Rena Lara: Hi, good afternoon, everyone. It is my pleasure to join you today. My name is Rena Lara, I am a returning Peace Corps volunteer. I had the honor of serving as a youth and development volunteer in Ecuador from 2019 to 2020 when I was evacuated due to COVID-19. Shortly after my evacuation, I knew I wanted to continue being true to my values and continue to my dedication to serve in leadership, and so began my career at EPA in the Office of Chemical Safety and Pollution Prevention, where I was able to mold my passion for the environment and communications, explaining complex scientific topics and regulations in a way that people can connect to and understand. As a youth and development volunteer and I’m sure all my fellow (inaudible) can attest to this, during service all my best friends were half my age. And because this small rural community I served in (inaudible) was nestled in a river basin with a subtropical climate perfect for raising cattle and growing the most delicious fruits and vegetables I’ve ever tasted, most of our conversations revolved around agriculture. They would tell me how (inaudible), or winter came early this year and we've had more rainfall than ever, so crops aren’t yielding predictable results, or how (inaudible), or mom is worried because the winds have been particularly strong and have ripped the fruit trees at their roots. I also learned about the river (inaudible), or how it grows, overflowing and often causing (inaudible), or landslides that block the roads and prevent anyone from coming in or out of the community. Naturally this means Papa can’t go sell cattle and there’s no income for the day. Like most volunteers, if allowed to, I can talk all night about my Peace Corps service, but what's important is that in these conversations it became clear to me that climate change has already been impacting communities across the world, that depend on environment for livelihoods, and this is no secret to our youth. That's why partnerships like this one being formed today are so important and so critical to our joint mission of tackling climate change and protecting communities around the world. It’s fitting that two organizations that are so close to my heart, that of the Peace Corps has a mission of world peace and friendship, and that of EPA who’s protecting the human health and environment, are coming together to address global environmental challenges where it matters the most, on the ground, at the local level, and communities that are already feeling the effects of changing weather patterns and natural disasters. And I am proud to be connected to two agencies that understand the need to act now. We need to secure a better, healthier, shared future for all to enjoy. With that, I'd like to welcome both EPA Administrator Michael Regan and Peace Corp Director, Carol Spahn. Director Carol Spahn brings more than 25 years of public and private sector experience and has worked in countries around the world on issues ranging from small business development and infectious disease prevention to women's empowerment. Director Spahn’s Peace Corps roots extend back to when she was a volunteer, from 1994 to 1996 in Romania where she served as small business advisor. She most recently served as a Peace Corp’s Chief Executive Officer and prior to that as acting director. Previously Director Spahn was also the Peace Corps Chief of Operations in the Africa region and the Country Director of the Peace Corps of Malawi. Director Spahn holds a bachelor’s degree from the Catholic University of America and a master's degree in international development from the George Washington University, Elliot School of International Affairs. Welcome. (Applause)
Carol Spahn: Thank you so much. It is great to be here. And I'm seeing some colorful jackets and other things so those must be returned volunteers. If I could get just a show of hands or maybe you could stand up if you served in the Peace Corps, that would be great. Oh wow, the room is full, and my heart is full, and it is just amazing to be here with an agency whose mission is so aligned with the Peace Corps. And I thank you for your service and for jumping right back into other ways to serve, particularly right after the evacuation. It has been a trying time for all of us during COVID, but I’m very happy to say that Peace Corps is back. We are back in June, it will be 54 countries, we’re building back slowly and very intentionally and there's tremendous interest in and energy around environment and climate work. And that is why this MOU here with EPA today is so critically important. The world is changing, it’s changing at a faster pace than it has ever changed before. There are new technologies, there’s new research, there are new ways of thinking about behavior change, of implementing operational research, and it's critically important that we leverage the skills of people like you and people throughout the EPA. As we are outreaching into those communities who are feeling the impacts of climate change like never before. And I'll speak a little bit to my experience in Malawi which is a country that is dependent on one rainfall every year. 80% of the country is reliant on subsistence agriculture. And only 9% of the country has access to electricity. And when I was there just five years, they experienced the most severe drought in decades and the worst flooding in decades, to the point where 60% of the population required food assistance, 60%. It was absolutely devastating. And we can't allow that to happen. We talk a lot about environmental justice, and I know that it is a priority of the administrator of EPA and certainly a priority of the Peace Corps. The people in the poorest of the poor countries on the front lines of climate change should not be the ones who are facing the deepest impacts, and unfortunately, that is what’s happening. The Peace Corps has been out doing this work for 62 years. We bring to this partnership a deep understanding of communities, what it means to integrate, what it means to look at problems from the community going out, to understand what's happening, to take the time to listen, to integrate, to understand what the dynamics are are, what are the levers that will really drive long-term sustainable change in those communities. We are very happy to bring that deep experience to the EPA and to this partnership to help extend the reach of all of the amazing work that you all are doing. And we look forward to partnering with you all to leverage that expertise and to make sure that when we are out there, we are engaged with the most recent technology, research, expertise, and information that we possibly can. We talk about the frequency of natural disasters and the pace of change. And the pace of change is slower now than it will ever be, and it means we all have to be more nimble. We all have to be more 
