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What GAO Found 
The Department of Energy’s (DOE) Office of Environmental Management (EM) 
has experienced frequent turnover in its top leadership position, with the average 
top leader serving for less than 2 years. In the last 2 decades, there have been 
five Senate-confirmed assistant secretaries (political appointees) and nine acting 
assistant secretaries or senior advisors (see fig.). Frequent turnover has created 
challenges for achieving the department’s complex and long-term cleanup 
mission, such as difficulty building relationships with stakeholders, inconsistent 
and incomplete initiatives, and a focus on short-term actions over long-term 
priorities, according to those GAO interviewed. 

Several options exist that can enhance leadership commitment. Specifically, 
DOE’s Deputy Secretary told GAO that filling EM’s top leadership position with a 
senior career official, rather than a political appointee, could help overcome some 
of the challenges, if serving for a long enough tenure. Alternatively, GAO has 
found that term appointments can help agencies facing long-term challenges that 
require sustained leadership attention over time. For example, GAO has 
previously supported establishing term appointments of at least 5 to 7 years for 
certain leadership positions. Legislation establishing a term appointment for EM’s 
top leader could help improve leadership stability, address challenges, and better 
support EM’s long-term mission to clean up nuclear waste by helping create an 
organizational commitment that can endure across administrations. 

Turnover in the Office of Environmental Management’s Top Leadership Position, 2001 to 2021 

In addition to frequent turnover in leadership, EM’s different positions in DOE’s 
organizational structure have not provided sustained leadership commitment for 
environmental cleanup. EM has reported to DOE’s Deputy Secretary and three 
under secretaries at different points throughout EM’s history (see fig. on next 
page), but those GAO interviewed said that none of these organizational 
positions have supplied EM with the consistent leadership it needs. GAO’s prior 
work shows that the nature and scope of the changes needed in federal agencies 
facing long-standing management challenges and high-risk operations require 
the sustained commitment of the top political leadership. Congress has 
previously created new under secretary positions in DOE in the wake of concerns 
regarding departmental management of and leadership attention to particular 
mission areas. A new, dedicated DOE under secretary position for nuclear waste 
management and environmental cleanup could help ensure that EM receives the 
sustained attention and commitment it needs to make cleanup progress. View GAO-22-104805. For more information, 

contact Nathan Anderson at (202) 512-3841 or 
andersonn@gao.gov. 

Why GAO Did This Study 
EM is responsible for cleaning up 
legacy nuclear waste from weapons 
production dating back to World War II. 
In fiscal year 2021, EM estimated the 
probable future cost of cleaning up its 
remaining sites to be $407 billion. In 
addition, EM expects to shift from 
constructing to operating waste 
treatment facilities in coming years. 
However, EM’s cleanup costs and 
contract and project management are 
included on GAO’s High Risk List, for 
various reasons. 

House Report 116-442 includes a 
provision for GAO to review EM’s 
leadership capacity. This report 
examines the extent to which EM (1) 
has had sustained and consistent 
leadership commitment and (2) 
communicates with its workforce in 
developing and implementing reforms. 
GAO reviewed DOE data on changes 
in EM’s leadership, as well as EM 
memos and reports on its 
reorganizations. GAO also interviewed 
current and former top leaders of EM, 
whose collective tenures cover most of 
EM’s history, as well as other DOE 
officials and stakeholders. 

What GAO Recommends 
GAO is making two matters for 
congressional consideration, including 
establishing a term appointment for 
EM’s top leader and creating a new 
DOE under secretary position, and one 
recommendation that EM should 
develop a communication strategy for 
developing and implementing reforms 
that includes continuous, two-way 
communication mechanisms. DOE 
agreed with the recommendation and 
stated that it is taking actions to 
improve communication as part of a 
strategy. 

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-22-104805
https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-22-104805
mailto:andersonn@gao.gov


Office of Environmental Management’s Positions in Department of Energy’s (DOE) Organizational Chart, 2001 through 2021 

Note: The functions of the “open position” Under Secretary are determined at the discretion of the Secretary of Energy, and this under secretary has had 
different titles over time. The Under Secretary for Nuclear Security was created by statute in 1999, and the Under Secretary for Science was created by 
statute in 2005. 

Since 1999, EM leaders have made four major and many minor reforms to EM’s 
organizational structure. EM communicates with its workforce about 
organizational reforms using various tools, but it is not taking full advantage of 
opportunities to involve employees in these reforms. For example, according to 
some senior DOE and EM officials GAO interviewed, EM has obtained limited 
employee input about previous organizational reforms, aside from input at the 
most senior level of EM’s leadership. Some EM officials said that, when EM 
underwent prior organizational changes, EM’s cleanup work slowed in part 
because of employee uncertainty about the impact of the changes on their work. 
GAO’s prior work on agency reforms has demonstrated that a continuous, two-
way communication strategy can help respond to employee concerns regarding 
the effects of potential reforms. By developing such a communication strategy, 
EM could help maintain the effectiveness of its workforce when implementing 
future reforms.  



Page i GAO-22-104805  Nuclear Waste 

Contents 
GAO Highlight ii 

Why GAO Did This Study ii 
What GAO Recommends ii 
What GAO Found ii 

Letter 1 

Background 4 
DOE Has Experienced Frequent Leadership Turnover in EM and 

Inconsistent Commitment in Its Top Positions 9 
EM Has Implemented Many Organizational Reforms but Has Not 

Fully Engaged Its Workforce 20 
Conclusions 27 
Matters for Congressional Consideration 28 
Recommendation for Executive Action 28 
Agency Comments 28 

Appendix I: Objectives, Scope, and Methodology 30 

Appendix II: Office of Environmental Management (EM) Leadership, Placement, and Organizational Structure 
Changes 35 

Appendix III: Comments from the Department of Energy 36 

Appendix IV: GAO Contact and Staff Acknowledgments 40 

Figures 

Figure 1: Department of Energy’s Office of Environmental 
Management Sites Where Nuclear Waste Cleanup 
Remains 5 

Figure 2: Department of Energy’s Principal Officers 8 
Figure 3: Office of Environmental Management Leader Tenures, 

2001 through 2021 10 
Figure 4: EM’s Positions in DOE’s Organizational Chart, 2001 

through 2021 15 
Figure 5: Changes in EM’s Top Leader, Placement in DOE, and 

Organizational Structure from 1998 to 2021 35 

Abbreviations 
DOE  Department of Energy 



Page ii GAO-22-104805  Nuclear Waste 

EM  Office of Environmental Management 
FEVS  Federal Employee Viewpoint Survey 
NNSA  National Nuclear Security Administration 

This is a work of the U.S. government and is not subject to copyright protection in the 
United States. The published product may be reproduced and distributed in its entirety 
without further permission from GAO. However, because this work may contain 
copyrighted images or other material, permission from the copyright holder may be 
necessary if you wish to reproduce this material separately. 



Page 1 GAO-22-104805  Nuclear Waste 

441 G St. N.W.
Washington, DC 20548

Letter 

May 3, 2022 

The Honorable Adam Smith 
Chairman 
The Honorable Mike Rogers 
Ranking Member 
Committee on Armed Services 
House of Representatives 

For more than 30 years, the Office of Environmental Management (EM) 
within the Department of Energy (DOE) has been charged with cleaning 
up contamination from decades of nuclear weapons production and 
research at sites across the country. In fiscal year 2021, EM estimated 
the probable future cost of cleaning up its remaining sites to be $407 
billion.1 This estimated cost—known as EM’s environmental liability—
represents the majority of the U.S. government’s overall environmental 
liability, and on average it has grown at a rate that outpaced EM’s 
spending over the past decade.2 In 2017, we added the U.S. 
government’s environmental liability to the list of areas that are at high 
risk for fraud, waste, abuse, and mismanagement or in need of 
transformation. Contract and project management at EM is also on our 
High Risk List and, in our 2021 update to the High Risk List, we noted that 
leadership commitment is the critical element for initiating and sustaining 
progress in high-risk areas. 

EM has described the coming decade as a time of change for the agency, 
as it shifts from constructing to operating waste treatment facilities at 
some of its major sites. Our past work has identified key practices for 
organizational transformations, including practices for communicating 

                                                                                                                      
1Department of Energy, Agency Financial Report: Fiscal Year 2021, DOE/CF-0180 
(Washington, D.C.: Nov. 17, 2021). EM was originally responsible for 107 sites, 92 of 
which have been cleaned up as of March 2022. Throughout our review, and at the time 
that EM estimated these costs in fiscal year 2021, there were 16 sites remaining. EM 
completed clean up at Brookhaven National Laboratory in March 2022 reducing the 
number of remaining sites to 15. 

2For additional information about factors contributing to EM’s environmental liability, see 
GAO, Department of Energy: Program-Wide Strategy and Better Reporting Needed to 
Address Growing Environmental Cleanup Liability, GAO-19-28 (Washington, D.C.: Jan. 
29, 2019). 

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-19-28
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reforms.3 House Report 116-442, accompanying H.R. 6395, the William 
M. (Mac) Thornberry National Defense Authorization Act for Fiscal Year 
2021, Pub. L. No. 116-283, includes a provision for us to review EM’s 
leadership stability and capacity. This report examines (1) the extent to 
which EM has had sustained and consistent leadership commitment and 
(2) the extent to which EM communicates with its workforce in developing 
and implementing reforms. 

