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EDITORIAL

Status of the Department of Energy

Key Republicans have called for restructuring or abolishing the Department of Energy (DOE).
In effect this proposal is supported by major studies conducted by two teams of experts from
industry, academia, and government. One study was under the auspices of the federal Gen-
eral Accounting Office (GAQ). The second, requested by Secretary Hazel O’Leary of DOE,
was headed by Robert Galvin, Chairman of the Executive Board of Motorola.

Statements from the GAO indicate that DOE has failed to establish clear and focused
missions for its laboratories in the post-Cold War environment. The DOE’s day-to-day man-
agement has been criticized as costly and unproductive. Laboratory managers have character-
ized DOE as a micromanager in many areas, especially in overseeing compliance with admin-
istrative requirements.

The report of the Galvin Task Force on 10 major DOE laboratories is extensive and
worthy of respect. The DOE gets no kind words, though blame is shared by earlier Con-
gresses. The laboratories receive favorable words and some admonitions. Included in the
Galvin report is, “The laboratories’ research role is a part of an essential, fundamental corner-
stone for continuing leadership by the United States. . . . Many of the least exploited investi-
gative paths involve the need for . . . multidisciplinary teams using sophisticated instruments
and tools. It is that role for which the national laboratories are uniquely qualified.” The Task
Force criticized the tendency of the laboratories to seek to create new missions. Rather it
recommended that the laboratories concentrate on national security, energy, environmental
science and technology, and on the fields of fundamental science which underpin those
important missions.

The Task Force stated, “The primary national security mission of the DOE laboratories
is to provide for a safe, secure and reliable nuclear stockpile. . . . A vital extension of this
mission involves work in non-proliferation, counter-proliferation, arms control verification,
and intelligence support.”

The Task Force asserted that DOE laboratories have failed to pay sufficient heed to
future energy needs. “The Task Force generally believes that the highest priority research
areas by the Department and the laboratories are in the areas of energy efficiency, conserva-
tion, renewable energy sources, . . . and more efficient recovery of gas and oil resources. The
laboratories should also continue to be involved in nuclear fission-related R&D.”

Annual expenditures for environmental cleanup of DOE sites rose to $6.2 billion in
1994. It is by far the largest component of a $19-billion-per-year budget. Both the Task Force
and the General Accounting Office are critical of the quality of the effort. The GAO has
stated that DOE has received about $23 billion for environmental management since 1989,
but that little cleanup has resulted. The Galvin Task Force cites estimated eventual costs of
$300 to $1000 billion, and states there has been a failure to characterize the waste reme-
diation challenge in the many DOE sites and the nature of the risks presented. Little basic
research has been conducted, and there has been little rigorous analysis to learn from experi-
ence in the field. There has been too much attention to immediate acute problems, a lack of
systems approach, a poor priority list with bad choices, and ineffectual, expensive activities.
A suggested improvement is to use potential expertise of the national laboratories. If better
remediation procedures were devised, massive problems elsewhere, including Superfund
sites, would be tackled more effectively. The total U.S. cleanup bill is estimated to be about
$1700 billion.

Some of the strongest comments by the Task Force were devoted to governance of the
laboratories. Those experienced in industrial R&D can quickly sense the vitality of a labora-
tory. Members, subcommittees, the Task Force, and the chairman repeatedly visited installa-
tions. They observed multiple symptoms of institutional stress. They learned about increas-
ing overhead costs, poor morale, and gross inefficiencies resulting from overly prescriptive
congressional management and oversight by the Department. They noted an inordinate in-
ternal focus at every level of these laboratories on compliance issues and questions of man-
agement processes. The Task Force concluded that “the current system of governance of
these laboratories is broken and should be replaced with a bold alternative.” It recommended
that “the new system not be burdened by creeping micromanagement, non-productive over-
sight, and institutional fragmentation.”

Philip H. Abelson
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