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I need a visitor pass again: Reflections on federal service 
Alexandra Dapolito Dunn 
 
Ms. Dunn is a partner at the Washington, D.C., office of Baker Botts LLP. From 2019–2021, she 
served as assistant administrator for EPA’s Office of Chemical Safety and Pollution Prevention 
and from 2018–2019 as EPA’s Region 1 administrator. Ms. Dunn is a past chair of the Section 
of Environment, Energy, and Resources. 
 
Often when I spoke with the amazing career staff at the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency 
(EPA), whether they were at one or 30 years of service, I emphasized that they had something 
that I, as a political appointee, would never have: a permanent job at the agency. During my three 
years in federal service at EPA I was cognizant each day as I swiped my badge at security that I 
had a time-limited, true privilege to enter the building and work on behalf of the American 
people. There is something humbling about walking the halls of EPA headquarters and working 
with so many passionate professionals who so care about what they are doing, to represent the 
American people, to be in public service. 
 
Not only were my roles personally satisfying but they were professionally rewarding. Each day 
was like a really hard day in law school or law practice—a tough problem presented, requiring 
thought, analysis, and teamwork. The issues that bubbled up through over 500 staff during my 
service as EPA Region 1 administrator from 2018–2019, and through over 900 staff when I 
served as assistant administrator for the Office of Chemical Safety and Pollution Prevention 
(OCSPP) from 2019–2021, drew on every skill I have acquired as a lawyer. The work was some 
of the best I’ve been able to undertake in my entire career. Each day I focused on finding 
solutions, building alliances, listening, writing, negotiating, talking, and seizing the present 
moment to make a difference—always working in concert with the guidance and advice of EPA 
career scientists, lawyers, office directors, and countless subject matter experts. 
 
“New” TSCA—building from the ground up 
 
The 2016 Frank R. Lautenberg Chemical Safety for the 21st Century Act (Lautenberg Act) just 
turned five in June. Being on the ground floor of a statute’s implementation was incredible. With 
the expert staff, I reflected on what it must have been like for EPA staff after the enactment of 
the Clean Air Act 1990 Amendments, or the 1987 Clean Water Act Amendments, or in the case 
of OCSPP specifically, the 1996 adoption of the Food Quality Protection Act. All those words on 
a page from Congress left much for EPA to do, and we prioritized meeting the statutory 
deadlines with generating quality work product. We reorganized the toxics office around the 
structure of TSCA, identified the open positions in the office, and began an aggressive hiring 
effort. We also opened for the first time OCSPP branches outside of Washington, D.C.—two 



ABA Section of Environment, Energy, and Resources                                                                                     Trends Sept./Oct. 2021 
 
 
 

 
Published in Trends Sept./Oct. 2021, Volume 53, Number 1, ©2021 by the American Bar Association. Reproduced with 
permission. All rights reserved. This information or any portion thereof may not be copied or disseminated in any form or by any 
means or stored in an electronic database or retrieval system without the express written consent of the American Bar 
Association. 

 
2 

 
 
 

science branches in Research Triangle Park, North Carolina, to take advantage of the high 
concentration of scientists in that area. 
 
OCSPP was responsible for many Lautenberg Act deliverables (the statutory amendments were 
like a shot clock). The first 10 TSCA risk evaluations were due three and a half years after 
enactment with the 20 high-priority chemical scoping documents needing to be completed. The 
office reviewed over 3,000 new chemical cases and reduced the backlog of new chemical cases, 
and even finalized the inventory of chemicals active in commerce over the past 10 years. And in 
case you were wondering, there are over 40,000 separate compounds. Across all 10 risk 
evaluations, OCSPP’s team oversaw 22 public comment opportunities, received and responded 
to nearly 46,000 public comments, and had 10 chemicals reviewed for the first time by the new 
TSCA Science Advisory Committee on Chemicals, which brought together experts from 53 
organizations and conducted nine weeks of public peer review meetings—more than half of them 
held virtually due to the pandemic. 
 
PFAS review and other TSCA results 
 
OCSPP has played a big part in the implementation of EPA’s PFAS Action Plan. I had a chance 
to be part of EPA’s PFAS work in a variety of ways—from holding the first stakeholder 
workshop in 2018 in New Hampshire for New England to working with the team drafting the 
final rule to require PFAS reporting to the Toxics Release Inventory for the first time starting in 
2020. 
 
The name of OCSPP includes “pollution prevention,” which provided an incredible opportunity 
to work on the Safer Choice and green chemistry programs, recognizing businesses that are 
developing products with Earth-friendly ingredients and emphasizing the important role of 
prevention in achieving our nation’s clean environment. 
 