To examine the extent to which EM has had sustained and consistent 
leadership commitment, we gathered data from DOE on the tenures of 
those in EM’s top leadership position (typically the Assistant Secretary for 
EM) from 1989 to 2021.4 We reviewed studies and articles on leadership 
tenure. We also analyzed DOE organizational charts from 1989 to 2021 
to identify changes in EM’s placement within DOE’s organizational 
structure, including changes in associated reporting lines between EM’s 
top leader and the principal officer (typically a DOE Under Secretary or 
the DOE Deputy Secretary) in charge of overseeing EM.5 We also 
reviewed congressional hearings, legislative reports, and DOE 
documents. 

To examine the extent to which EM communicates with its workforce in 
developing and implementing reforms, we reviewed documents such as 
31 EM organizational charts from 2001 to 2021 and memorandums and 
other reports related to agency reorganization. We reviewed EM’s internal 
communication tools and DOE’s Organizational Management Report 
Summary of EM’s results from the Federal Employee Viewpoint Survey 

                                                                                                                      
3GAO, Results-Oriented Cultures: Implementation Steps to Assist Mergers and 
Organizational Transformations, GAO-03-669 (Washington, D.C.: July 2, 2003). For the 
purposes of this report, we use the terms “reform” and “transformation” interchangeably to 
broadly include any organizational changes—such as transformations, mergers, 
consolidations, and other reorganizations—and efforts to streamline and improve the 
efficiency and effectiveness of government operations. 

4EM was created as a distinct office within DOE in 1989.

5For the purposes of this report, we use “placement” to refer to EM’s position in DOE’s 
organizational chart and associated reporting lines based on that position. For example, 
when EM was placed under the Under Secretary for Science in DOE’s organizational 
chart, the top leader in EM reported to the person holding the title of Under Secretary for 
Science. 

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-03-669
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(FEVS) for 2019 and 2020, specifically those that captured the views of 
EM employees on leadership and organizational issues.6

For both objectives, we conducted interviews with 17 current and former 
EM leaders whose tenures, collectively, cover most of EM’s history.7 We 
also interviewed other senior DOE and EM officials, as well as 
stakeholders from state regulatory agencies in states with the largest EM 
sites by fiscal year 2021 budget request and from a national organization 
representing the communities affected by cleanup sites.8 We compared 
this information with criteria for leadership commitment, organizational 
transformations, and agency reform. See appendix I for additional details 
on our scope and methodology. 

We conducted this performance audit from February 2021 to May 2022 in 
accordance with generally accepted government auditing standards. 
Those standards require that we plan and perform the audit to obtain 
sufficient, appropriate evidence to provide a reasonable basis for our 
findings and conclusions based on our audit objectives. We believe that 

                                                                                                                      
6Department of Energy, Organizational Management Report (OMR) Summary: 2019 
Federal Employee Viewpoint Survey (FEVS) Results, Assistant Secretary for 
Environmental Management (EM) (Washington, D.C.: n.d.); and Organizational 
Management Report (OMR) Summary: 2020 Federal Employee Viewpoint Survey (FEVS) 
Results, Assistant Secretary for Environmental Management (EM) (Washington, D.C.: 
n.d.). 

7We collectively refer to these current and former leaders as “EM leaders.” Of the 10 
individuals we interviewed who served as the Principal Deputy Assistant Secretary, five 
also served as EM’s top leader for a period. We were only able to identify one of the 
second-most-senior leaders that served prior to 1999, and that leader was unavailable for 
an interview. We refer to all other EM, DOE, and union officials collectively as “senior DOE 
and EM officials.” 

8To identify the number of interviewees who expressed particular views, we use the 
following modifiers throughout the report: “some” represents two to four interviewees, 
“several” represents five to eight interviewees, “many” represents nine to 15 interviewees, 
“most” represents 16 to 29 interviewees, and “nearly all” represents 29 or more. We 
considered officials from a particular office, state or local agency, or association to be one 
interviewee, even though multiple officials or representatives may have participated in the 
interview. Interviewees responded to semistructured interview questions that were 
typically open-ended. We did not ask interviewees to comment on the views of other 
interviewees (e.g., an interviewee’s view on the best placement for EM), but we noted 
opposing views, where appropriate. In order to preserve the anonymity of interviewees, in 
this report we use general language when describing the examples and remove 
references to specific places and time, where appropriate. 
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the evidence obtained provides a reasonable basis for our findings and 
conclusions based on our audit objectives. 

Background 

EM’s Mission, Budget, and Vision 

EM was created in 1989 to complete the cleanup of substantial 
environmental contamination at sites that were involved in DOE’s nuclear 
weapons production and research, some of it dating back to the 
Manhattan Project in the 1940s.9 The Secretary of Energy established EM 
in November 1989 to consolidate DOE-wide responsibility for 
environmental compliance and cleanup and to elevate the issues for 
better attention from top-level management.10 Since its creation, EM has 
shifted its emphasis from identifying and characterizing the waste at sites 
to active site cleanup. By 2013, EM had reduced the number of 
contaminated sites from 107 sites in 31 states to 16 sites in 11 states. 
EM’s combined active remediation footprint has been reduced by 90 
percent, from approximately 3,300 square miles to less than 300 square 
miles. EM’s cleanup mission at some of the remaining 15 sites is a long-
term endeavor, with some cleanup activities expected to last until at least 
2070 (see fig. 1). 

                                                                                                                      
9DOE and its predecessor entities were not generally subject to external regulation. In the 
1970s and 1980s, legal decisions and policy changes brought new scrutiny to DOE’s 
compliance with environmental laws. As we and others have reported, DOE’s lack of 
attention to managing the waste from nuclear weapons production and research activities 
strained relationships with states and communities. See, for example, GAO, Managing the 
Environmental Cleanup of DOE’s Nuclear Weapons Complex, T-RCED-91-27 
(Washington, D.C.: Apr. 11, 1991). 

10Department of Energy Memorandum, Establishment of the Office of Environmental 
Restoration and Waste Management, SEN-13-89 (Washington, D.C.: Nov. 16, 1989). 
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Figure 1: Department of Energy’s Office of Environmental Management Sites Where Nuclear Waste Cleanup Remains 

EM’s cleanup mission includes remediating contaminated soil and 
groundwater, deactivating and decommissioning contaminated buildings, 
and constructing and operating facilities to treat millions of gallons of 
radioactive waste. Among other requirements, state and federal laws 
shape EM’s work, along with DOE orders and agreements negotiated 
with its regulators at specific sites (e.g., state agencies and/or the U.S. 
Environmental Protection Agency), which often specify milestones that 
EM is supposed to achieve in cleaning up the sites. To carry out its 
mission, EM received nearly $7 billion on average annually between 2016 
and 2021, out of DOE’s total average annual budget of about $35 billion 
over that period, according to DOE budget documents. Over the same 
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period, EM’s environmental liability increased from approximately $257 
billion to $407 billion.11

In 2020, EM released a strategic vision document describing the coming 
decade as a time of change, as the agency shifts from years of designing 
and constructing radioactive waste treatment facilities at three of its major 
sites to operating these facilities.12 Since 2020, this vision document has 
been accompanied by an annual priorities scorecard that defines the 
agency’s priorities for the current fiscal year. Other key planning 
documents further define EM’s approach to conducting its cleanup work, 
such as its program management protocol, which was released in 2020 
and establishes requirements and expectations for planning, budgeting, 
executing, and evaluating all work within EM.13

EM Leadership and Oversight 

Since EM’s establishment, the agency’s top leader has been intended to 
be an Assistant Secretary.14 The Department of Energy Organization Act, 
as amended, establishes eight DOE Assistant Secretaries to be 
appointed by the President with the advice and consent of the Senate.15

The statute identifies the responsibilities that are to be assigned to the 
DOE Assistant Secretaries, including environmental and nuclear waste 
management responsibilities and functions carried out by the EM 
Assistant Secretary. The EM Assistant Secretary has responsibilities for 
nuclear waste management at DOE, which includes the establishment of 
programs for the treatment, management, storage, and disposal of 
nuclear wastes, among other responsibilities. When the Assistant 
Secretary position is vacant, the President may select an official, subject 
to specific requirements, to perform the tasks of the Assistant Secretary 
on a temporary basis; this person is generally referred to as the Acting 

                                                                                                                      
11According to DOE officials, the Hanford site in Washington State accounts for the 
majority of this increase in environmental liabilities. 

12Department of Energy, EM Vision 2020-2030: A Time of Transition and Transformation 
(Washington, D.C.: Mar. 9, 2020). 

13Department of Energy, Environmental Management Program Management Protocol 
(Washington, D.C.: Oct. 30, 2020). 

14Officials holding the title of Senior Advisor have also been the top leader of EM. 

