
 

 
 
February 4, 2020 
 
The Honorable Teri L. Donaldson 
Inspector General 
U.S. Department of Energy 
1000 Independence Avenue SW 
Washington, DC 20585 
ighotline@hq.doe.gov 

 

Re: Request for Investigation of the Department of Energy’s Potential Mismanagement and Waste 
Related to the Solar Energy Technologies Office’s FY 2018 FOA 
 
Dear Inspector General Donaldson:  
 
We respectfully request that your office investigate potential mismanagement and waste associated with 
the Department of Energy’s (Department or DOE) abrupt, arbitrary cancellation and re-competition of the 
Solar Energy Technologies Office’s FY 2018 Funding Opportunity Announcement (FOA), Topic 1. 
Despite DOE leadership approving and publicly announcing the FOA in April 2018, political appointees 
in charge of the Office of Energy Efficiency & Renewable Energy (EERE), including then-Acting 
Assistant Secretary Cathy Tripodi, decided in July 2018 not to award funds under the published FOA. 
These appointees then delayed public notification of impending changes to the FOA and provided 
virtually no public explanation for EERE’s change of course.  
 
This abrupt change cost the Department roughly $1 million in federal funds and came at the expense of 
the 367 potential applicants who submitted concept papers, the 92 who submitted full applications, and 
the nearly three dozen reviewers who expended time and resources to review grant applicants against 
published criteria for a FOA which agency leadership had no intent to award. 
 
Your office has the “authority and responsibility to conduct and supervise audits and investigations 
relating to waste, abuse . . . or mismanagement relating to DOE programs, operations, facilities, contracts, 
and information technology systems.”  The unusual and unexplained last-minute cancellation of this FOA 1

warrants investigation of potential waste and mismanagement by Department officials and programs.  
 

1 Reporting Fraud, Waste and Abuse to the Office of Inspector General, U.S. Dep’t of Energy Order 211.1B, § 4a 
(Sep. 27, 2016) (citing Inspector General Act of 1978, Pub. L. No. 95.452, 92 Stat. 1101). 
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This request for an investigation is based on facts revealed in more than 3,500 pages of records produced 
primarily in the summer and fall of 2019 as part of Freedom of Information Act litigation brought by 
Democracy Forward Foundation against the Department of Energy.  We summarize those facts below. 2

 
FY 2018 Solar Technology FOA 
 
On April 17, 2018, then-Secretary of Energy Rick Perry announced a $105.5 million funding opportunity 
directed toward innovation in solar technology.  This funding opportunity was divided into four distinct 3

topics, with Topic 1, Advanced Solar Systems Integration Technologies, setting aside up to $46 million 
for approximately 14 projects. The April 2018 Secretarial announcement was the culmination of at least 
six months of preparatory work, including drafting of the FOA, beginning in October 2017.  In November 4

2017, then-EERE Acting Assistant Secretary Daniel Simmons approved the FOA requirement documents.
 Those documents were subsequently approved by the Office of Management in January 2018.  EERE 5 6

Chief of Staff Alex Fitzsimmons approved the FOA release in April 2018.   7

 
Applying for this FOA was a multi-part process. The FOA required potential applicants to submit a 
concept paper by May 9, 2018. EERE was then expected to review concept papers and inform applicants 
of an “encourage” or “discourage” notification. Full applications were due by July 5, 2018; applicant 
replies to reviewer comments were due in early August; and the in-person merit reviews were scheduled 
for August 9 - August 17, 2018.  According to agency records, 367 entities provided concept papers under 8

Topic Area 1, and 92 entities went on to file full applications.  9

 
Available records show that staff were aware in May 2018 that, in order to obligate the FY 2018 funds 
within the fiscal year, they would need to brief agency leadership by the end of August 2018 on the award 
selections.  DOE staff expected to notify successful applicants on September 3, 2018, and they 10

communicated that expectation to applicants.  11

 
 

