MEMORANDUM
July 10, 2020
To:

Subcommittee on Energy Members and Staff

Fr:

Committee on Energy and Commerce Staff

Re:

Hearing on “Oversight of DOE During the COVID-19 Pandemic”

On Tuesday, July 14, 2020, at 12 p.m. in the John D. Dingell Room, 2123 of the
Rayburn House Office Building, and via Cisco Webex online video conferencing, the
Subcommittee on Energy will hold a hearing entitled, “Oversight of DOE During the COVID-19
Pandemic.”
I.

COVID-19 AND THE ENERGY SECTOR
A.

The Department of Energy’s COVID-19 Response

The Department of Energy’s (DOE) coronavirus disease of 2019 (COVID-19) response
involves both pandemic-related research and workforce adjustments. DOE’s National
Laboratories have been conducting research on the structure of the COVID-19 virus, modeling
the spread of the virus, screening drugs with the potential to fight COVID-19, and making
facilities available to others in the scientific community. 1 Los Alamos National Laboratory also
created a COVID-19 genome website to help with virus research and analysis. 2 Additionally,
DOE serves as a co-chair of the COVID-19 High Performance Computing Consortium, a publicprivate partnership designed to provide supercomputing access for coronavirus research. Five
DOE National Labs participate in the partnership. 3
DOE’s Office of Cybersecurity, Energy Security, and Emergency Response (CESER) has
also been part of the pandemic response. CESER identifies regional energy needs and facilitates
the sharing of guidance and advisories among energy sector partners on cybersecurity threats,
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such as COVID-19 themed and other phishing emails. 4 Additionally, DOE is working with the
Federal Energy Regulatory Commission (FERC) and the North American Electric Reliability
Corporation (NERC) to assess supply chain disruptions and ensure continued electric reliability. 5
Due to pandemic-related safety concerns, DOE significantly scaled back operations at
environmental management facilities, such as the Hanford site in Washington State and the
Savannah River Site in South Carolina. Some sites with scaled back operations are now in the
process of reopening. 6
In an effort to mitigate the economic impacts of COVID-19 on the oil industry, DOE
announced in April 2020 a solicitation to make 30 million barrels of the Strategic Petroleum
Reserve’s (SPR) oil storage capacity available to U.S. oil producers and has proposed filling the
SPR to its full capacity. 7 DOE also intends to make an additional 47 million barrels of storage
available in the future. 8 In May 2020, DOE issued another solicitation for a purchase of up to
one million barrels of oil from small to medium producers to test the current conditions of crude
oil available to the SPR. 9 It is not clear, however, that DOE has legal authority to narrow its
supplier choices based on size.
B.

Energy Sector Job Losses

The COVID-19 pandemic has significantly impacted the U.S. economy, with
unemployment rates reaching at least 11.1 percent in June 2020. 10 As of mid-May, the U.S.
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The unemployment rate for June 2020 does not fully capture the effects of the recent surge
in COVID-19 cases, suggesting unemployment is likely to be higher. U.S. Bureau of Labor
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energy sector had lost a total of 1.3 million jobs, marking a 13 percent decline in sector
employment since the start of March 2020. 11 The clean energy industry, which encompasses
jobs in solar and wind energy, energy efficiency, energy storage, clean vehicles, and more, 12 has
lost over 600,000 jobs since the beginning of the pandemic. 13
Unemployment in the clean energy sector may rise further on or around expiration of the
Paycheck Protection Program (PPP). 14 Most clean energy firms in the United States are small
businesses, and the construction sector – the largest segment of the clean energy economy – is
the top recipient of PPP loans (representing 13 percent of all recipients). 15
The global pandemic has also adversely affected the fossil fuel industry, as decreased
mobility and travel dramatically reduced oil demand. Meanwhile, the shuttering of factories and
manufacturing facilities has further cut demand for oil and natural gas. The pandemic, coupled
with broader instability in global oil markets, contributed to a loss of 167,000 fossil fuel jobs
between March and April 2020. 16
C.