15Pub. L. No. 95-91, tit. II, § 203, 91 Stat. 565, 570 (1977) (codified as amended at 42 
U.S.C. § 7133(a)). 

https://1.next.westlaw.com/Link/Document/FullText?findType=l&pubNum=1077005&cite=UUID(IE6DED10A82-9E409B919B3-1D364E19D47)&originatingDoc=NBC967FA0341911DEA7CD81F2617D4421&refType=SL&originationContext=document&transitionType=DocumentItem&ppcid=cfc9b284f941497fae22b62dd89f4663&contextData=(sc.UserEnteredCitation)
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Assistant Secretary.16 The EM Principal Deputy Assistant Secretary, the 
second-most-senior position within EM, supports the EM Assistant 
Secretary in managing the EM program. This position is typically filled by 
a senior career official. Additional senior leadership positions report to 
these top two positions and, over the history of EM, have taken on 
various roles and portfolios, such as oversight of safety and of the field 
offices. 

DOE’s principal officers serve under the Secretary of Energy as the 
department’s top leadership and oversee major departmental elements, 
such as EM, the Office of Science, and the National Nuclear Security 
Administration (NNSA).17 The statutory provision establishing DOE’s 
principal officers provides that the department will have three under 
secretaries to carry out various functions, to include (1) the Under 
Secretary whose duties are to be determined at the discretion of the 
Secretary of Energy, which we refer to as the “open position” Under 
Secretary; (2) the Under Secretary for Nuclear Security, who also serves 
as the Administrator for the NNSA; and (3) the Under Secretary for 
Science (see fig. 2).18 The provision also establishes that DOE will have 
two other principal officers: the Deputy Secretary and the General 
Counsel. 

Congress established DOE’s three under secretary positions in three 
different acts. First, the 1977 Department of Energy Organization Act 
established that DOE would have one under secretary (here referred to 
as the “open position” Under Secretary).19 Second, the National Defense 
Authorization Act for Fiscal Year 2000 amended the Department of 
Energy Organization Act to add the new Under Secretary for Nuclear 

                                                                                                                      
16Under the Federal Vacancies Reform Act of 1998, Pub. L. No. 105 -277, Div. C, tit. I, § 
151, 112 Stat. 2681, 2681-611–2681-616 (codified as amended at 5 U.S.C. §§ 3345-
3349d), an acting officer may serve in a vacant position for no longer than 210 days, 
beginning on the date of the vacancy, with adjustments to be made if the President 
submits a nomination for the position and in the case of presidential inaugural transitions. 

17NNSA’s mission is, in part, to maintain the nation’s nuclear weapons stockpile and 
prevent nuclear weapon proliferation. The Office of Science is the lead federal agency 
supporting basic research in the physical sciences and is responsible for most of DOE’s 
national laboratories. 

1842 U.S.C. § 7132, as amended in 2005. 

19Pub. L. No. 95-91, tit. II, § 202(b), 91 Stat. 565, 569 (1977) (codified at 42 U.S.C. § 
7132(d)). 
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Security.20 Third, the Energy Policy Act of 2005 again amended the 
Department of Energy Organization Act to add the new Under Secretary 
for Science.21

Figure 2: Department of Energy’s Principal Officers 

Note: DOE’s General Counsel is also designated as a principal officer. See 42 U.S.C. § 7132(e). 

EM’s Organizational Structure 

EM is composed of headquarters offices and field sites (collectively 
referred to as the EM complex), which work together to advance EM’s 
cleanup mission. Contractors with significant federal oversight conduct 
EM’s on-the-ground cleanup work. According to EM’s Strategic Vision: 
2021-2031, EM currently has a workforce of approximately 33,000 federal 
and contractor employees. EM has field offices, each led by a field 
manager, to oversee the cleanup work performed by contractors at its 15 
remaining sites. 

Authorities, roles, and responsibilities in EM are divided between 
headquarters and field sites. For example, over the last decade, 
authorities have been delegated to different levels of the organization, 
such as office directors and field managers. EM has also experienced a 

                                                                                                                      
20Pub. L. 106-65, Div. C, tit. XXXII, § 3202, 113 Stat. 512, 954 (1999) (codified at 42 
U.S.C. § 7132(c)). 

21Pub. L. 109-58, tit. X, § 1006(a), 119 Stat. 594, 930 (2005) (codified at 42 U.S.C. § 
7132(b)). 
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variety of changes to its organizational structure over time, including 
major reorganizations, which required secretarial notification, and smaller 
changes for which such notification was not necessary.22

DOE Has Experienced Frequent Leadership 
Turnover in EM and Inconsistent Commitment 
in Its Top Positions 
Frequent turnover in EM’s top leadership position has created challenges 
for achieving DOE’s complex cleanup mission. In addition, DOE’s 
organizational structure has not provided sustained leadership 
commitment for addressing DOE’s long-term environmental cleanup 
responsibilities. 

Frequent Turnover in EM’s Top Leadership Position Has 
Created Challenges for Achieving DOE’s LongTerm and 
Complex Cleanup Mission 

EM’s top leader has changed frequently since the agency’s creation. 
Since 1989, 16 individuals have served as EM’s top leader, with an 
average tenure of about 1 year and 9 months each.23 In roughly the last 5 
years, the average tenure has decreased. Specifically, since January 

                                                                                                                      
22We define organizational structure as consisting of units, roles, responsibilities, 
authorities, and reporting lines. We consider major changes to be those that required EM 
to submit a Memo of Reorganization to the Secretary of Energy. In addition, we consider 
both major and minor changes to organizational structures to be reforms, as described in 
our past work, including GAO, Government Reorganization: Key Questions to Assess 
Agency Reform Efforts, GAO-18-427 (Washington, D.C.: June 13, 2018). See the section 
of this report entitled “EM Leaders Have Implemented Multiple Organizational Reforms 
across the EM Complex” for additional details about changes to EM’s organizational 
structure.

23These 16 individuals have served in varying capacities, including Senate-confirmed 
Assistant Secretary, Acting Assistant Secretary, and Senior Advisor. One of these 16 
individuals served as Acting Assistant Secretary multiple nonconsecutive times. In 
calculating the length of tenures, we consider consecutive tenures of the same individual 
in different capacities to be one tenure. For example, for an individual who served as 
Acting Assistant Secretary before becoming Senate confirmed, we count both the Acting 
and Senate-confirmed periods as this individual’s tenure. 

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-18-427
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2017, four individuals have served as EM’s top leader, with an average 
tenure of about 1 year and 3 months each (see fig. 3).24

Figure 3: Office of Environmental Management Leader Tenures, 2001 through 2021 

Note: In addition to the 11 individual leaders named in this figure, five other individuals served as 
EM’s top leader from 1989 to 2001. 

Nearly all of those we interviewed—EM leaders, senior DOE and EM 
officials, and stakeholders—told us that short tenures in EM’s top 
leadership position have created several challenges for EM. They 
described some of the negative effects of the short leadership tenures 
that they observed: difficulty building relationships with external 

                                                                                                                      
24During this period, EM’s top leader served for periods ranging from approximately 5 
months to 2 years and 10 months. 
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stakeholders; inconsistent and incomplete initiatives; and focus on short-
term actions to the detriment of long-term priorities. 

· Difficulty building relationships with external stakeholders. Many 
of those we interviewed said that relationships with individuals or 
groups external to EM are affected by frequent changes in EM’s top 
leader. One former EM leader said that developing relationships and 
building trust with local communities, regulators, and DOE leadership 
is a key function of EM’s top leader. According to this former EM 
leader, short tenures mean that there is not enough time for the EM 
leader to fulfill this function. Some EM leaders and stakeholders also 
told us that frequent turnover has damaged the credibility and 
perceived authority of EM’s top leader. For example, one stakeholder 
told us that DOE lost credibility with the local community when a 
former EM leader made a cleanup commitment at a site and then left 
the agency shortly thereafter. Another stakeholder said that EM’s top 
leader has changed so often that the stakeholder no longer pays 
attention to the individual in that position and instead seeks out lower 
levels of EM leadership when issues arise. 

· Inconsistent and incomplete initiatives. Many of those we 
interviewed said that short tenures in EM’s top position have affected 
the consistency and implementation of initiatives started by those 
leaders. They told us that they have observed initiatives started and 
then left unfinished; cycles of starting, pausing, and reworking 
programs and policies based on new leaders’ directions; and, at 
times, dramatic shifts in leadership priorities and focus that disrupt 
cleanup work and introduce confusion and uncertainty among EM 
employees. One senior DOE official said that many EM leaders bring 
in new approaches to contract and project management but that 
frequent leadership turnover means that the approaches are not in 
place long enough for EM to judge their effectiveness. According to 
several of those we interviewed, one reason that short-tenured EM 
leaders may not have enough time to develop and implement their 
initiatives is because new leaders must spend a substantial amount of 
time—from 6 months to a few years, depending on a leader’s 
background—learning about the agency and the varied history and 
status of its 15 sites. Once they overcome this learning curve, leaders’ 
time in office may end shortly thereafter. 

· Focus on short-term actions over long-term priorities. Several of 
those we interviewed told us that short tenures in EM’s top leadership 
position have resulted in short-term actions that do not align with EM’s 
long-term mission. They explained that, because EM leaders typically 
expect to be in the position for only a limited period, these leaders 
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seek out short-term accomplishments that, in officials’ views, are at 
odds with EM’s decades-long clean-up mission. For example, one 
senior EM official described a leader’s short-term initiative at a site as 
challenging to implement because it took attention and resources 
away from construction of a major capital asset project. Similarly, one 
EM leader said that some of EM’s most challenging issues exist 
because previous leaders made decisions without considering long-
term implications. This leader told us that previous EM leaders 
entered into cleanup agreements that provided EM with short-term 
solutions but that the long-term consequences of such agreements 
have proven difficult for EM to manage. 