TSCA includes EPA’s lead-reduction program, and the OCSPP staff worked through the 
government shutdown to develop and finalize new regulations to lower the concentration of lead 
in dust at properties occupied by children. These were the first new rules in 20 years, and they 
will have a major health impact. Lead is 100 percent known to result in developmental delays in 
young children. Thus, EPA’s new rule, plus a follow-on rule on how to “clear a property” after 
lead abatement, were rewarding efforts because the risk-reduction benefits would be felt nearly 
immediately after implementation. 
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Pesticide initiatives 
 
More than two-thirds of the OCSPP staff work in the Office of Pesticide Programs, which 
provided its own set of opportunities. We worked on several new and innovative pesticide 
registrations, including the first new rodenticide in 20 years with a more focused and safer use 
profile, a new mosquito control product (smelling of grapefruit) in collaboration with the Centers 
for Disease Control, and a new active ingredient to control invasive grasses often responsible for 
wildfires. The talented Pesticide Programs team launched a 2020 ad campaign to raise 
farmworker awareness of their rights under FIFRA’s worker protection standard. In coordination 
with EPA’s Agricultural Adviser’s office, we met with dozens of farm groups, from Future 
Farmers of America, to 4H, to cotton growers, cattle ranchers, and soy and sorghum growers. We 
tackled one of the most complicated issues—the intersection between pesticide registrations by 
EPA under FIFRA and the Endangered Species Act (ESA) consultation process. At the direction 
of the 2018 Farm Bill, we developed across five agencies new ESA assessment methodologies. 
Getting the consensus of five federal agencies took all the tools in the toolbox and required 
extensive coordination between the expert career staff and the political appointees in the various 
agencies. Both TSCA and FIFRA provided opportunities to work on EPA’s Initiative to Reduce 
Animal Testing. EPA scientists are world leaders in developing and promoting animal testing 
alternatives. 
 
Environmental justice and the pandemic 
 
My roles in OCSPP and Region 1 gave opportunities to work on an issue close to my heart: 
environmental justice. I reflect on the work we did on lead mapping in New England to identify 
at-risk children; meeting with mayors and community activists on PFAS and redevelopment; 
conversations on communities of concern with state regulators; and, perhaps most impactful, 
visiting all 10 tribal nations in New England, as they shared their unique cultures and traditions 
and their passion for environmental stewardship, displayed in almost every aspect of their 
communities. Environmental justice was furthered on urban river cleanups, as we cheered for A 
grades on the Report Cards EPA issues annually for the Charles and Mystic Rivers, and 
strategized with scientists on how to improve strained tributaries. The Great Bay of New 
Hampshire, Massachusetts’ Housatonic River, and Lake Champlain were places that caught my 
heart, as did advancing initiatives on Cape Cod to restore water quality and sustain that special 
coastal ecosystem. In Region 1, environmental justice was furthered as several Superfund sites 
were delisted; what were eyesores are now resources. We were out in the communities every 
day, helping them become healthier places with brownfield, beach, and pollution prevention 
grants. 
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I left Region 1 during a government shutdown and didn’t really get to say “goodbye” in person 
to the amazing staff. And I left OCSPP during a pandemic with a virtual sendoff but didn’t see 
staff in person for my last 10 months. Serving during the public health emergency was 
unprecedented, and OCSPP was responsible for approving 520 surface-cleaning products that are 
effective against SARS-CoV-19. EPA was a big part of the nation’s coronavirus response; as 
new products came in to the agency for review, the scientists who reviewed them went months 
without rest just to keep up. 
 
Now my badge doesn’t work at the door any longer, and I’m in my ethics-imposed “cooling off 
year.” My biggest takeaway from my experience was how much I learned and grew as a 
professional and lawyer by working with the career public servants at the agency. When their 
incredible dedication and creativity was matched with their desire to help me succeed—we really 
did make a difference. I smile when I see Twitter updates, read news releases, and listen to the 
Biden administration leaders. Toward the end of my service in 2020, the entire EPA staff 
celebrated the agency’s 50th anniversary, and there were organized gatherings of the past 
assistant administrators of OCSPP and the past Region 1 administrators at virtual reminiscing 
events. These “past appointees,” myself now included, all agreed that regardless of political 
party, our time at EPA was the highlight of our careers. That the people were what mattered. And 
that if we were asked to serve again, we would. You can’t get much better than that. 
 
So, as I close, I say, thank you, EPA. 