2 See FOIA Complaint (attached as Ex. A).  
3 U.S. Dep’t of Energy, U.S. Secretary of Energy Rick Perry Announces $105 Million in New Funding to Advance 
Solar Technologies (Apr. 17, 2018), 
https://www.energy.gov/articles/us-secretary-energy-rick-perry-announces-105-million-new-funding-advance-solar-
technologies. 
4 See FY 2018 FOA Review Timeline (attached as Ex. B).  
5 Id. 
6 Id. 
7 Id. 
8 See Key Dates FOA FY 2018 Funds (attached as Ex. C). 
9 See Applicant Numbers (attached as Ex. D).  
10 See FOA Timeline for Approval of FY 2018 Awards (attached as Ex. E).  
11 See U.S. Dep’t of Energy, EERE 205: FOA Applicant Webinar Presentation, 
https://www.energy.gov/sites/prod/files/2018/04/f51/EERE%20205%20-%20SETO%20FY18%20FOA%20Applica
nt%20Webinar_Topic%201%20SI.pdf; see also U.S. Dep’t of Energy, EERE Funding Opportunity Announcement: 
FY 2018 Solar Energy Technologies Office, 
https://www.energy.gov/eere/solar/funding-opportunity-announcement-fy-2018-solar-energy-technologies-office 
(last visited Feb. 4, 2020).  
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FOA Topic 1 Abrupt Cancellation  
 
On August 31, 2018, the Department abruptly announced the cancellation of Topic 1 and simultaneously 
announced a Notice of Intent to issue a new FOA for the same funds by mid-September 2018.   12

 
The records obtained by Democracy Forward Foundation show that EERE’s then-Acting Assistant 
Secretary Cathy Tripodi, who reportedly was appointed on July 5, 2018, had singled out funding 
opportunity announcements such as Solar Topic 1 for additional scrutiny within her first week in this 
position and began to seek an amendment to this solicitation. 
  
On July 10, 2018 — less than five days after Ms. Tripodi’s appointment was reported — she was 
informed of the status of all FY 2018 FOAs and told that “[i]t is too late to change any of the criteria for 
any FOAs that have already closed. If we were to change the criteria for any that are still open, we’d need 
to publish a FOA amendment and extend the open timeframe for all applicants.”  In the context of Topic 13

1, the deadline for submission of concept papers had passed two months prior, on May 9, 2018, and the 
deadline for full applications had passed the week prior, on July 5, 2018.  
 
On July 12, 2018, emails revealed revised program policy factors to be included in future FOAs that 
ultimately ended up included in the republished Solar Topic 1 FOA. This list includes a revised 
geographic diversity policy factor.   By July 30, 2018, Ms. Tripodi wrote, “The solar office has offered to 14

rewrite Topic 1 in their Solar FOA. While it is on the street, we can just do an amendment to change it . . . 
Please see [REDACTED] and give me your suggested language as soon as you can.”   15

 
Despite Ms. Tripodi’s interest in amending the FOA upon assuming her position in July, it would be more 
than a month before that change was implemented and announced. During that time, applicants, merit 
reviewers, and many DOE staff were unaware of the shift in EERE’s intentions, with some EERE staff 
noting the pressing need to inform the public. On Monday, August 20, 2018, with the public still in the 
dark about Ms. Tripodi’s intentions and the merit review process having concluded, EERE Chief of Staff 
Ian Hamos wrote to former Director of the Solar Energy Technologies Office Charlie Gay, “EE-1 is still 
awaiting changes from OE-1 regarding Topic 1. She asked us about making a public announcement about 
the changes now to properly inform the public.”   16

 
The records received by Democracy Forward show that it was not until the week of August 27, 2018 that 
near-final revised language began to circulate and ultimately make its way to the public: 
 

● On August 27, 2018, Ms. Tripodi wrote to EERE Golden Field Office Director Derek Passarelli 
“What do you think of this language?”  Passarelli later wrote to EERE’s Deputy Assistant 17

12 See Ex. C.  
13 See Tripodi July 10 FY 2018 FOA Status (attached as Ex. F).  
14 See Program Policy Factors July 12 (attached as Ex. G).  
15 See Solar office rewrite July 30 (attached as Ex. H).  
16 See August 20 EE-1 Meeting Readout (attached as Ex. I).  
17 See Aug 27 Language Review (attached as Ex. J).  