The DOE Deputy Secretary told us in January 2022 that filling EM’s top 
leadership position with a senior career official, rather than a political 
appointee, could help overcome some of these challenges. Specifically, 
the Deputy Secretary said that a senior career official, if serving for a long 
enough tenure, could help improve the consistency and completeness of 
initiatives and bring focus to EM’s long-term priorities. The Deputy 
Secretary acknowledged that achieving such successes could depend on 
the specific background and characteristics of the individual filling the 
position, rather than on any features of EM’s organizational structure. 

We have previously reported on the importance of sustained leadership 
attention in federal agencies facing complex, long-term management 
challenges, noting that the length of time often needed to provide 
meaningful and sustainable results can easily outlast the tenures of top 
political appointees.25 To reduce turnover in positions that require 
sustained leadership attention, we and others have identified establishing 
term appointments—appointments with specific term lengths set in 
statute—as an option that Congress may consider.26 For example, we 
have previously proposed that Congress consider establishing term 

                                                                                                                      
25GAO, Organizational Transformation: Implementing Chief Operating Officer/Chief 
Management Officer Positions in Federal Agencies, GAO-08-34 (Washington, D.C.: Nov. 
1, 2007).

26According to a 2021 Congressional Research Service report, term appointments 
establish norms and expectations for the tenure of these positions for potential 
appointees. Congressional Research Service, Appointment and Confirmation of Executive 
Branch Leadership: An Overview, R44083 (Washington, D.C.: Mar. 17, 2021). This report 
notes that statutory term appointments currently exist for various senior-level positions in a 
number of agencies, bureaus, commissions, and boards in the federal government, 
typically with lengths of terms ranging from 4 to 7 years.  

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-08-34
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appointments of at least 5 to 7 years for certain positions at federal 
agencies with long-term management challenges.27

In addition, a 2021 report from the Partnership for Public Service 
identifies term appointments as a way to enhance leadership continuity 
and reduce turnover in key positions.28 The report states that formally 
converting key positions to term appointments can encourage stability 
and expertise in crucial roles while still allowing the Senate to maintain its 
advice and consent powers. It notes several characteristics of leadership 
positions that may benefit from term appointments, including 

· if a position requires long-term perspective and responsibility, 
· if a position requires deep technical expertise, and 
· if a position relies on perspectives from external stakeholders. 

Those we interviewed described EM’s top leadership position as requiring 
each of these characteristics. Further, empirical data from a 2012 study 
support the idea that term appointments are associated with longer 
tenures.29 The study found that individuals serving in selected 
presidentially appointed, Senate-confirmed positions with terms fixed by 
statute had longer tenures, on average, than appointees to positions 

                                                                                                                      
27Specifically, in 2007, we proposed that Congress consider strategies such as term 
appointments in implementing Chief Operating Officer/Chief Management Officer positions 
within federal agencies. We noted that providing such positions with term appointments of 
about 5 to 7 years would be one way to help ensure that long-term management and 
transformation initiatives provided meaningful and sustainable results. See GAO-08-34 
and GAO, Defense Business Transformation: Achieving Success Requires a Chief 
Management Officer to Provide Focus and Sustained Leadership, GAO-07-1072
(Washington, D.C.: Sept. 5, 2007). 

28Partnership for Public Service, Unconfirmed: Why Reducing the Number of Senate-
Confirmed Positions Can Make Government More Effective (Washington, D.C.: August 
2021). This report also identified other options, such as converting political appointments 
to non-political career roles. However, based on our interviews, there may be some 
additional disadvantages associated with these options.

29M. Dull et al. “Appointee Confirmation and Tenure: The Succession of U.S. Federal 
Agency Appointees, 1989-2009,” Public Administration Review, vol. 72, no. 6 (November-
December 2012). 

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-08-34
https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-07-1072
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without such terms, after controlling for several other factors that might 
influence tenure.30

EM’s top leadership position is not a term appointment, but several of 
those we interviewed told us that establishing a term appointment for the 
position could help increase the duration of a leader’s tenure for what 
some said is one of the most difficult jobs in government. Some of those 
we interviewed said that, with a term appointment, a candidate would 
accept the position with a stronger internal commitment and expectation 
to stay in the job for a set length of time. They also told us that a term 
appointment could help insulate the position from political pressure—an 
issue cited by several of those we interviewed as a reason why EM’s top 
leadership job is so difficult.31 For example, EM leaders told us that the 
competing demands and divergent interests of local stakeholder groups, 
congressional interests, and regulatory agencies mean that, at any given 
time, one or more of these groups strongly disapprove of an EM leader’s 
performance. In addition, some EM leaders described seeing 
opportunities to allocate EM resources more strategically but said that 
pursuing such changes was difficult or impossible in the face of pressure 
from different groups. Legislation that establishes a term appointment for 
EM’s top leader could help improve stability, address challenges 
associated with short leadership tenures, and better support progress 
toward EM’s long-term mission. 

DOE’s Organizational Structure Has Not Provided 
Sustained Leadership Commitment for Environmental 
Cleanup 

EM has reported to each of DOE’s principal officers (aside from the 
General Counsel) over the course of EM’s history. Specifically, since 

                                                                                                                      
30The study controlled for other factors that might influence tenure, such as whether a 
position is the head of an agency and whether a position’s primary responsibilities 
included specialized scientific or technical knowledge. 

31Some of those we interviewed brought up a disadvantage of establishing a term 
appointment for EM’s top leader, saying that a leader whose term extends across 
presidential administrations may find it difficult to build trust with the new administration. 
However, as noted by the 2021 Congressional Research Service report, many term 
appointees serve at the pleasure of the President, meaning that such appointees can be 
removed by the President at any time, for any reason. The purpose of the term 
appointment is to provide an expectation for the length of tenure; such an expectation may 
inhibit, but does not prevent, removal of an appointee by the President. 
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2001, EM has had periods of reporting to the Deputy Secretary and to 
each of the three DOE under secretaries—the “open position” Under 
Secretary, the Under Secretary for Nuclear Security, and the Under 
Secretary for Science (see fig. 4).32 Appendix II provides additional detail 
on EM’s leadership, placement, and organizational structure changes. 

Figure 4: EM’s Positions in DOE’s Organizational Chart, 2001 through 2021 

Note: The functions of the “open position” Under Secretary are determined at the discretion of the 
Secretary of Energy, and this under secretary has had different titles over time. The Under Secretary 
for Nuclear Security was created by statute in 1999, and the Under Secretary for Science was 
created by statute in 2005. 

In each of these periods, the Deputy Secretary or the Under Secretary in 
charge of EM has also been responsible for other major DOE elements: 

· In 2001, the “open position” Under Secretary—then referred to as the 
Under Secretary for Energy, Science, and Environment—had 

                                                                                                                      
32The “open position” Under Secretary has had different titles over time. For example, 
beginning in 2013, it was called the Under Secretary for Management and Performance 
and, beginning in 2017, it was called the Under Secretary of Energy. 
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responsibility for EM, along with the Offices of Science, Fossil Energy, 
and Energy Efficiency and Renewable Energy, among others.33

· In 2011, the Under Secretary for Nuclear Security began to oversee 
EM. This position also had responsibility for NNSA, whose mission is, 
among other things, to maintain the nation’s nuclear weapons 
stockpile. NNSA’s budget was about twice as large as EM’s budget 
during this time (roughly, fiscal years 2011 to 2013).34

· In 2013, the “open position” Under Secretary—then referred to as the 
Under Secretary for Management and Performance—again began to 
oversee EM and also had responsibility for DOE’s mission support 
offices, such as the Offices of Project Management Oversight and 
Assessments, Chief Human Capital Officer, and Chief Information 
Officer. 

· In 2017, the Under Secretary for Science began to oversee EM and 
also had responsibility for the Office of Science, which is the lead 
federal agency supporting basic research in the physical sciences and 
is responsible for most of DOE’s national laboratories. It had a budget 
similar in size to EM’s during this time (roughly, fiscal years 2017 to 
2021).35

· In 2021, the DOE Deputy Secretary began to oversee EM. This 
position has a number of department-wide responsibilities, including 
serving as DOE’s Chief Operating Officer, and also oversees mission 
support offices, such as the Offices of Enterprise Assessments, Chief 
Human Capital Officer, and Chief Financial Officer. 

Most of the EM leaders, senior DOE and EM officials, and stakeholders 
we interviewed said that, positioned alongside these other major DOE 
elements, EM has not consistently received the sustained leadership 
commitment that is needed, given the size and scope of its mission and 
challenges. Many described EM as too big and too different from the 
other parts of DOE for a single leader to effectively oversee it in addition 
to the other major DOE elements. Several of those we interviewed said 
that oversight of EM by a principal officer is a time-intensive responsibility, 
with some saying it requires daily interaction with EM leadership. They 
                                                                                                                      
33In 2005, the Office of Science moved to the portfolio of the newly created Under 
Secretary for Science; the “open position” Under Secretary retained oversight of EM and 
the other offices that had been in its portfolio since 2001. 

34For example, in fiscal year 2012, EM’s budget was about $5.7 billion, and NNSA’s 
budget was $11 billion.  

