NUCLEAR WASTE

BUICK STATS

X CONFERENCE: Spending
X TEAM: Department of Energy

O FUMBLE: Poor contract oversight leading to billions of dollars in cost overruns
O HOW TO RECOVER THE BALL: Require the DOE to assess what causes projects to run
significantly over time and over budget to prevent future runaway spending

How many warnings of poor project
management should be necessary for a federal
agency to stop wasting billions of dollars?
Apparently, DOE needs more than 25.

DOE contracting management has spent 25
years on GAO’s high-risk list, which flags areas
of government at risk for runaway spending
and unnecessary duplication.313 Many prime
examples of poor oversight come from the
National Nuclear Security Administration
(NNSA) and show these mistakes are not simply
rounding errors on the federal government’s
budget sheet. NNSA’s Mixed Oxide (MOX) Fuel
Fabrication Facility project, which would
enable the disposal of excess weapons
plutonium, was estimated to cost $1 billion in
2002. By 2014 the project ballooned to exceed
$7.7 billion, and the timeline for completion
was delayed by years.314

What is troubling is the agency does not appear
to learn from these experiences. GAO
recommended that NNSA prevent these types
of cost escalations and delays by performing a
root-cause analysis for projects exceeding their
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budget or projected timeline by an agency-
specified amount in order to assess whether
any systematic causes can be avoided in the
future.31> NNSA  disagreed with this
recommendation, preferring instead to look at
budget and timeline problems on a case-by-
case basis. It should come as no surprise that in
a joint NNSA-DOD project to extend the life of
B61 weapons, NNSA realized last year it would
cost $3.6 billion more than expected, and NNSA
had not fixed its problem.316

When American families start projects, like
remodeling their homes they likely start by
ensuring their plans fit within their budget. If
part of the project starts to cost too much and
goes over budget, the family will likely
reconsider the project or stop. Congress should
help DOE undertake a similar review of its
projects to find why cost estimates and
timelines have been so badly forecast. Going
forward DOE should also ensure it fully
analyzes projects to accurately predict costs
and times for completion.
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