 



 

Secretary for Operations and Strategic Innovation Bindu Jacob on August 30, 2018 that “The 
current plan is to issue a notice cancelling Topic 1 of the current FOA simultaneously with 
issuing a Notice of Intent to issue the new Topic Area 1 FOA.”   18

 
● It was not until Friday morning, August 31, 2018 that Passarelli wrote “Both documents have 

been approved by EERE senior management for release at 1pm MDT (3pm EDT).”  19

 
● During the week of August 27, 2018, EERE staff needed to seek an exception to its normal 

process to announce the NOI and the cancellation with short notice. “For NOIs, we need to get 
them on the policy calendar at least 2 weeks prior to their release. I”m assuming if you’re 
working with EERE FO on this, you can probably get an exception…”  20

 
In preparing to issue a revised FOA, DOE staff sought to expedite the review and clearance. In requesting 
waived or expedited review of the business clearance process, Ms. Jacob explained internally that “[a]fter 
the FOA had been posted and the application period closed, EERE’s new leadership had conducted a 
review of the FOA internally. As part of that review, it was determined that Topic 1 within the FOA 
should be revised to better align the FOA with the mission objectives of DOE” and that “[s]ince we were 
so far along in the selection process on the original FOA, it was decided that rather than do a FOA 
modification, we would instead cancel topic 1 . . .  and issue a new FOA for the revised topic 1.”  A 21

revised FOA was published in fall 2018 and awards were later announced. 
 
Potential Agency Mismanagement and Waste  
 
The process used by the Department in the summer of 2018 as described above raises questions about 
agency mismanagement and waste. Consider the following: 
 

● DOE staff made Ms. Tripodi aware of the challenges of amending the FOA in her first week, yet 
she persisted in upending the FOA process at great expense to the Department — all while failing 
to mitigate the costs to staff, applicants, and reviewers by moving quickly and transparently. 
Tripodi’s intent to cancel the FOA was internally clear to some staff in July 2018, but the public 
was not given notice until the beginning of September.  

 
● The abrupt, last-minute cancellation appears to have wasted limited DOE resources. Internal 

emails show that EERE staff estimated that by the time EERE’s political staff was working to 
finalize new FOA language, the Department had “already expended” roughly $1 million of 
funding that “had prior approval in this administration” on items such as reviewer compensation 
and DOE staff time.  22

 

18 See Aug 30 Plan Description (attached as Ex. K).  
19 See Aug 31 Senior EERE Approval (attached as Ex. L).  
20 See Aug 30 Exception to Announce NOI (attached as Ex. M).  
21 See Expedited Review Business Clearance (attached as Ex. N).  
22 See Cost - Federal Funds Expended (attached as Ex. O).  

 



 

● EERE has not publicly explained why the revised criteria and resulting selections advanced the 
Department’s goals more than the prior iteration. This lack of clarity raises concerns that the 
Department’s decision — and its approach to funding innovation more broadly — could have 
been motivated by political considerations. We hope your office can shed more light on the 
reasoning behind the original FOA’s cancellation and re-issuance with new criteria. 

 
● While the EERE S 540.110 — the FOA Development Standard Operating Procedure — was 

instituted in 2017 “to ensure that all financial assistance actions, whether competitive (FOAs) or 
non-competitive (DNFAs), align with the Administration's energy priorities,” it was later 
amended on August 31, 2018 — the same day this FOA was cancelled. This timing raises 
questions about whether EERE followed its own procedures in the cancellation of, development, 
and re-issuance of the FOA.  23

 
● During this period of time, DOE staff expressed concern about problems being experienced by 

merit reviewers. DOE had “120+ reviewers for the FOA” (approximately 30 merit reviewers for 
topic 1),  and per email records dated August 30, 2018, “most of them had to pay hundreds to a 24

thousand dollars or more to travel to our merit review meetings 2 - 3 weeks ago (and likely 
expended the money on flights/hotels well over a month ago)” and “most or all have not received 
payment.” Concerns continued: “I have multiple upset reviewers for my panels and I am sure the 
other FOA leads have the same. I wouldn’t want this experience to sour the reviewers experience 
and make them less likely to accept the invitation in the future.”   25

 
Conclusion 
 
In light of these concerns about mismanagement and waste relating to the FY 2018 Solar Technology 
FOA, and based on the details uncovered in the documents obtained through Democracy Forward 
Foundation’s FOIA suit, we request an investigation into whether the FOA process was wasteful, 
mismanaged, or improperly motivated by political considerations. We appreciate your consideration of 
this matter and look forward to your conclusions. 
 