35For example, in fiscal year 2019, EM’s budget was about $7.2 billion, and the Office of 
Science’s budget was about $6.6 billion.  



Letter

Page 17 GAO-22-104805  Nuclear Waste 

said that principal officers who have other major responsibilities have not 
had the capacity to consistently provide EM with this level of attention. 

In addition, several of those we interviewed described EM’s cleanup 
mission as fundamentally different from other parts of DOE, such as 
NNSA and the Office of Science. Some said that EM’s placement 
alongside NNSA, for instance, in effect relegated the cleanup mission to a 
secondary priority, as many people working within this principal officer’s 
portfolio viewed NNSA’s nuclear weapons work as more pressing. 
Several of those we interviewed told us that any potential synergies the 
department hoped to gain by placing EM alongside other major DOE 
elements either did not materialize or were outweighed by the drawbacks 
of such placements, such as inattention from a principal officer with 
competing priorities.36

According to several of those we interviewed, principal officers may be 
reluctant to add EM to their portfolios because of EM’s challenging mix of 
technical, regulatory, and political issues. They described a sense that 
this has resulted in EM being consigned to placements where the 
principal officer in charge is not interested in advocating for or supporting 
the cleanup mission. For example, one EM leader told us that the 
principal officer in charge during this leader’s tenure had no interest in EM 
and was uncomfortable working on nuclear cleanup issues. Another EM 
leader described the principal officer in charge during their tenure as 
being solely interested in a different part of the portfolio and, as a result, 
asking to be informed about EM’s work only when major meetings or 
events occurred. 

Those we interviewed did offer instances in which, despite sharing a 
portfolio with another major DOE element, EM received sufficient 
leadership from the principal officer. However, they ascribed these 
positive outcomes to the unique qualifications and backgrounds of the 
individuals involved and said that these conditions are unlikely to be 
replicated. For example, some of those we interviewed told us that one 
principal officer who had a background in EM’s cleanup work was able to 
provide EM with needed support and accountability, despite also being in 
                                                                                                                      
36One DOE office that has consistently been located alongside EM is the Office of Legacy 
Management, which assumes responsibility for sites once EM’s cleanup is completed and 
then provides surveillance and maintenance to ensure continued human health and 
environmental protection. Of those we interviewed who brought up the Office of Legacy 
Management, they said that placing EM and this office under the same principal officer 
makes sense because, for example, the two share similar missions and must collaborate 
closely in conducting their work. 
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charge of overseeing another major DOE element. They said that this 
individual’s particular background made the person a good fit for EM, but 
one EM leader noted that those filling this particular principal officer 
position at other times would be unlikely to bring the same qualifications. 
In addition, those we interviewed described one principal officer as having 
many duties that left little time for EM but said that this level of attention 
was satisfactory for EM at the time because the individual in EM’s top 
leadership position was very experienced and capable. According to 
those we interviewed, some EM leaders who came into the position with 
less experience would have needed more mentoring and oversight than 
this principal officer was able to provide. 

Our prior work shows that the nature and scope of the changes needed in 
many federal agencies, such as those dealing with long-standing 
management challenges and high-risk operations, require the sustained 
and inspired commitment of the top political leadership. We have 
previously found that there is no substitute for top leadership involvement 
and that top leadership attention is essential to overcome organizations’ 
natural resistance to change, to marshal the resources needed to 
implement change, and to build and maintain the organization-wide 
commitment to new ways of doing business.37 Further, a key element 
needed to make progress in high-risk areas is top-level attention by the 
administration and agency leaders. In our 2021 High Risk update, we 
reported that making progress in addressing the root causes of EM’s 
unsustainable growth in cleanup costs will require enhanced and 
sustained leadership commitment not only in EM but also in the highest 
levels of the department.38

Reflecting the potential benefits that sustained leadership commitment 
could provide for EM, the EM leaders, DOE and EM senior officials, and 
stakeholders we interviewed offered examples of several critical roles that 
a principal officer can play: 

· Elevating attention to problems. Several of those we interviewed 
said that consistent engagement from the principal officer in charge of 
EM can provide needed accountability for identifying and solving 
problems. For example, one DOE senior official explained that the 

                                                                                                                      
37GAO, Highlights of a GAO Roundtable: The Chief Operating Officer Concept: A Potential 
Strategy to Address Federal Governance Challenges, GAO-03-192SP (Washington, D.C.: 
Oct. 4, 2002). 

38GAO, High-Risk Series: Dedicated Leadership Needed to Address Limited Progress in 
Most High-Risk Areas, GAO-21-119SP (Washington, D.C.: Mar. 2, 2021). 

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-03-192SP
https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-21-119SP
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nature of EM’s work with nuclear materials means that small issues 
can become huge problems very quickly. For this reason, according to 
the official, a principal officer providing close and consistent oversight 
of EM can become aware of and bring visibility to problems when they 
are small, which helps ensure that such problems are appropriately 
addressed. 

· Empowering EM’s top leader. Several EM leaders we interviewed 
said that the principal officer in charge of EM can provide critical 
support and coverage for the tough decisions that EM’s top leader 
must make. For example, those we interviewed told us that taking 
tough positions with contractors—such as giving contractors reduced 
award fees due to subpar performance—requires support from those 
at the under secretary level and above. Similarly, according to one EM 
leader, such support empowers EM’s top leader to pursue innovative 
approaches to the cleanup work, even when certain stakeholders do 
not agree with that approach. In this way consistent leadership 
commitment by a principal officer can make EM’s top leadership job 
easier to manage, an EM leader told us. 

· Serving as senior-level negotiator. Some of those we interviewed 
said that principal officers are uniquely positioned to help resolve 
cleanup issues that have reached an impasse. For example, one EM 
leader said that EM and regulatory agencies sometimes reach an 
impasse when negotiating sensitive or controversial cleanup issues. 
An engaged principal officer can help break this impasse by reaching 
out to senior-level counterparts at the state or federal level, according 
to this EM leader. A senior DOE official told us that involvement of an 
under secretary in these scenarios can lead to breakthroughs in 
negotiations that have been stalled for years.39

Decisions about EM’s organizational position are made at the discretion 
of DOE leadership, as the department’s statutory organizational 
provisions do not specify that environmental management is a mission 
area that must be assigned to any particular principal officer. Congress 
has previously created new under secretary positions in DOE in the wake 
of concerns regarding departmental management of, and leadership 
attention to, particular mission areas. For example, in 1999, Congress 
created NNSA and a new under secretary to lead it in response to reports 
                                                                                                                      
39A senior DOE official provided an example in which a highly engaged principal officer—
the one described previously as successfully overseeing EM and another major DOE 
element, in part due to this person’s background—facilitated a major breakthrough in 
negotiations between DOE and a state regulator, leading to completion of a cleanup 
project that had seen no progress for almost 10 years. 
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of significant management and security problems within the nuclear 
weapons program at DOE.40 Similarly, Congress created the position of 
Under Secretary for Science in 2005 following concerns regarding 
declining physical science budgets and policy focus at DOE.41 A new, 
dedicated DOE Under Secretary position for nuclear waste management 
and environmental cleanup could help ensure that EM receives the 
sustained leadership commitment it needs to make progress in cleaning 
up nuclear contamination at sites around the country, currently estimated 
to cost more than $400 billion. 

EM Has Implemented Many Organizational 
Reforms but Has Not Fully Engaged Its 
Workforce 
EM has undergone frequent minor reorganizations and multiple major 
reorganizations.42 While EM communicated information about past 
organizational reforms when they occurred, some DOE and EM officials 
raised concerns that EM did not fully engage its workforce when 
implementing these reforms. Moreover, EM has not used a 
communication strategy that ensures continuous, two-way communication 
between EM senior leadership, employees, and contractors to more fully 
engage EM’s workforce in developing and implementing reforms. 

                                                                                                                      
40According to congressional hearings and legislative reports, in discussing the possible 
leadership structure of what would later become NNSA, Senators noted that elevating the 
entity’s leader to the position of under secretary (rather than assistant secretary, which 
had also been suggested for NNSA) could help to emphasize the important 
responsibilities of the office. Ultimately, Congress determined that a new under secretary 
would be created to serve as the Administrator of the NNSA. 

41During congressional hearings on the subject, outside groups in favor of a new Under 
Secretary for Science position noted that the position could enhance the leadership and 
visibility of DOE science and create an effective spokesperson for the DOE science and 
energy mission space. Following these hearings, Congress created the new position in 
2005. 

42We define organizational structure as consisting of units, roles, responsibilities, 
authorities, and reporting lines. We consider major changes to be those that required EM 
to submit a Memo of Reorganization to the Secretary of Energy. In addition, we consider 
both major and minor changes to organizational structures to be reforms, as described in 
our past work, including GAO-18-427. See the section of this report entitled “EM Leaders 
Have Implemented Multiple Organizational Reforms across the EM Complex” for 
additional details about changes to EM’s organizational structure. 