adaptive. And it means we can't work alone. So, I’m very, very honored to be here, I’m very grateful for all of your support. So nice to see so many returned volunteers who are just doing their work aligned with their values every single day and bringing that community perspective to that work. Thank you for everything that you do, I look forward to chatting more. This is the best part of my job, meeting people who have served, who want to serve, or just whose values are just so deeply aligned with ours. So, thank you for having us. I look forward to partnering with you. And thank you Administrator for all that you and your teams do around the world. Thank you. (Applause)
Rena Lara: It's my honor to introduce our next speaker, the EPA Administrator Michael Regan. Administrator Regan’s success and passion for making positive change began at home. 
As the son of two public servants, and he developed a passion for the natural world around us at early age. He went on to study earth and environmental science as an undergrad at North Carolina A&T State University, making him the first EPA Administrator to have graduated from an HBCU and the first black man and second person of color to lead the EPA. During his time as administrator, he has pushed for policies that combat climate change by reducing air pollution, and accelerating our transition to cleaner, more efficient energy. Administrator Regan’s commitment to environmental justice has been clear since the start of his career, as he fundamentally believes that all people deserve clean air to breathe and clean water to drink. Administrator Regan’s work and success marks him as a role model for myself and other public servants. Please join me in welcoming EPA Administrator Michael Regan. (Applause)
Administrator Michael Regan: Well, hello, everyone. Thank you for that kind introduction and I am so excited to be here today. Thank you Dr. Spahn for being here to sign this very important joint MOU between EPA and the Peace Corps. And I must say I'm incredibly proud that EPA employs, over 800 returned Peace Corps volunteers, more than any other federal agency outside of the Peace Corps headquarters, very proud of that. (Applause) As you touched on this, there's a reason why returned Peace Corps volunteers are attracted to EPA. Both organizations are very strongly mission oriented, and strive to improve the lives of people, not only domestically, but around the world. You all bring an energy and a passion for making the entire world a better place. And I'm personally grateful to your service both at home, at EPA and abroad in the Peace Corps. EPA has long partnered with the Peace Corps and I couldn't be more thrilled to renew this MOU between our two agencies today. Through this MOU we will enhance the environmental work our volunteers do, and partnership with communities around the world to combat the climate crisis, advance values in environmental justice and equity, and strengthen environmental governance. This MOU we're signing today empowers EPA and the Peace Corps employees to collaborate on a wide array of sectors and technical areas, including addressing the ongoing climate crisis, building cook stoves capacity, and strengthening environmental institutions all around the world. EPA is an international leader, with the largest technical and regulatory expertise in the world on environmental and health protections. And we’re committed to sharing our expertise and collaborating with Peace Corps volunteers to better serve our communities across the globe. I want to take this moment to recognize EPA’s returned Peace Corps Volunteer Board for fostering such an active community among federal agencies and for your support in developing this MOU we're about to sign today. I know that our PCV community will be instrumental in implementing meaningful work with the Peace Corps. And again, thank you for all the incredible work you have done so far, and will do. And I’m excited to continue this partnership and future collaboration. And with that, Dr. Spahn I'm pleased to invite you to join me to sign this, but you’re already there so I’ll join you. Thank you. (Applause) 
Matthew Tejada: Well thanks, everyone for joining us this afternoon for this really exciting announcement. My Name is Matthew Tejada. I'm the Deputy Assistant Administrator for Environmental Justice, so I love it when our program gets mentioned every other sentence. But I was also a Peace Corps volunteer. So, I served in Bulgaria (inaudible) a few years after you in 2002. But even more proud, I think I have one of the highest success rates in hiring our PCVs of any office in EPA. We tend to hire a whole bunch of PCVs in my office, because for everything that the Administrator and you mentioned, we are a very mission driven organization and Peace Corps volunteers are very mission driven people, so we’ve always loved to have them working with us on environmental justice. So, welcoming folks to stay with us that are viewing through the streaming, and we have the ability to field questions as well, so we will be taking some questions from online and also in the room. But I also wanted to introduce my colleague from the Office of International and Tribal Affairs, Mark.