Should you have any questions or wish to discuss this matter further, please do not hesitate to contact me 
at 202-448-9090 or ageorge@democracyforward.org. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
/s/ Aman George 
 
Aman George 
Counsel and Legal Policy Director 
 

23 See FOA Standard Operating Procedures Amended 8-31 (attached as Ex. P).  
24 See Merit Reviewers Topic 1 (attached as Ex. Q).  
25 See Honorarium Delays (attached as Ex. R).  

 



EXHIBIT A



 

UNITED STATES DISTRICT COURT 
FOR THE DISTRICT OF COLUMBIA 

 
DEMOCRACY FORWARD 
FOUNDATION 
1333 H Street, N.W.  
Washington, D.C. 20005 
 

Plaintiff, 
  
v. 
  
U.S. DEPARTMENT OF ENERGY, 
1000 Independence Avenue, S.W. 
Washington, D.C. 20585 
 

Defendant. 
 

 

  

 

        Case No. 

 

 
COMPLAINT FOR INJUNCTIVE RELIEF 

 
1. Plaintiff Democracy Forward Foundation brings this action against Defendant 

U.S. Department of Energy (“DOE”) or (“Department”) to compel compliance with the Freedom 

of Information Act (“FOIA”), 5 U.S.C. § 552.  

2. In August 2018, the Department abruptly and arbitrarily decided to cancel a $46 

million funding opportunity announcement designed to encourage needed innovation in solar 

energy technology. The Department did so after prospective grantees had already applied, and 

right before the Department was scheduled to announce its finalists. Yet the Department 

provided virtually no explanation for its change of course, nor for why it decided to disregard the 

substantial time and energy those grantees had devoted to their applications. 

3. The Department did, however, notify applicants that it intended to publish 

another funding opportunity using the same pool of money, for which those applicants would 

have to reapply. Now, several weeks later, the Department has published that opportunity, which 

contains substantial similarities to the original proposal. Again, however, the Department 
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provided no explanation for why it chose to wipe the slate clean and start again, to the detriment 

of the public. 

4.  Notwithstanding the Department’s silence, there is substantial concern in the 

regulated community that the Department’s decision--and its approach to funding innovation 

more broadly--is politically motivated. Advocates worry that the administration intends to direct 

funding to its preferred recipients, regardless of the merit of their applications. Whether or not 

these concerns are well-founded, the public deserves to know why the Department elected to 

waste the time and money of prospective grantees, and of the Department itself. 

5. Despite the significance of these records, Defendant has failed to sufficiently 

respond to Plaintiff’s request. Plaintiff therefore respectfully requests that the Court compel 

Defendant to comply with FOIA and produce all responsive, non-exempt records. 

Jurisdiction and Venue 

6. This Court has jurisdiction over this action pursuant to 5 U.S.C. § 552(a)(4)(B) 

and 28 U.S.C. § 1331. 

7. Venue is proper under 5 U.S.C. § 552(a)(4)(B) and 28 U.S.C. § 1391(e). 

8. Because Defendant has failed to comply with the applicable time limit provisions 

of FOIA, Plaintiff is deemed to have exhausted its administrative remedies pursuant to 5 U.S.C. 

§ 552(a)(6)(C)(i). 

Parties 

9. Plaintiff Democracy Forward Foundation is a not-for-profit organization 

incorporated under the laws of the District of Columbia and based in Washington, D.C. Plaintiff 

works to promote transparency and accountability in government, in part, by educating the 

public on government actions and policies. 
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10. Defendant the U.S. Department of Energy (“DOE”) is a federal agency within the 

meaning of FOIA (see 5 U.S.C. § 552(f)(1)) that is headquartered in Washington, D.C., and has 

possession, custody, and control of records to which Plaintiff seeks access.   