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-18-427
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EM Leaders Have Implemented Multiple Organizational 
Reforms across the EM Complex 

Since 1999, EM has undergone four major and many minor 
organizational reforms.43 Specifically, EM underwent four major reforms in 
1999, 2009, 2011, and 2016, all of which required EM to submit a Memo 
of Reorganization to the Secretary of Energy. According to some former 
EM officials that we interviewed, organizational reforms typically occur 
when a new EM leader begins their tenure and involve actions such as 
adding or removing management layers, adjusting roles and 
responsibilities, and making changes to EM staffing practices, among 
other actions. For example, in the last 10 years, EM has pursued two 
major reforms: 

· In 2011, EM underwent an organizational reform to address unclear 
roles, responsibilities, authorities, accountability, and alignment within 
EM headquarters and between headquarters and the field. EM 
established a matrixed organizational structure to achieve this. This 
structure established two lines of reporting: the Principal Deputy 
Assistant Secretary and the Associate Principal Deputy Assistant 
Secretary. 

· In 2016, EM underwent another organizational reform to better align 
how it executed and delivered its mission, to promote increased 
coordination between EM headquarters and the field, and to eliminate 
stove-piped organizations. To achieve this, EM consolidated work 
activities along functional lines and shifted the alignment of EM’s 
business operations to support its cleanup activities.44

EM has also undergone numerous minor reforms. For example, 15 of the 
31 EM organizational charts we reviewed (about half) indicated changes 
to EM’s field structure.45 These reforms include creating, eliminating, and 

                                                                                                                      
43We requested documentation from EM on organizational reforms back to 1989. 
However, the earliest reform for which we have documentation occurred in 1999. 

44EM’s other major reforms took place in 1999 and 2009. Those reforms were in part to 
address, respectively, (1) instability in EM’s work environment associated with more than 
25 percent of EM employees working on detail assignments rather than their positions of 
record and (2) work stemming from the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 
2009. 

45We reviewed 31 EM organizational charts from 2001 to 2021 for changes in who EM 
sites reported to and how they were grouped. EM officials identified 31 organizational 
charts covering that 20-year period, but officials told us that they did not know if this 
included all EM organizational charts developed or released during that 20-year period. 
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reassigning the offices that field offices report to and shifting reporting 
lines between the field and senior leadership. For example, the EM 
Consolidated Business Center was established in June 2004 as a way to 
consolidate many of the functions that support EM’s sites. Today, this 
business center supports EM’s cleanup mission through financial 
management, contracting, technical support, and information resource 
management. 

Some former EM leaders and current EM officials described finding the 
right balance of power and authorities between EM headquarters and 
EM’s sites as a persistent challenge. Some EM leaders have tried to 
address this challenge through organizational reforms. For example, one 
former leader told us that they added the Chief Financial Officer position, 
in part, to better engage the field in tracking EM’s finances. Current EM 
leaders told us that they considered future organizational reforms to 
address fragmented internal and external communication functions. 

Some Officials Expressed Concerns about Workforce 
Engagement in Past Organizational Reforms 

Some senior DOE and EM officials we interviewed raised concerns about 
how EM leaders have engaged EM’s workforce in implementing past 
organizational reforms. For example, according to some site managers 
and union representatives, aside from the most senior levels of 
leadership, there has been limited employee input during the 
development of organizational reforms within EM. While some of EM’s 
Memos of Reorganization mention that employee feedback was used to 
identify areas of potential reform, both EM site managers and union 
representatives stated that their input on previous reforms consisted of 
reviewing a draft of the proposed changes toward the end of the 
development process. Additionally, EM site managers reported that it was 
unclear whether their input resulted in any adjustments to the planned 
changes, while union representatives expressed disappointment in not 
being able to sit down with EM leadership to discuss proposals early in 
development and give feedback.46

                                                                                                                      
46EM site managers oversee employees and contractors that perform the bulk of EM’s 
cleanup work in the field and serve as a liaison to EM’s senior leadership in EM 
headquarters. Regarding comments by union representatives, this report does not discuss 
or offer opinions on the extent to which DOE or EM is required to involve its unions in 
organizational reforms.  
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EM’s lack of full employee engagement during reform processes resulted 
in uncertainty and anxiety among employees, according to some EM 
leaders and EM officials we interviewed. For example, some former EM 
leaders we interviewed noted that when EM underwent prior reforms, 
work throughout EM slowed in part because of employee uncertainty 
about the impact of reforms on their work. EM employee union 
representatives told us that EM has not engaged with the union on prior 
organizational reforms and that EM’s frequent reforms have contributed to 
low morale among employees. For example, previous organizational 
reforms required employees to relocate, which generated concern, 
according to one EM leader and EM union representatives. EM union 
representatives told us about the negative effect of these relocations on 
employees, such as, for example, multiple discussions with one employee 
who experienced anxiety over the possibility of having to relocate with a 
special needs child. 

EM Has Not Fully Adopted Leading Communication and 
Employee Engagement Practices to Effectively Implement 
Organizational Reforms 

EM communicates with its workforce about organizational reforms using 
various tools but has not fully adopted leading practices for continuous, 
two-way communication. In 2018, we found that successful reforms 
require an integrated approach that involves employees and key 
stakeholders and is built on the use of data and evidence.47 Furthermore, 
we have found that implementing additional ways of involving employees 
and their representatives, such as through workforce analysis, surveys, 
and web-based tools, and adopting a strategy for promoting continuous, 
two-way communication can help respond to employees’ concerns 
regarding the effects of potential reforms.48 EM leaders and EM officials 
told us that they generally use the following communication channels, as 
well as personal interactions with colleagues, to convey information about 
reforms as they are being implemented: 

· A complex-wide email system—EM Fedcast—and a monthly 
newsletter. 

                                                                                                                      
47GAO-18-427.

48GAO, Results-Oriented Cultures: Implementation Steps to Assist Mergers and 
Organizational Transformations, GAO-03-669 (Washington, D.C.: July 2, 2003). 

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-18-427
https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-03-669
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· An online portal called OneEM that contains policy and delegation 
documentation, among other mission-critical resources.49

· Meetings such as quarterly all-hands meetings, EM managers’ weekly 
meeting with EM’s top leader and second-highest leader, managers’ 
weekly staff meetings, and “fireside chats” with EM’s second-highest 
leader. EM officials noted that in each of these venues, staff could ask 
questions, discuss their thoughts, and express issues with leadership. 

However, EM’s current communication tools concerning reforms may be 
enhanced by additional opportunities for continuous, two-way 
communication with EM’s workforce. Using our interviews, we identified 
three areas that could be employed to promote continuous, two-way 
communication on organizational reforms: workforce analysis, employee 
surveys, and web-based tools.50 As detailed below, EM has used these 
tools to a limited extent to help promote better communication when 
implementing reforms. 

· Workforce analysis. In spring 2021, EM officials completed a 
workforce analysis process that resulted in the approval of a staffing 
plan—the first approved plan in at least the prior 5 years, according to 
EM officials. This process included some opportunities for employees 
and other parts of the organization to provide input, such as through 
informal meetings within EM’s units, which were held at the discretion 
of each EM unit head. EM officials stated that information about the 
approved plan has not been widely shared because officials did not 
believe it was appropriate to disseminate such information, which, in 
turn, limited the opportunities for employee input. Our prior work found 
that one way to involve those outside of senior leadership in 
developing reforms is to facilitate employees’ involvement in gathering 

                                                                                                                      
49Delegations are used to transfer authorities, functions, or responsibilities granted to 
particular officials. 

50Options for web-based communication tools are identified in our prior work, including 
GAO-03-669. 

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-03-669
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data and evidence, such as by doing a workforce analysis that may 
lead to or support reforms.51

· Surveying employees. EM officials told us that they review and 
respond to FEVS results, but they do not regularly survey employees 
on other topics.52 Furthermore, in both the 2019 and 2020 FEVS, 
employees ranked EM’s use of the survey’s results to improve EM as 
a high-ranking negative for EM.53 Our prior work found that engaging 
employees in developing reforms and monitoring employee attitudes 
through surveys could help gain employee ownership for the 
proposed changes and be responsive to employee concerns.54

· Web-based tools. EM uses the OneEM online portal to 
communicate, track, and update its policies and other mission-critical 
information, but that system is not available across the EM complex.55

Some EM officials that we interviewed noted that inconsistent 
communication during reforms has led to confusion. For example, one 
EM official noted that they may not have obtained certain approvals in 
accordance with EM policy because they were unaware that EM’s 
policy had changed. This official explained that communication about 
policy changes is typically limited to a single email from EM 
leadership. Another official noted that EM policies are communicated 
through memos and that one must track these changes on their own 

                                                                                                                      
51As we reported in 2018, workforce analysis is also an important source of information to 
draw on in developing agency reforms, particularly when they involve a reduction or 
realignment of staff; see GAO-18-427. In 2004, we also found that employees should be 
involved in workforce planning and that communication with employees about the goals, 
approach, and results of workforce planning can help promote transparency; see GAO, 
Human Capital: Key Principles for Effective Strategic Workforce Planning, GAO-04-39
(Washington, D.C.: Dec. 11, 2003). 

52The Office of Personnel Management’s FEVS measures employees’ perceptions of 
whether, and to what extent, conditions characteristic of successful organizations are 
present in their agencies. EM officials said that employees are surveyed through the 
FEVS and through a 2021 telework survey.

