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‘Renewable’ No More: The Trump Administration
Renames the National Renewable Energy Laboratory

Jamie Hopkins

The Trump administration has renamed the National Renewable Energy Laboratory, now calling it
the National Laboratory of the Rockies, marking an identity shift for the Golden, Colorado
institution that has been a global leader in wind, solar and other renewable energy research.

“This new name embraces a broader applied energy mission entrusted to us by the Department of
Energy to deliver a more affordable and secure energy future for all,” said Jud Virden, laboratory
director, in a statement.

He did not specify what this “broader applied energy mission” would mean for the lab’s programs
or its staff of about 4,000.

The renaming is the latest in a series of actions by the Trump administration to deemphasize or cut
the parts of the federal government that support renewable energy, while also expanding federal
support for fossil fuels.

Asked for details, the Department of Energy said in an email that the renaming “reflects the
Department’s renewed focus on ‘energy addition,” rather than the prioritization of specific energy
resources.”

A lab spokesman had no additional information about whether there will be changes to programs or
headcount at the lab.

Bill Ritter, a Democrat who was governor of Colorado from 2007 to 2011, said it’s reasonable to
worry that the name change signals that the federal government is abandoning the lab’s status as a
world leader in renewable energy research.

“It’s an iconic research facility,” he said.
Underscoring this point, he recalled a trip to Israel while he was governor.

“The head of their renewable energy laboratory said, ‘I have nothing to tell you, because you come
from the place that has the best renewable energy laboratory in the world,”” Ritter said.

After leaving office, he founded the Center for the New Energy Economy at Colorado State
University, which specializes in energy policy research, and is now a consultant on energy business
and policy.

Based on this experience, he thinks that anything the Trump administration does to divert from the
lab’s mission is harmful to the United States’ ability to remain a major player in the energy
economy of the near future.

“We’ll no longer be competitive in renewables research with China or India or other countries that
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are still heading toward the renewable energy transition at a very fast pace,” he said.

People with close ties to the lab were not surprised by the name change, given the administration’s
broader goals.

“In the early days of DOGE people there were whispering about a name change to avoid the ire of
MAGAs,” said Matt Henry, a Montana-based social scientist who worked at the lab from February
2024 to August 2025, in a post on Bluesky. “It pissed me off—prioritizing the preservation of the
institution at the expense of its [stated] mission? So disappointing.”

He was referring to Elon Musk’s Department of Government Efficiency, which sought to cut federal
spending in the early months of the Trump administration. The term MAGA refers to President
Donald Trump’s “Make America Great Again” slogan and movement.

Dustin Mulvaney, a San Jose State University environmental studies professor, said if the name
change is a sign of a significant change in the lab’s work, it would be “like losing several major land
grant research universities all at once.”

Mulvaney has done projects in partnership with people at the lab. An important part of the
institution’s work, he said, is that its research is free and accessible to the public, helping businesses
and universities that may not be able to afford the work of private research firms.

The lab’s mission has included consulting to help communities benefit from new energy
technologies, and ensure smooth transitions away from fossil fuels.

This work meant that the lab was out of step with an administration that has said it disagrees with
the idea of a transition away from fossil fuels and has sought to impede funding and development of
renewable energy.

The lab was established in 1974 as the Solar Energy Research Institute, part of a law signed by
President Gerald Ford to facilitate alternatives to importing oil from the Middle East, according to a
history on the lab’s website. The U.S. was suffering through high gasoline prices amid tensions with
oil-producing nations such as Saudi Arabia.

“The energy crisis we face today is unlike the crisis that gave rise to NREL,” said Audrey Robertson,
assistant secretary of energy, in a statement. “We are no longer picking and choosing energy
sources. Our highest priority is to invest in the scientific capabilities that will restore American
manufacturing, drive down costs, and help this country meet its soaring energy demand.”

In 1977, the federal government selected Golden, Colorado, as the location for the lab. In 1991, the
Solar Energy Research Institute became the National Renewable Energy Laboratory, part of a
change by the administration of President George H. W. Bush that also elevated the institution to
become part of the country’s national lab system.

But the lab’s history has also included budget cuts and periods when its work fell out of favor with
presidential administrations, including layoffs and funding cuts under President Ronald Reagan.
Trump proposed substantial cuts during his first term, but Congress retained much of the funding.

The Trump administration’s budget proposal, issued in May, calls for cuts across non-defense
discretionary spending, including on energy research, but the budget process is still underway.
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A previous version of this story attributed a statement to Jud Virden that was a separate sentence
in a Department of Energy news release. The story has been updated to include Virden’s
statement.

About This Story

Perhaps you noticed: This story, like all the news we publish, is free to read. That’s because Inside
Climate News is a 501¢3 nonprofit organization. We do not charge a subscription fee, lock our news
behind a paywall, or clutter our website with ads. We make our news on climate and the
environment freely available to you and anyone who wants it.

That’s not all. We also share our news for free with scores of other media organizations around the
country. Many of them can’t afford to do environmental journalism of their own. We’ve built
bureaus from coast to coast to report local stories, collaborate with local newsrooms and co-publish
articles so that this vital work is shared as widely as possible.

Two of us launched ICN in 2007. Six years later we earned a Pulitzer Prize for National Reporting,
and now we run the oldest and largest dedicated climate newsroom in the nation. We tell the story
in all its complexity. We hold polluters accountable. We expose environmental injustice. We
debunk misinformation. We scrutinize solutions and inspire action.

Donations from readers like you fund every aspect of what we do. If you don’t already, will you
support our ongoing work, our reporting on the biggest crisis facing our planet, and help us reach
even more readers in more places?

Please take a moment to make a tax-deductible donation. Every one of them makes a difference.
Thank you,
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Dan Gearino

Reporter, Clean Energy

Dan Gearino covers the business and policy of renewable energy and utilities, often with an
emphasis on the midwestern United States. He is the main author of ICN’s Inside Clean

Energy newsletter. He came to ICN in 2018 after a nine-year tenure at The Columbus Dispatch,
where he covered the business of energy. Before that, he covered politics and business in Iowa and
in New Hampshire. He grew up in Warren County, Iowa, just south of Des Moines, and lives in
Columbus, Ohio.
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