The Department’s Unexplained Cancellation  
of a Multi-Million Dollar Funding Opportunity 

11. On April 17, 2018, Secretary Rick Perry announced a $105.5 million funding 

opportunity announcement (“FOA”) directed toward innovation in solar technology. This 

funding was divided into four distinct topics, with Topic 1, Advanced Solar Systems Integration 

Technologies, setting aside up to $46 million for approximately 14 projects.1  

12. Finalists for the Topic 1 grants were scheduled to be announced on September 3, 

2018.2  

13. On August 31, 2018, the Department, under the direction of Acting Assistant 

Secretary for the Office of Energy Efficiency and Renewable Energy (EERE) Cathy Tripodi, 

denied all applicants and posted a new Advanced Solar Systems Integration Technologies Notice 

of Intent (NOI).3  

                                                 
1  Press Release, U.S. Dep’t of Energy, U.S. Sec’y of Energy Rick Perry Announces $105 
Million in New Funding to Advance Solar Tech.  (Apr. 17, 2018), 
https://www.energy.gov/articles/us-secretary-energy-rick-perry-announces-105-million-new-
funding-advance-solar-technologies.  
2 U.S. Dep’t of Energy, Funding Opportunity Announcement: FY 2018 Solar Energy 
Technologies Office, Announcement No. DE-FOA-0001840 (Apr. 17, 2018),   
https://www.energy.gov/eere/solar/funding-opportunity-announcement-fy-2018-solar-energy-
technologies-office.  
 
3 U.S. Dep’t of Energy, Advanced Solar Systems Integration Technologies Notice of Intent 
(NOI), Announcement No. DE-FOA-0001986 (Aug. 31, 2018), 
https://www.grants.gov/web/grants/view-opportunity.html?oppId=308651.  
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14. On October 15, 2018, it was reported that the Department had made available $46 

million for approximately ten similarly focused solar projects.4 The Department anticipates that 

it will provide Selection Notifications for this funding on March 22, 2019.5 

Plaintiff’s FOIA Request 

15. On September 10, 2018, Plaintiff submitted a FOIA request to the Department, 

seeking the following records for the time period of March 23, 2018 to the date the search is 

conducted: 

a. All correspondence, including any attachments, regarding the approval process 
for issuance and cancellation of DOE’s Solar Energy Technology Office FOA FY 
2018 (eventually titled DOE-FOA-0001840) and issuance of DOE’s Advanced 
Solar Systems Integration Notice of Intent (eventually titled DOE-FOA-
0001986), sent to or from the following individuals [hereinafter “Covered 
Individuals”]:  

 
i. Cathy Tripodi, Acting Assistant Secretary (EERE) 
ii. Brian McCormack, Chief of Staff 
iii. Mark Menezes, Under Secretary for Energy 
iv. Sophia Varnasidis, Chief of Staff, Under Secretary for Energy 
v. Daniel Simmons, Acting Assistant Secretary (EERE)  
vi. Alex Fitzsimmons, Chief of Staff (EERE)  
vii. Kevin Jayne, Special Advisor to the PDAS (EERE)  
viii. Tim Unruh, Deputy Assistant Secretary, Renewable Energy  
ix. Ian Hamos, Chief of Staff, Renewable Energy  
x. Jennifer Garson, Chief of Staff, Renewable Energy  
xi. Charlie Gay, Director, Solar Energy Technologies Office 
xii. Becca Jones-Albertus, Deputy Director, Solar Energy Technologies Office 
xiii. Bindu Jacobs, Deputy Assistant Secretary, Operations (EERE) 
xiv. Leslie Pezzulo, Chief of Staff, Operations (EERE)  
xv. John Barth, Budget Director (EERE)  
xvi. Derek Passarelli, Director, Golden Field Office  
xvii. Diana Bobo, Grants Manager, Golden Field Office  

                                                 
4  DOE Offers 46m for Solar Projects to Combat Cyber Threats, Politico Pro (Oct. 2018), 
https://subscriber.politicopro.com/cybersecurity/whiteboard/2018/10/doe-offers-46m-for-solar-
projects-to-combat-cyber-threats-2071379.  
5  U.S. Dep’t of Energy, Funding Opportunity Announcement: Advanced Systems Integration 
for Solar Technologies (ASSIST), Announcement No. DE-FOA-0001987 (Oct. 15, 2018)  
https://www.energy.gov/eere/solar/funding-opportunity-announcement-advanced-systems-
integration-solar-technologies-assist.   
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xviii. Clay Pfrangle, Grant Management Specialist, Golden Field Office  
xix. Bruce Walker, Assistant Secretary, Office of Electricity  
xx. Karen Evans, Assistant Secretary, Cybersecurity, Energy Security, and 

