
 
February 25, 2025 

The Honorable Howard Lutnick 
Secretary 
U.S. Department of Commerce 
1401 Constitution Avenue NW 
Washington, D.C. 20230 
 
Dear Secretary Lutnick,  
 

We write to express our concern over the reported mass layoffs at the National Institute of Standards 
and Technology (NIST). According to recent reports, your department is planning to terminate up to 500 
probationary employees, many of whom may be critical to implementing initiatives advancing American 
leadership in critical and emerging technologies, such as semiconductor production, biotechnology, 
quantum information science and technology, artificial intelligence (AI), and many more.1 This decision is 
not only legally dubious, but threatens to dismantle years of progress in securing U.S. leadership in the 
measurement science that underpins nearly every industry and will have lasting consequences for our 
national security and economic competitiveness. 

 
The firing of such a substantial portion of staff from NIST, particularly probationary staff and 

postdoctoral fellows hired recently to address urgent national needs, will undermine implementation of the 
CHIPS and Science Act and directly jeopardize our ability to compete with the People’s Republic of China 
(PRC) in critical industries. The CHIPS and Science Act was enacted in a bipartisan manner by Congress 
to ensure U.S. leadership in the semiconductor industry, allocating $39 billion in manufacturing incentives 
and $11 billion in R&D programs to revitalize the sector.2 Removing key personnel responsible for the 
implementation of these programs will create substantial gaps in oversight, delay projects, and hinder 
America’s ability to counter the PRC’s aggressive semiconductor and standards development across sectors.  

 
Furthermore, these firings may severely reduce the staff focused on AI measurement and standard 

setting. The potential impact on NIST’s U.S. AI Safety Institute, which was established to advance the 
science of AI evaluation and assist companies to mitigate risks from advanced AI to harness their benefits, 
raises serious concerns about the U.S.’s ability to establish global leadership in AI development and 
standards. Through the Institute, NIST coordinated with other like-minded allies to ensure U.S. leadership 
in this important space. With the PRC substantially investing in both AI and its international relationships, 
the U.S. government should be accelerating, not dismantling, its capacity for promoting both technological 
leadership and U.S. values.3 

 
Beyond the direct impact on NIST’s work to promote U.S. industrial competitiveness, these 

reported layoffs are yet another example of the Trump Administration’s draconian cuts and their devastating 
impacts on U.S. technological innovation. Whether at the Department of Energy (DOE) or at the National 
Science Foundation (NSF), these actions erode the institutions that provide the American people with the 
tools, research, and resources we need to compete with the PRC.4 We urge you to consult with Congress on 
any potential cuts to programs or expenditures going forward and to work with Congress on accelerating 
U.S. competitiveness.  
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We are especially concerned about the potential for cuts at other agencies within the Department 

of Commerce, including the Bureau of Industry and Security (BIS). BIS’s essential role in devising and 
implementing export controls on advanced semiconductors and semiconductor manufacturing equipment 
is key to maintaining the U.S.’s lead in AI development.5 As an agency that is already underfunded and 
understaffed, we urge you not to cut BIS personnel and instead work with Congress to support NIST, BIS, 
and the Department of Commerce’s many other agencies that are essential to U.S. competitiveness.6  

 
To discuss the circumstances behind these reported layoffs, including a clear assessment of how 

the Department of Commerce plans to uphold U.S. economic and technological competitiveness in 
impacted sectors, we request a briefing from you on the evolving state of the Department of Commerce’s 
workforce and approach to competing across critical industries, including semiconductor and AI-related 
industries. This briefing should also cover the economic and technological impacts of these reported cuts, 
including information on consultations with industry and other external parties which informed this 
decision. This briefing should occur no later than March 3, 2025. 

 
Preserving American leadership in critical and emerging technologies is a matter of national 

security and economic prosperity. Across the federal workforce, we have talented people supporting U.S. 
competitiveness, including many in the Department of Commerce. We need to empower them instead of 
undermining our ability to compete with the PRC.  

 
Thank you for your prompt attention to this matter. 
 

Sincerely,  
 

  
 
 
Raja Krishnamoorthi 
Ranking Member                                                            
House Select Committee on the CCP                               

 

 

 

 
Haley Stevens  
Ranking Member 
Subcommittee on Research and Technology 
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Zoe Lofgren 
Ranking Member                      
Committee on Science, Space, and Technology 