Energy Investment

COVID-19 has also impacted energy investment and the transition to clean and
distributed energy resources. Some companies, for instance, may not be able to complete
planned construction activities in time to meet deadlines for expiring tax credits for wind, solar,
and carbon capture projects. Additionally, supply chain interruptions and a lack of capital could
further delay clean energy projects. 17
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Investments in oil and gas have also significantly declined. Energy companies are
expected to spend $383 billion in 2020 on drilling and pumping for oil and gas – 29 percent less
than was spent in 2019. 18
Loss of income across many American households might also affect consumers’ ability to
pay their electricity bills. Many utilities have temporarily suspended shutoffs, due to voluntary
action or local and state shutoff bans. It is unclear how this loss of utility revenue will be
recovered or how unpaid utility bills during the pandemic will be addressed. 19
D.

Energy Demand

Prolonged economic downturns due to the pandemic will continue to impact energy
demand. Overall, global energy demand declined by 3.8 percent in the first quarter of 2020. 20 In
the United States, electricity demand across many states declined between nine percent and 13
percent in March and April 2020, relative to previous years. As a result, overall electricity
demand is expected to decline by 5.7 percent in 2020. 21 Additionally, prices in most wholesale
electricity markets declined between 22 and 37 percent between mid-February and mid-April
2020. 22
Global oil demand is projected to drop by nine percent, on average, for 2020. 23 U.S. oil
drilling fell by over 52 percent in March and April 2020, and petroleum demand fell almost 27
percent in April 2020. 24 Global natural gas consumption is expected to decrease four percent
below 2019 levels, marking the largest-recorded demand shock in the history of natural gas
markets. 25
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II.

BULK POWER SYSTEM EXECUTIVE ORDER

On May 1, 2020, President Trump signed Executive Order 13920, “Securing the United
States Bulk-Power System.” 26 The executive order determines that threats to the bulk-power
system by foreign adversaries constitute a national emergency and further blocks the installation
of bulk power equipment procured from foreign adversaries. The executive order allows for
replacement of equipment currently in use. It also establishes a Task Force on Federal Energy
Infrastructure Procurement Policies Related to National Security and indicates that the Secretary
of Energy can develop an approved list of equipment. However, it does not specify which
equipment will be banned, or how existing equipment will be replaced. 27 The executive order
also does not require involvement by the electric power industry in establishing an approved list
of vendors. 28
In addition, the executive order does not determine how DOE’s regulatory process will
work with approved FERC and NERC supply chain reliability standards. For instance,
Reliability Standard CIP-013-1 requires affected entities, such as bulk power system owners, to
establish a plan for securing the supply chain management for equipment and services associated
with grid operations. FERC approved the standard in 2018, but the implementation deadline was
extended to October 2020 due to the COVID-19 pandemic. 29
III.

DEPARTMENT OF ENERGY FISCAL YEAR 2021 BUDGET

The President’s Fiscal Year (FY) 2021 budget requested $35.4 billion for DOE, which
represents a $3.15 billion, or eight percent, decrease from the FY 2020 enacted level. 30 Proposed
cuts include a 74 percent decrease in funding for the Office of Energy Efficiency and Renewable
Energy, as well as elimination of the Weatherization Assistance Program and the State Energy
Program. The budget also proposed a 17 percent cut in funding for the Office of Science, a 63
percent cut for the Office of Indian Energy Policy and Programs, and a 22 percent funding cut
for the Office of Nuclear Energy. It included an 18 percent increase for the National Nuclear
Security Administration, the DOE agency responsible for defense-related nuclear activities, from
an enacted level of $16.7 billion in FY 2020 to $19.8 billion in the proposal for FY 2021.
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The budget also proposed to eliminate the Advanced Research Programs Agency-Energy
(ARPA-E), the Title XVII loan guarantee program for innovative energy technologies, the
Advanced Technology Vehicles Manufacturing (ATVM) Program, and the Tribal Energy Loan
Program.
IV.

WITNESS
The following witness has been invited to testify:
The Honorable Dan Brouillette
Secretary
U.S. Department of Energy
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