53EM officials noted that in both 2019 and 2020, they used a number of interactive tools to 
solicit feedback from employees by leveraging FEVS results to conduct outreach with 
employees through the following methods: fireside chats with leadership, all-hands 
meetings, focus groups, listening sessions, COVID-19 check-ins, and traditional staff 
meetings. EM officials reported that they utilized the information collected to develop a 
road map to address reported areas of opportunity throughout the organization.

54GAO 03-669 and GAO-18-427. 

55The OneEM portal contains policy and delegation documentation, among other mission-
critical resources, but, according to EM officials, OneEM is only available to employees in 
EM headquarters. 

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-18-427
https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-04-39
https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-18-427
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by remembering that a memo was sent at some point. Additionally, an 
EM official observed that policy memos are often outdated and 
recounted finding a policy memo regarding an approval they needed 
that mentioned the approving official by name, but that official had left 
EM 2 years prior. One EM official told us that some efforts might be 
delayed while officials figure out who is authorized to approve certain 
decisions. Finally, one EM site official noted that when they and their 
deputy leave their positions, it is unclear how their replacements will 
be able to navigate their work without an EM complex-wide system to 
communicate policies and policy changes. Our prior work found that 
using web-based tools can help employees monitor the 
implementation of reforms.56

EM is not taking full advantage of opportunities to involve employees in 
organizational reforms through continuous, two-way communication 
mechanisms, such as those described above. Our prior work has found 
that adopting a strategy for promoting continuous, two-way 
communication can help agencies respond to concerns of employees 
regarding the effects of potential reforms.57 According to current EM 
officials, communication about reforms is handled on a case-by-case 
basis that is tailored to the specific change, and there is no overarching 
strategy for communicating about reforms. One EM senior leader also 
stated that they are considering additional targeted changes to the 
organizational structure of EM, such as reorganizing the office’s 
communications functions. One DOE official also told us that they are 
working on succession planning to address future workforce retirement 
and general attrition.58 Considering these potential changes, and because 
the history of EM has shown that future leaders may make changes to 
EM’s organizational structure, developing a communication strategy for 
developing and implementing reforms that includes continuous, two-way 
communication mechanisms could help EM maintain the effectiveness of 
its workforce when implementing future reforms. 

                                                                                                                      
56GAO-03-669.

57GAO-03-669.

58One DOE official told us that, using workforce planning, they estimate that about a third 
of EM employees are eligible for retirement as of 2021 and that more than half of EM 
employees may be eligible in future years. 

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-03-669
https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-03-669
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Conclusions 
EM has a challenging and long-term mission that is currently expected to 
last until at least 2070. While the estimated future cost of cleaning up 
nuclear contamination at EM’s remaining sites has grown to more than 
$400 billion, EM has experienced instability in its organization, including 
increasingly frequent turnover in EM leadership, inconsistent attention 
from DOE leadership, and multiple organizational reforms. This instability 
in leadership and structure has contributed to challenges for EM, 
including difficulties building trust with stakeholders and slowed progress 
on cleanup, according to current and former leaders of EM, senior DOE 
and EM officials, and stakeholders. 

As we have reported, strong leadership commitment is essential for 
making progress on complex management challenges, such as those 
facing EM. EM has experienced successful leadership tenures, but such 
successes have stemmed from the unique characteristics of those 
particular leaders rather than from an organizational commitment that can 
endure across administrations. As DOE senior leadership has stated, 
there are various approaches to enhance leadership commitment that 
may help overcome the challenges of building long-term relationships 
with stakeholders, incomplete initiatives, and a focus on short-term 
actions, including filling EM’s top leadership position with a senior career 
official. However, absent changes to the type of appointment for EM’s top 
leader and to DOE’s organizational structure, there is limited assurance 
that such approaches can be sustained over time. Without the sustained 
leadership of both the Assistant Secretary and an attentive and focused 
principal officer, EM may be missing opportunities to overcome obstacles, 
build momentum, and advance its work. Legislation establishing (1) a 
term appointment for EM’s Assistant Secretary and (2) a new under 
secretary position focused on DOE’s nuclear waste management and 
environmental cleanup could increase the likelihood that EM will 
experience longer periods of the kind of sustained leadership commitment 
that is needed to enable progress on some of the toughest elements of 
EM’s complex and long-term mission. 

Even with more sustained leadership commitment, changes to EM’s 
organizational structure will likely continue to occur over time. Some 
former leaders noted that past changes have contributed to employee 
anxiety and uncertainty and slowed progress on cleanup work. Although 
EM has typically communicated information about its reforms upon their 
implementation, its current communication tools may be enhanced by 
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additional opportunities for continuous, two-way communication between 
EM leadership and employees. By developing a communication strategy 
with additional mechanisms for continuous, two-way communication, EM 
will be better prepared to implement future reforms while maintaining the 
effectiveness of its workforce. 

Matters for Congressional Consideration 
We are making two matters for congressional consideration: 

Congress should consider enacting legislation to establish a term 
appointment, with a term length sufficient to provide focused and 
sustained leadership, for the Assistant Secretary in DOE with 
responsibility for nuclear waste management under section 203(a)(8) of 
the Department of Energy Organization Act (42 U.S.C. § 7133(a)(8)), 
currently, the Assistant Secretary for the DOE Office of Environmental 
Management. (Matter for Congressional Consideration 1) 

Congress should consider enacting legislation to establish a new, 
dedicated DOE Under Secretary position for nuclear waste management 
and environmental cleanup. (Matter for Congressional Consideration 2) 

Recommendation for Executive Action 
We are making the following recommendation to DOE: 

The Secretary of Energy should ensure that the Assistant Secretary for 
the Office of Environmental Management develops a communication 
strategy for developing, implementing, and monitoring reforms that 
includes continuous, two-way communication mechanisms. 
(Recommendation 1) 

Agency Comments 
We provided a draft of this report to DOE for review and comment. In its 
comments, reproduced in appendix III, DOE agreed with our 
recommendation and stated that it is taking additional steps to improve 
continuous, two-way communication in the Office of Environmental 
Management as part of a strategy. In its comments, DOE also stated that 
ensuring competent and stable leadership and sustained commitment for 
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EM’s work over the coming decades is an important goal. In addition, 
DOE provided technical comments, which we incorporated as 
appropriate. 

We are sending copies of the report to the appropriate congressional 
committees, the Secretary of Energy, and other interested parties. In 
addition, the report is available at no charge on the GAO website at 
http://www.gao.gov. 

If you or your staff have any questions about this report, please contact 
me at (202) 512-3841 or andersonn@gao.gov. Contact points for our 
Offices of Congressional Relations and Public Affairs may be found on 
the last page of this report. GAO staff who made significant contributions 
to this report are listed in appendix IV. 

Nathan Anderson 
Director, Natural Resources and Environment 

http://www.gao.gov/
mailto:andersonn@gao.gov
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House Report 116-442, accompanying H.R. 6395, the William M. (Mac) 
Thornberry National Defense Authorization Act for Fiscal Year 2021, Pub. 
L. No. 116-283, includes a provision for us to review the Department of 

Energy’s (DOE) Office of Environmental Management’s (EM) leadership 
stability and capacity. This report examines (1) the extent to which EM 
has had sustained and consistent leadership commitment and (2) the 
extent to which EM communicates with its workforce in developing and 
implementing reforms.1 

To examine the extent to which EM has had sustained and consistent 
leadership commitment, we gathered data from DOE on the tenures of 
those in EM’s top leadership position (typically the Assistant Secretary for 
EM) from 1989 to 2021. To assess the reliability of these data, we 
obtained information to corroborate the start and end dates of leaders’ 
tenures. For example, we asked leaders we interviewed, as described 
below, to confirm the start and end dates of their tenures. For any 
discrepancies between the dates obtained from DOE and the dates 
provided by leaders, we conducted a sensitivity analysis to assess 
whether the differences would substantially affect our estimates of 
average leader tenures. We found that any differences did not 
substantially affect our estimates. 

For this objective, we also conducted a literature review on the tenure of 
political appointees in the federal government. To identify reports and 
studies for our literature review, a GAO research librarian conducted 
searches of Scopus, ProQuest, and EBSCO databases, using terms such 
as “tenure,” “term,” “political,” and “federal.” We limited the searches to 
U.S.-focused reports and studies published since 2000. The searches 
resulted in seven articles and studies, which we then reviewed to identify 
information about leadership tenure. We used each of these seven 
articles and studies to qualitatively identify factors associated with 
                                                                                                                      
1For the purposes of this report, we use the terms “reform” and “transformation” 
interchangeably to broadly include any organizational changes—such as transformations, 
mergers, consolidations, and other reorganizations—and efforts to streamline and improve 
the efficiency and effectiveness of government operations. 

Appendix I: Objectives, Scope, 
and Methodology 
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leadership tenure. Of these seven articles and studies, we identified one 
that quantitatively assessed the relationship between leadership tenure 
and position characteristics.2 We reviewed the methods that this study 
used and interviewed the authors to ensure that the study’s results were 
sufficiently reliable for our purpose of describing a relationship between 
terms fixed by statute and tenure. We also analyzed DOE organizational 
charts from 1998 to 2021 to identify changes in EM’s placement within 
DOE’s organizational structure, including changes in associated reporting 
lines between EM’s top leader and DOE’s principal officers.3 We reviewed 
congressional hearing transcripts and written testimony, legislative 
reports, and DOE documents related to the reasons for changes to EM’s 
placement.4 We compared this information and information obtained 
through our interviews, which are described below, with criteria for 
leadership commitment.5 

To examine the extent to which EM communicates with its workforce in 
developing and implementing reforms, we requested and reviewed EM 
memorandums and other reports related to its reorganizations. We 
analyzed 31 EM organizational charts from 2001 to 2021 for changes in 

                                                                                                                      
2M. Dull et al., “Appointee Confirmation and Tenure: The Succession of U.S. Federal 
Agency Appointees, 1989-2009,” Public Administration Review, vol. 72, no. 6 (2012): 902–
13. 

