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Dr. Ernest Moniz, if confirmed by the Senate as 
next Secretary of Energy, will be taking over 

a Department wrought with controversy from the 
past four years. During a time when energy develop-
ment should be driving the economy forward, perni-
cious subsidy policies, missing leadership on nuclear 
waste disposal, and unnecessary limits on conven-
tional fuel development on federal lands have cre-
ated pointless hurdles to growth.  

Reversing this failed course should be a top prior-
ity for U.S. policymakers. Understanding Dr. Moniz’s 
perspective on existing policies should be central to 
his confirmation process, and the following 10 ques-
tions for Dr. Moniz will help reveal this.  

1.	 Do you believe the federal government 
should be a venture capitalist by adminis-
tering loan guarantees?

Whether a company that receives a loan guar-
antee is profitable or not, the loan guarantee 
program is a failure. A company that goes bank-
rupt could not obtain private financing for likely 
good reasons. And those financially viable com-
panies praised as successes of the loan program 

could have received their funding without tax-
payer support. Loans and loan guarantees direct 
labor and capital away from more competitive 
projects and reduce the incentive for investors 
or businesses to manage risk, innovate, and 
increase efficiency or they subsidize companies 
that would be successful without government 
support. 

2.	 Should the Department of Energy (DOE) 
spend taxpayer dollars to lower the costs 
of technologies and subsidize energy 
companies? 

The DOE budget funds applied-research pro-
grams on fossil fuels, renewable energy sources, 
and nuclear energy. But the private sector has 
more success in developing commercially via-
ble technologies and businesses. The DOE also 
funds technologies that would not be valued in 
the marketplace if not for government interven-
tion. When the government becomes involved in 
commercial decisions and attempts to force cer-
tain technologies into the market, it diminishes 
the role of the innovator and expands the role of 
the lobbyist.1

3.	 Energy Secretary Steven Chu supported 
increasing gas prices to European levels. Do 
you agree? 

Energy is critical input to America’s economy 
and when prices rise it hurts consumers through 
higher energy bills and higher prices of goods 
and services. America should have an energy 
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policy that opens access to domestic and foreign 
markets to produce affordable, reliable energy. 
The best way for politicians to respond to high-
er gas prices is to allow the market to work and 
eliminate federal policies that exacerbate prices 
or constrict supply. When oil prices rise, suppli-
ers will explore and drill for more oil, and entre-
preneurs will explore and invest in alternative 
fuel technologies.

4.	 Why is the DOE involved in decisions about 
exporting natural gas?

Exporting natural gas would be a boon to 
America’s economy. It would expand market 
opportunities for American companies and a 
rise in price would incentivize more explora-
tion and production domestically. Yet the DOE 
has slow-walked export permits, despite a DOE-
commissioned study unquestionably affirming 
that exports improve national economic wel-
fare.2 Congress should remove the DOE’s dupli-
cative and unnecessary role from the export-
permitting process and lift restrictions on 
natural gas–recipient countries.3  

5.	 When should the DOE play a role in promot-
ing energy efficiency?

The federal role should be very limited. When 
businesses and families are not making ener-
gy-saving investments, many in Washington 
assume that, as Secretary Chu said, they “aren’t 
acting in a way that they should act.”4 But this 
paternalistic view ignores the trade-offs and 
budget constraints that families and investors 
face and the preferences they hold. At most, the 

DOE should work with the EPA to promote vol-
untary programs such as EnergyStar and effi-
cient energy use in federal offices.

6.	 What do you believe about the state of cli-
mate science and what would U.S. climate 
policies accomplish economically and 
environmentally? 

The debate on climate is far from settled and 
it is becoming more apparent that the earth is 
nowhere near headed toward climate catastro-
phe. Greenhouse gas emissions are a warming 
agent. But that fact does not begin to settle the 
scientific debate about climate change and cli-
mate sensitivity. What is certain, however, is 
that current and proposed U.S. policies would 
drastically hurt the economy and yet have negli-
gible impacts on global temperatures.5

7.	 What role should national labs play in 
research and development?

Federal labs should allow basic research to reach 
the market organically. Government projects 
that have become commercial successes—the 
Internet, computer chips, the global position-
ing system (GPS)—were not initially intended to 
meet a commercial demand—just national secu-
rity needs. Entrepreneurs saw an opportunity 
in these defense technologies and created the 
commercially viable products available today. 
The role of the DOE should be to conduct the 
basic research that the private sector would not 
undertake and create a system that allows the 
private sector, using private funds, to tap into 
that research and commercialize it.
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8.	 How does the DOE’s current plan to build a 
single consolidated interim nuclear waste 
storage facility provide any confidence that 
a permanent repository will be built?  

The DOE’s current nuclear waste management 
plan eliminates any incentive to build the per-
manent site the nation needs. The Nuclear Waste 
Policy Act (NWPA) gave the federal government 
responsibility for waste disposal and set a fee for 
utilities to fund that service. The government, 
however, has completely defaulted on its obliga-
tion and is now accumulating over $500 million 
per year in liability costs that it owes back to the 
utilities.  Interim storage is merely a quick fix for 
both problems. It gets the waste off the utilities’ 
sites and eliminates the DOE’s growing liability. 
But this does nothing to move the nation closer 
to permitting a geological repository.  

9.	 Will you commit to fulfilling the NWPA, 
including participation in the Nuclear 
Regulatory Commission (NRC) Yucca licens-
ing through its completion, the NRC’s waste 
confidence proceeding, and rebuilding the 
Civilian Radioactive Waste Program?  

The Obama Administration has attempted to 
terminate the Yucca Mountain project and pre-
vent the NRC from doing its job to determine 
whether the project is safe. It has also stopped 
all efforts to develop an alternative geological 
repository, including failure to pursue the Yucca 
licensing proceeding as mandated by the NWPA. 
Indeed, the U.S. Court of Appeals has found that 
the NRC and the DOE have failed to fulfill their 
obligations under the NWPA.6 Regrettably, the 
Administration’s lack of leadership has eroded 
waste confidence such that the NRC has sus-
pended all final decision making on new reactors 
and reactor license renewals until it reaffirms 

confidence that spent fuel can be safely disposed 
of in a permanent repository.7 Dr. Moniz should 
commit to meeting the DOE’s obligations under 
the NWPA on all accounts, including support of 
the Yucca Mountain application. 

10.	 Given the federal government’s abject fail-
ure to manage or dispose of nuclear waste, is 
it time to give the nuclear industry respon-
sibility to manage it for itself? 

The President’s Blue Ribbon Commission (BRC), 
on which Dr. Moniz served, was a consensus 
report that settled on lowest common denomi-
nator policies to manage nuclear waste. Dr. 
Moniz could have another opportunity to imple-
ment real reforms for real, long-term solutions. 
While he does not have to completely abandon 
the BRC’s recommendations, Dr. Moniz should 
begin moving toward a more market-based 
approach to nuclear waste management. This 
should include transitioning responsibility for 
waste management to waste producers, institut-
ing a system that connects payments to actual 
services provided, and introducing competi-
tion among nuclear waste management service 
providers.  

Do What Works, Not What is Politically 
Popular. Interventionist energy policy has been in 
vogue in recent years. Despite headline-grabbing 
failures such as Solyndra, politicians and bureau-
crats remain convinced that they are smart enough 
to orchestrate the energy industry to achieve more 
efficient and lower-cost outcomes than the market. 
Experience, however, shows that they are wrong.  
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