Grijalva is one of three or four prominent names 
being mentioned for the job. Grijalva is a "very strong candidate" who he believes is 
being "very, very seriously considered."  
 
U.S. Rep. Mike Thompson, D-Calif., is probably the most serious contender, but "I 
wouldn't rule out Grijalva yet," said Daniel Weiss, director of climate strategy for 
the Center for American Progress, a Washington, D.C.-based, liberal-progressive 
think tank.  While Thompson is close to House Speaker Nancy Pelosi, Weiss pointed out 
that all Democratic presidents since John F. Kennedy have had interior secretaries from 
the intermountain West: Stewart Udall, a former Tucsonan; former Idaho Gov. Cecil 
Andrus; and former Arizona Gov. Bruce Babbitt.  Thompson also has support from 
hunting and other sporting groups, and Obama has said he wants a sportsman in that job, 
which Grijalva is not.  
 
Other candidates whose names are bandied about are Democratic Reps. John Salazar of 
Colorado and Jay Inslee of Washington; Democratic Gov. Brian Schweitzer of Montana; 
and John Leshy, a former Interior Department solicitor in the Clinton administration 
and an Arizona State University law professor. Environmentalist Robert F. Kennedy 
Jr.'s name has surfaced, although more commonly for heading the Environmental 



Protection Agency.  
 
Another candidate for interior secretary, former Oregon Gov. John Kitzhaber, told The 
Associated Press this week that he doesn't believe he will get the post. "If I were to put 
my money anywhere, it would be" on Grijalva, he said.  Kitzhaber, a Democrat, said he 
hasn't been asked to fill out one of the lengthy applications that the Obama transition 
team uses for Cabinet jobs. Neither has Grijalva, said Grijalva's press secretary, Natalie 
Luna.  
 
The Hispanic groups also have mentioned former New Mexico Attorney General Patricia 
Madrid, a Democrat, as a good interior secretary candidate, but Olmos said her group 
clearly prefers Grijalva.  The last time a Democrat was named interior secretary, Babbitt, 
in 1992, he had the vocal support of major environmental groups, while Hispanics pushed 
for New Mexico's Bill Richardson, who this week was named Obama's commerce 
secretary. But this time, most environmentalists who have spoken publicly for Grijalva 
are Tucson-based groups that have admired his work as a Pima County supervisor and as 
the chairman of the House Natural Resources subcommittee on public lands.  They point 
to his opposition to big rezonings here such as Canoa Ranch, south of Green Valley; his 
ardent backing for the Sonoran Desert Conservation Plan; and more recently, his efforts 
to halt uranium mining near Grand Canyon National Park.  These groups include the 
Coalition for Sonoran Desert Protection, the Tucson Audubon Society, the Sky Island 
Alliance and the Center for Biological Diversity, a national group based in Tucson.  
 
Most large, established and influential Washington, D.C.-based conservation groups, 
such as the Wilderness Society, the Sierra Club, Defenders of Wildlife and the League of 
Conservation Voters, are not taking public stances on a single candidate. But their 
spokesmen typically say they think Grijalva would make an excellent interior secretary. 
Weiss said many of these groups are working behind the scenes for Grijalva.  
National groups that have sided publicly with Grijalva include Friends of the Earth 
and the National Conservation and Parks Association.  In Arizona, the group Chicanos 
por la Causa has endorsed Grijalva.  "This is a gentleman who comes from migrant-
family roots. For him to have gotten to the place that he is currently at, that is very 
powerful," said Arjelia Gomez, chief operating officer for the statewide group, which is 
affiliated with the National Council of La Raza, a group that hasn't endorsed anyone.  
 
If Grijalva and Thompson become the top choices, it could come down to science versus 
sport fishing and hunting. A group of 60 scientists nationally — including biologists, 
habitat specialists and ecologists — has written the transition team on Grijalva's behalf. 
More than 30 fishing and hunting groups sent a letter to the transition team for 
Thompson.  
 
The scientists include Thomas Swetnam, director of the University of Arizona tree-ring 
research lab; Michael Soulé, founder of the Society for Conservation Biology; and Reed 
Noss, a leading conservation biologist from Orlando, Fla.  They praised Grijalva for 
understanding trade-offs involved in decisions affecting natural lands under pressure for 



increased energy production. They cited the Sonoran Desert plan, "which protected the 
natural treasures of the desert while allowing reasonable development."  
 
But Obama told Field and Stream magazine before the election that he wanted a 
candidate with a hunting and fishing background, which Thompson has but Grijalva does 
not, although Grijalva enjoys hiking and visiting the outdoors with his family, said Luna, 
his press secretary.  
 
"I think that having a head of the Department of Interior who doesn't understand hunting 
and fishing would be a problem," Obama said in the magazine. "And so my suspicion is 
that whoever heads up the Department of Interior is probably going to be a sportsman or 
sportswoman."  
 
In their letter, sportsmen's groups cited Thompson's lifetime voting score from the 
League of Conservation Voters of 89 percent. That compares with 95 percent for 
Grijalva. Thompson has won awards from both the Sierra Club and the Safari Club, a 
hunting group, the sportsmen noted.  Thompson's work has included improving 
conservation programs run under U.S. farming policies, developing tax incentives for 
private landowners to improve their habitat, and expanding access to private and public 
lands for sportsmen, said the groups, which include the American Sportfishing 
Association, Ducks Unlimited, Safari Club International and the Rocky Mountain Elk 
Foundation.  
 
But the scientists said that with the broad array of responsibilities for the interior 
secretary, "we believe it is far more important today to have a secretary who understands 
ecosystem science and who is committed to science-based decision-making."  
 
"It is not that Grijalva does not understand the interests of sportsmen — rather he sees 
them in a broad context," having overseen a study, for instance, linking oil and gas 
exploration to loss of Western hunting habitat, the scientists' letter said. 
 


