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EDDIE BERNICE JOHNSON, Texas          FRANK D. LUCAS, Oklahoma 
CHAIRWOMAN               RANKING MEMBER 

 
 

 

October 23, 2020 
 
The Honorable Dan Brouillette 
Secretary of Energy 

1000 Independence Avenue SW 
Washington, DC 20585 
 
Dear Secretary Brouillette, 

 
We write to address an apparently persistent issue of Department of Energy technical analysis 
being suppressed, modified, and delayed by headquarters officials. I wrote to you on September 
22 to ask for DOE’s account of the whereabouts of the National Renewable Energy Laboratory’s 

Interconnection Seam Study, which was discussed by the media in an August 2020 Atlantic 
article.1 As of this writing, the Department has yet to accommodate the briefings I requested in 
that letter. 
 

The suppression and modification of Seams may be the most egregious and highest profile 
example of political interference in DOE reports, but it is by no means the only example. I am 
concerned that Seams may be part of a pattern over roughly the last two years in which DOE-
funded reports on renewable energy, energy efficiency, transportation electrification, and the 

electricity grid are unduly delayed or modified by senior DOE officials.  For example: 
 

• The Geothermal Technologies’ Office landmark GeoVision study, which explores 
opportunities and pathways for increasing geothermal deployment, was initiated in 2015.2 

External reviewers report that the last time they were asked for feedback on the draft was 
around mid-2018.3 However, GeoVision was not released by the Department until March 
30, 2019.4  
 

 
1 https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2020/08/how-trump-appointees-short-circuited-grid-
modernization/615433/  
2https://www.energy.gov/sites/prod/files/2016/04/f30/Geothermal%20Technologies%20Office%202015%20Annu
al%20Report_0.pdf  
3 http://www.ourenergypolicy.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/GTO-2017-Annual-Report.pdf  
4 https://www.energy.gov/eere/geothermal/geovision  

https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2020/08/how-trump-appointees-short-circuited-grid-modernization/615433/
https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2020/08/how-trump-appointees-short-circuited-grid-modernization/615433/
https://www.energy.gov/sites/prod/files/2016/04/f30/Geothermal%20Technologies%20Office%202015%20Annual%20Report_0.pdf
https://www.energy.gov/sites/prod/files/2016/04/f30/Geothermal%20Technologies%20Office%202015%20Annual%20Report_0.pdf
http://www.ourenergypolicy.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/GTO-2017-Annual-Report.pdf
https://www.energy.gov/eere/geothermal/geovision
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• The Vehicle Technologies Office 21st Century Truck Partnership Research Blueprint, 
which focuses on technological innovation to improve energy efficiency in trucking,  was 

slated for imminent release in August 2018, but it was not released by the Department 
until February 2019.5 
 

• The Building Technologies Office white paper on Grid-Integrated Efficient Buildings 

was slated for imminent release in August 2018 but was not released by the Department 
until April 2019.6  
 

• Lawrence Berkeley National Lab (LBNL)’s paper on Grid Impacts of Electric Vehicles 

and Smart Charging in California was sent to DOE headquarters for review in September 
2018, but it was not released by the Department until September 2019.7 
 

• LBNL’s Impact of Renewable Energy and other Factors on Observed Wholesale 

Electricity Market Prices report, which analyzes the impacts of wind and solar on 
wholesale electricity markets, was slated for imminent release in late summer 2018. It 
was not released by the Department until November 2019.8 

 

• The Pacific Northwest National Laboratory’s Handbook of Hydrokinetic Regulatory 
Processes was slated for release in October 2018, but it was not released by the 
Department until August 2020. 

 
And I note that the following reports have been completed but are yet to be released by the 
Department: 
 

• The fifth report in NREL’s Electrification Futures series, which explores how electricity 
supply can adapt to future scenarios where more transportation is electrified, was sent to 
DOE headquarters for review in October 2019.  
 

• LBNL’s Future Electric Utility Regulation report on Renewable Energy Options for 
Large Utility Customers, the 12th in a series of reports from LBNL on future electric 
utility regulation, was sent to headquarters for review in June 2019. 
 

• LBNL’s first Solar-to-Grid report, which will estimate the market value and reliability 
contributions of solar power across much of the United States, was sent to DOE 
headquarters for review in October 2019.  

 

• DOE was directed in Congressional Appropriations language in FY18, FY19 and FY20 
to produce a report that models the effects of a hypothetical Zero Emission Energy Credit 
for low-greenhouse gas electricity generation, but DOE has yet to produce a report.9  

 
5 https://www.energy.gov/eere/vehicles/downloads/21st-century-truck-partnership-research-blueprint  
6 https://www.energy.gov/sites/prod/files/2019/04/f61/bto-geb_overview-4.15.19.pdf  
7 https://ies.lbl.gov/publications/grid-impacts-electric-vehicles-and 
8 https://www.energy.gov/sites/prod/files/2019/04/f61/bto-geb_overview-4.15.19.pdf  
9 FY20 Energy & Water Development Report, page 87: https://www.congress.gov/116/crpt/hrpt83/CRPT-
116hrpt83.pdf 

https://www.energy.gov/eere/vehicles/downloads/21st-century-truck-partnership-research-blueprint
https://www.energy.gov/sites/prod/files/2019/04/f61/bto-geb_overview-4.15.19.pdf
https://www.energy.gov/sites/prod/files/2019/04/f61/bto-geb_overview-4.15.19.pdf
https://www.congress.gov/116/crpt/hrpt83/CRPT-116hrpt83.pdf
https://www.congress.gov/116/crpt/hrpt83/CRPT-116hrpt83.pdf


3 
 

 
These papers are largely technical in nature, and such papers typically are able to move through 
the DOE headquarters review process within just a few weeks. We have seen no evidence that 

delays of six months or longer can be explained away as a legitimate quality control exercise. I 
note that there is a time-value of information related to renewable energy, energy efficiency, 
transportation electrification, and the grid, as new innovations are advancing rapidly across the 
globe. Substantial delays in DOE reports undermine our ability to understand, implement and 

export new technologies and threaten our nation’s competitive advantage.  
 
