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Teach a Man to Fish and You Feed Him for a Lifetime

Granta Nakayama

The typical conversation with an environmental
lawyer can produce a wide range of stories, span-
ning decades of experience and covering a breadth
of topics. Ask any of them how they got their start
in environmental law, and you might hear how they
clerked for a famous judge or U.S. Supreme Court
Justice, interned for a U.S. congressman, worked for
the U.S. EPA, or simply had a passion for the environ-
ment from an early age. But helping design and build
nuclear reactors on submarines and aircraft carriers?

Talk to Granta Nakayama.

Granta, a partner with Kirkland & Ellis LLP in its Wash-
ington, D.C., office and a leader in the firm's envi-
ronmental and energy practices, studied nuclear
engineering at MIT. Upon grad- - .
uating in 1981, he went to work " A"

for Admiral Hyman Rickover— |

the “father” of the modern U.S.
nuclear navy—in the U.S. Navy
Nuclear Propulsion Program.
Rickover served under U.S.
administrations from Woodrow
Wilson to Ronald Reagan, and
Granta learned much from his
experience in managing young &
staff and identifying and tack-
ling problems before they grew
into bigger ones. "He is some-
one | have always respected as
the person who had an effect
on my early career,” says Granta. "He certainly shaped
my views and my approach to technical manage-
ment and trying to motivate people in a positive way.”

Granta served as a U.S. Navy lieutenant through 1986,
and then worked for the Department of the Navy
until 1994. The end of the Cold War saw a declining
emphasis on the nuclear program, so he turned his
attention to the environmental issues based on the
interaction of the naval nuclear propulsion program
and the wider environmental community. He began
attending George Mason Law School, but without
any intention of joining a firm.

e

A fourth generation Japanese-American, Granta's
personal family history—his mother was interned in a
U.S. government camp during WWIl—and living through
the civil rights era in the 1960s in the South peaked his
interest in law. But after graduating, an adjunct profes-
sor who was a partner at Kirkland & Ellis persuaded him
to join the firm. And a new career was born.

Fast forward to 2005. Granta is nominated by the
Bush Administration to be Assistant Administrator for
Enforcement at EPA. After U.S. Senate confirmation, he
took the office in August, just two weeks before Hurri-
cane Katrina hit. “It was a trial by fire,” he says, as he
had to deal with the many issues associated with the
disaster. The managerial skills he learned under Rick-
over paid off. He motivated his staff to unleash their

creativity in ways that would

keep them driven and allow
| them to do their jobs.

S,

During his tenure there, produc-
tivity increased significantly. “The
statistics really bear it out. [The
staff] increased their outputs in
| terms of the number of cases
they were able to resolve or the
amount of pollution they were
4 able to reduce through enforce-
ment. It confirmed my faith in
the power of good folks and the
government to do good things.”
Granta adds that this was the
accomplishment he felt best about from his tenure at
EPA, noting that it was not a personal accomplishment,
but one by those who worked there. His term ended in
2009, and he returned to Kirkland.

Granta and his'son lan deep’sea fishing for mahi mahi
off Maui and Lanai, Hawaii.

One of his favorite pastimes is fishing, a sport he has
enjoyed more and more over the years. And it is part
of a long Japanese tradition, one that has been carried
out by four generations of his family in the United
States. He sees it as a way of connecting with nature
and reminding him of the precarious state of our
coastal resources. He recalls stories from his grand-
mother, who would find abalones while wading in the
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waters along the shores of Monterey, California. “She
could collect abalones and put them in a burlap sack,
and they would dry them; and that would be some-
thing they would eat over the winter. Of course, today,
you can't find an abalone anywhere along the coast
unless you go diving with scuba gear, and even then
you may only find a small one.” He has enjoyed fish-
ing in Alaska, Florida, and the Assateague National
Seashore, but his favorite spot is in Hawaii, where he
can fish off a cliff catching tuna—and sometimes
even a large shark! The Aloha State is also the home
of his wife Larrene (whose younger brother went to
elementary and grammar school with Barack Obama),
with whom he has two children, lan and Meredith.

Granta's involvement with ELI extends to our board,
of which he has been a member since 2012. He views
the Institute as an “organization that punches above
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its weight,” and “a tremendous resource in the envi-
ronmental community.” He appreciates its objectivity
and capacity for bringing together all groups across
the environmental spectrum. In particular, he lauds
ELI's Boot Camp for Environmental Law as some-
thing that prepares young people who are going to
be the future of environmental law. There is one area
of the law where he would like to someday see firm
action taken: environmental justice. “I think environ-
mental justice is an important moral issue and part of
the reason for that is obviously my growing up in the
1960s in the south and my family’s history of being
relocated. We should really ensure that those who
have the least in society are not burdened the most
by environmental effects. There is no statute or requ-
lation that governs [it].” He believes Congress should
address this area while updating the initial environ-
mental laws and regulations passed in the 1970s.
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