3We did not review DOE organizational charts prior to 1998 because two out of the three 
DOE under secretary positions did not exist before that time.  

4As previously stated, for the purposes of this report, we use “placement” to refer to EM’s 
position in DOE’s organizational chart and associated reporting lines based on that 
position. For example, when EM was placed under the Under Secretary for Science in 
DOE’s organizational chart, the top official in EM reported to the person holding the title of 
Under Secretary for Science.  

5Specifically, the criteria we used for this objective are found in GAO, Organizational 
Transformation: Implementing Chief Operating Officer/Chief Management Officer 
Positions in Federal Agencies, GAO-08-34 (Washington, D.C.: Nov. 1, 2007); Defense 
Business Transformation: Achieving Success Requires a Chief Management Officer to 
Provide Focus and Sustained Leadership, GAO-07-1072 (Washington, D.C.: Sept. 5, 
2007); Highlights of a GAO Roundtable: The Chief Operating Officer Concept: A Potential 
Strategy to Address Federal Governance Challenges, GAO-03-192SP (Washington, D.C.: 
Oct. 4, 2002); and High-Risk Series: Dedicated Leadership Needed to Address Limited 
Progress in Most High-Risk Areas, GAO-21-119SP (Washington, D.C.: Mar. 2, 2021). 

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-08-34
https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-07-1072
https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-03-192SP
https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-21-119SP
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reporting lines and leadership positions.6 We observed communication 
tools that EM uses internally during a demonstration of the OneEM portal, 
which is an intranet site available to certain EM employees. We also 
reviewed DOE’s Organizational Management Report Summary of EM’s 
results from the Federal Employee Viewpoint Survey (FEVS) for 2019 
and 2020, specifically those that captured the views of EM employees on 
leadership and other organizational issues.7 In addition, we interviewed 
EM Human Capital officials about workforce planning, internal 
communications, and the FEVS results. We compared this information 
and information obtained through our interviews, which are described 
below, with criteria for organizational transformation and agency reform.8 

For both objectives, we conducted 34 interviews to obtain perspectives on 
EM’s leadership and organizational structure. We conducted 17 
interviews with current and former EM leaders. Specifically, we 
interviewed 12 of the 16 individuals who served as EM’s top leader from 
1989 to 2021 and 10 individuals who served in EM’s second-highest 
leadership position, known as the EM Principal Deputy Assistant 
Secretary.9 We developed and pretested a set of semistructured 
                                                                                                                      
6We requested and obtained the 31 organizational charts from EM, which included at least 
one organizational chart per calendar year, except for the years 2005, 2013, 2014, and 
2016. We reviewed the charts for changes in the number of senior leader positions and 
the reporting lines of the field offices to senior leadership. Given that we did not have a 
comprehensive set of organizational charts and that more changes could have occurred 
between those we reviewed, the number of changes we identified by comparing 
sequential organizational charts should be considered a minimum. 

7Department of Energy, Organizational Management Report (OMR) Summary: 2019 
Federal Employee Viewpoint Survey (FEVS) Results, Assistant Secretary for 
Environmental Management (EM) (Washington, D.C.: n.d.); and Organizational 
Management Report (OMR) Summary: 2020 Federal Employee Viewpoint Survey (FEVS) 
Results, Assistant Secretary for Environmental Management (EM) (Washington, D.C.: 
n.d.). 

8Specifically, the criteria we used for this objective are found in GAO, Government 
Reorganization: Key Questions to Assess Agency Reform Efforts, GAO-18-427
(Washington, D.C.: June 13, 2018); Results-Oriented Cultures: Implementation Steps to 
Assist Mergers and Organizational Transformations, GAO-03-669 (Washington, D.C.: July 
3, 2003); and Human Capital: Key Principles for Effective Strategic Workforce Planning, 
GAO-04-39 (Washington, D.C.: Dec. 11, 2003).

9We collectively refer to these current and former leaders as “EM leaders.” Of the 10 
individuals we interviewed who served as Principal Deputy Assistant Secretary, five also 
served as EM’s top leader for a period. We were only able to identify one of the second-
most-senior leaders who served prior to 1999, and that leader was unavailable for an 
interview. We refer to all other EM, DOE, and union officials collectively as “senior DOE 
and EM officials.” 

https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-18-427
https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-03-669
https://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-04-39
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questions for these leader interviews on three topics: leader tenures, 
EM’s internal organizational structure, and EM’s position in DOE.10 We 
conducted semistructured interviews to enhance the consistency of 
information collected, while allowing for flexibility in the interview process. 

We also conducted 13 interviews with other senior DOE and EM officials 
and four interviews with stakeholders on these topics and others, as 
appropriate. The other senior EM and DOE officials included (1) leaders 
of two unions representing EM employees in headquarters, (2) one 
former DOE under secretary and one former deputy under secretary who 
oversaw EM, (3) senior officials from DOE and EM’s project management 
offices and EM’s human resources office, and (4) current EM site 
managers for six of EM’s 16 sites.11 We selected site managers for 
interviews based on sites’ fiscal year 2021 budget requests and estimated 
cleanup completion dates. Specifically, we sought to interview managers 
of a range of sites with different-sized budgets and cleanup time lines to 
account for different perspectives across the sites. In addition, we 
interviewed stakeholders of EM, consisting of officials from state 
regulatory agencies in Washington State, South Carolina, and Ohio, the 
states with the largest EM sites by fiscal year 2021 budget request, and a 
national organization representing communities that are located near 
EM’s cleanup sites. 

We conducted a content analysis of information obtained through 31 of 
the 34 interviews to understand the roles that DOE and EM leaders play 
in leading and overseeing EM and perceived benefits and challenges 
associated with short leadership tenures and various placements of EM 
within DOE. Out of the 34 total interviews we conducted, we did not 
include three of them in our content analysis because these three 
interviews covered specific questions about EM’s processes and 
approach to workforce planning and surveys. For example, we did not 
include interviews with EM’s human resources office in our content 
analysis. For our content analysis, we analyzed the interviews to 
                                                                                                                      
10We pretested the questions with a former EM Associate Deputy Assistant Secretary and 
Assistant Secretary. Using their feedback, we made changes to improve the format of our 
questions and included additional questions related to organizational structure. We also 
developed slightly different versions of the questions to account for the fact that some 
leaders held the Principal Deputy Assistant Secretary position, some held the Assistant 
Secretary position, and some held both. We asked each leader to focus primarily on their 
time in these positions when answering questions. However, we also included open-
ended questions at the end that leaders answered based on all their relevant experience. 

11At the time we conducted our review, EM had 16 remaining sites. Clean up activities at 
Brookhaven were completed in March 2022 reducing the number of remaining sites to 15. 
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characterize the interviewees’ responses and to identify major themes. To 
do this, we developed categories for coding that corresponded to our 
semistructured interview questions. For example, these categories 
included the effects of leader tenure on EM’s work, options for 
lengthening leader tenure, and rationales for various placements of EM 
within DOE. Two analysts separately reviewed interview documentation 
and coded the contents under these categories. One analyst reviewed 
each interview fully to find and code data for each category. A second 
analyst then reviewed the coding results for accuracy and relevance. The 
first coder then made adjustments, as needed. 

We identified the main themes that emerged from the interviews and 
selected specific comments to include in our report to serve as illustrative 
examples of the key themes. We used a series of quantifiers to 
summarize interviewee comments. To identify the number of interviewees 
who expressed particular views, we use the following modifiers 
throughout the report: “some” represents two to four interviewees, 
“several” represents five to eight interviewees, “many” represents nine to 
15 interviewees, “most” represents 16 to 29 interviewees, and “nearly all” 
represents 29 or more. We considered officials from a particular office, 
state or local agency, or association to be one interviewee, even though 
multiple officials or representatives may have participated in the interview. 
For reporting purposes, we do not include a complete list of themes 
because, for example, of the extensive nature of the comments, but we 
identified the main themes that emerged from the interviews, note areas 
of disagreement where appropriate, and select specific comments to 
include in our report to serve as illustrative examples of the key themes. 
In order to preserve the anonymity of interviewees, we use general 
language when describing the examples and remove references to 
specific places and time, where appropriate. 

We conducted this performance audit from February 2021 to May 2022 in 
accordance with generally accepted government auditing standards. 
Those standards require that we plan and perform the audit to obtain 
sufficient, appropriate evidence to provide a reasonable basis for our 
findings and conclusions based on our audit objectives. We believe that 
the evidence obtained provides a reasonable basis for our findings and 
conclusions based on our audit objectives. 
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Figure 5: Changes in EM’s Top Leader, Placement in DOE, and Organizational Structure from 1998 to 2021 
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