Emergency Response  
xxi. Catherine Jereza, Deputy Assistant Secretary, Transmission Permitting 

and Technical Assistance  
xxii. John Vonglis, Chief Financial Officer  
xxiii. Christopher Johns, Director of Budget (CFO)  

 
b. All correspondence, including any attachments, regarding Acting Assistant 

Secretary Tripodi’s use of the terms “political”, “midterms”, or “geographic 
diversity”, sent to or from the Covered Individuals.  

 
c. All correspondence, including any attachments, regarding the cost of the merit 

review process for part or all of DOE’s Solar Energy Technology Office FOA FY 
2018 (eventually titled DOE-FOA-0001840) or DOE’s Advanced Solar Systems 
Integration Notice of Intent (eventually titled DOE-FOA-0001986), sent to or 
from the Covered Individuals.  

 
d. All correspondence, including any attachments, regarding the use of dollars 

appropriated for the Solar Energy Technologies Office to other applied energy 
offices, including, but not limited to, the Office of Electricity Delivery and 
Energy Reliability (OE) and the Office of Cybersecurity and Emergency 
Response (CESR), sent to or from the Covered Individuals. 

 
16. Plaintiff sought a waiver of search and duplicating fees under 5 U.S.C. § 

552(a)(4)(A)(iii), which requires a fee waiver if the disclosure is “in the public interest because it 

is likely to contribute significantly to public understanding of the operations or activities of the 

government and is not primarily in the commercial interest of the requester.” 

17. On September 11, 2018, the Department confirmed receipt of Plaintiff’s FOIA 

request and assigned it a tracking number of HQ-2018-01594-F.  

18. On October 19, 2018, the Department granted Plaintiff’s request for a waiver of 

fees.  

19. As of the date of this Complaint, Defendant has failed to notify Plaintiff whether 

and when it will comply with Plaintiff’s FOIA request (see 5 U.S.C. § 552(a)(6)(A)(i)), whether 

it will produce all requested records, or whether it will demonstrate that they are lawfully exempt 
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from production (see id. § 552(a)(6)(C)). Nor has Defendant notified Plaintiff of the scope of any 

responsive records Defendant intends to produce or withhold, and the reasons for any 

withholdings, or informed Plaintiff that it may appeal any adequately specific, adverse 

determination. 

20. Because Defendant has “fail[ed] to comply with the applicable time limit 

provisions” of the FOIA, even with the benefit of any extensions of time that Defendant might 

have claimed, Plaintiff is “deemed to have exhausted [its] administrative remedies.” See id. § 

552(a)(6)(C)(i). 

Count One 
(Violation of the FOIA, 5 U.S.C. § 552) 

21. By failing to respond to Plaintiff’s request within the statutorily prescribed time 

limit, Defendant has violated its duties under FOIA, including but not limited to its duties to 

conduct a reasonable search for responsive records and to produce all responsive, reasonably 

segregable, non-exempt information. 

Request for Relief 

WHEREFORE, Plaintiffs respectfully request that this Court: 

1. order Defendant to conduct a search for any and all records responsive to 

Plaintiff’s FOIA request using search methods reasonably likely to lead to discovery of all 

responsive records; 

2. order Defendant to produce, by a date certain, any and all non-exempt responsive 

records and a Vaughn index of any responsive records withheld under a claim of exemption; 

3. enjoin Defendant from continuing to withhold any and all non-exempt responsive 

records; 

4. order Defendant to grant Plaintiff’s request for a fee waiver; 
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5. award Plaintiff its attorneys’ fees and other litigation costs reasonably incurred in 

this action pursuant to 5 U.S.C. § 552(a)(4)(E); and 

6. grant Plaintiff such other relief as this Court deems just and proper. 

Dated: October 25, 2018  Respectfully submitted, 
  
/s/ John T. Lewis 
Javier M. Guzman (D.C. Bar No. 462679) 
John Lewis (D.C. Bar No. 1033826)   
Democracy Forward Foundation 
1333 H Street, NW  
Washington, DC 20005  
(202) 448-9090 
jguzman@democracyforward.org 
jlewis@democracyforward.org 
 
Counsel for Plaintiff 
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