I am also aware of at least one other report mandated by Appropriations Report language to be 
conducted annually – the U.S. Energy and Employment Report – that DOE has apparently failed 

to initiate altogether.10 
 
DOE Process Changes 
 

DOE leadership has implemented process changes that apparently enable this interference in the 
report review process. We believe these changes contravene the Department’s scientific integrity 
policy. Last updated in January 2017, the DOE SI policy says that Federal Supervisors at DOE: 
 

“will neither suppress nor alter scientific or technological findings and will not intimidate 
or coerce federal staff, contractors, recipients of financial assistance awards, or any 
others, to suppress or alter scientific or technological findings or conclusions.”11 

 

In May 2018, EERE staff received a new direction from political leadership to organize studies 
and technical papers into “tiers.” Any documents on Tier 1 topics would not be permitted for 
publication until they had received higher level sign-off by political officials.12 The Tier 1 list 
included any comparisons between energy sectors, all reports on grid reliability, and market 

projections. For the Renewables subprograms, this means that technical studies such as “Current 
Developments in Retail Rate Design” and “Opportunistic hybrid communications systems for 
distributed PV coordination” now require approval from Deputy Assistant Secretary David Solan 
or other political officials.   

 
DOE then further escalated its requirements for political review in the summer of 2018. As of 
late August, Deputy Assistant Secretaries were no longer allowed to use their discretion “to  

 
FY19 Energy & Water Development Report, page 83: https://www.govinfo.gov/cothesauruntent/pkg/CRPT-
115hrpt697/pdf/CRPT-115hrpt697.pdf  
FY18 Energy & Water Development Report, page 81: https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/CRPT-
115hrpt230/pdf/CRPT-115hrpt230.pdf 
10 https://www.congress.gov/116/crpt/hrpt83/CRPT-116hrpt83.pdf. Page 117. “Energy and Employment Report.—
The recommendation provides an additional $2,000,000 for the Office of Policy to complete a U.S. energy 
employment report that includes a comprehensive statistical survey to collect data, publish the data, and provide a 
summary report. The information collected shall include data relating to employment figures and demographics in 
the U.S. energy sector using methodology approved by the Office of Management and Budget in 2016.” 
11 https://www.energy.gov/downloads/department-energy-scientific-integrity-policy  
12 See Appendix Item 1 

https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/CRPT-115hrpt697/pdf/CRPT-115hrpt697.pdf
https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/CRPT-115hrpt697/pdf/CRPT-115hrpt697.pdf
https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/CRPT-115hrpt230/pdf/CRPT-115hrpt230.pdf
https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/CRPT-115hrpt230/pdf/CRPT-115hrpt230.pdf
https://www.congress.gov/116/crpt/hrpt83/CRPT-116hrpt83.pdf,%20Page%20117
https://www.energy.gov/downloads/department-energy-scientific-integrity-policy
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determine what was Tier 1 and what wasn’t and what needed to be elevated to [the Assistant 
Secretary for EERE].” Instead, “all Tier-1 reports need [Assistant Secretary] approval.”13 
 

EERE Media Policies 
 
The DOE SI Policy also states: 
 

“Media Requests. All federal staff who receive requests from media outlets for 
interview or comment based on their scientific or technical expertise are free to comment 
but must notify their organizations' public affairs office.”  

 

But around the same time that EERE expanded political review for reports, it modified its media 
policy. EERE staff handed down new directions from leadership on June 12, 2018 to change 
which hands are authorized to interface with the media and to require more layers of approval by 
political appointees for even low-visibility media engagements.14 In a June 13 email, a senior 

EERE official explained: 
 

“Going forward, the front office would like a more streamlined approach for media 
pitching and media inquiries…  any requests for interviews received by the offices will 

need to be forwarded to the [Deputy Assistant Secretary] Comms lead and the media lead 
from the EERE communications team. They will be responsible for working with 
[redacted] and her team to obtain [EERE] front office and [DOE Public Affairs] approval. 
They will also coordinate all scheduling with the reporter and will staff the EERE 

employee to be interviewed.”15  
 
The practical effect of these changes was to chill public communication between EERE 
researchers and the public and to establish more control for political appointees over program 

messaging. In any event, the requirement for all interview requests to receive advance approval 
from EERE leadership and the DOE Office of Public Affairs (PA), which is presumably still in 
effect as of this letter, defies the plain language of the DOE SI policy on media requests.  
 

Committee requests 
 
With all of the information above in mind, I would like to expand the scope of the briefings we 
requested on September 22 to include a discussion on the EERE report approval process as a 

whole and the Department’s anticipated timelines for releasing reports prepared by national 
laboratories that are currently at headquarters for review.  If you would like to discuss these 
requests further, please have your staff contact Janie Thompson of the Committee on Science, 
Space and Technology staff at 202-225-6375. 

 
 
 
 

 
13 See Appendix Item 2. At the time, the acting Assistant Secretary for EERE was Cathy Tripodi. 
14 See Appendix Items 3 and 4 
15 See Appendix 5. 
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Sincerely,  
 

 
 
Eddie Bernice Johnson     
Chairwoman       

Committee on Science, Space, and Technology 
 
 
 

 
 
cc: Frank Lucas  

Ranking Member 

Committee on Science, Space and Technology 
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APPENDIX  



Item #1



Item #2









EERE staff and contractors (names and emails redacted)





Item #4







EERE Senior Advisor
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