Mark Kasman: Thank you. I'm Mark Kasman and I’m the Director of EPA’s Office of International and Tribal Affairs. I always thought I hired the most Peace Corps volunteers but (inaudible) always been such a great addition to our staff and they know the mission, they know how to work overseas, and we love to work with you and continue to get you to work on our projects. So, we’re really glad to be here, also to answer any questions. (inaudible) 
Matthew Tejada: Great. So, we will be taking questions from folks in the room, if anybody has anything right off the top that you wanted to ask the director, I think particularly coming out of what has been such a challenging time for the Peace Corps over the pandemic, I’m excited to hear that 54 countries are back in already and thoughtful deliberate approach to it. I would like to ask folks maybe you think about questions, you were mentioning equity and justice, so do you have any plans or anything currently underway in terms of really helping to lift up with volunteers as they're staged and trained up and actually deployed out in those countries, to really embed thinking about equity and justice as they move out across the world?
Carol Spahn: That’s a great question and I want to the give a shout out to a member of your team (inaudible) from the San Francisco office who is one of my volunteers in Malawi and I think that there are a couple of others Christina Barnes and Brianna Godwin who are also here. So, it's always fun to see here, you know as a country director, all of your volunteers are just like your babies, no matter how old they are, because you see them get off a plane and just go through the tremendously transformative process, so I’m very glad you have those folks on your team. As we think about equity across-the-board and think about what the unique niche of Peace Corps is, we have volunteers at the last mile, out in some of the most rural communities, places where there's not a lot of opportunity for young people in particular, and so, as we are getting back out and looking at the demographics around the world, and this is the largest generation of youth in history, 1.8 billion youth, 90% of whom live in developing countries. Peace Corps volunteers work with youth, they work with other people too, but by and large they work with young people. So, we’re looking at how we can support host countries in creating their own natural service programs to provide those young people out in the rural communities opportunities to develop skills. We are thinking about how to leverage them in this climate action, and also how to bring their voices to the table. And many of the programs that are developed for host country nationals, really end up going to those in the cities, and those who have college educations, who have access to the people in power. And so, we've asked our countries to think deeply about how they're working with USAID, with the State Department and other actors, to get those voices to the table. When I think back over 62 years of Peace Corps service, what would it look like if we kept in touch with -- we as an organization, and you all probably stay in touch with your students and your host families, but it’s ad hoc, it’s not a coordinated effort. And how can we really begin to leverage that network? I think of Peace Corps not as Peace Corps volunteers, it's the entire network, it’s the host families, it's the students, it’s the other teachers, it’s the staff, and here's this entire network of grassroots change makers, and who share a lot of these values and our volunteers are identifying those people. So, my challenge to the teams has been let's look at how we can link young people to opportunity, and how we can really leverage that youth bulge to help with climate, with health, and with other impacts at the community level. 
Mark Kasman: And I had the privilege of joining Dr. Spahn and Mr. Administrator Regan for a short meeting beforehand, and we just started brainstorming for a few minutes, and the list is long, (inaudible) but there are so many natural connections between the Peace Corps and EPA. Again, the strong mission that we both share, and this idea of connecting for, in our case maybe careers. You know, we’re small, we're a big domestic regulatory agency, but we’re small enough (inaudible) which has outside influence. And part of that is because when we develop those connections, we keep them for years and years. (Inaudible) When officially the program is over, that person we’ve met may come to us five years down the road and say, hey, I’m now running this, what do you do and what can we think about doing? And with having volunteers who are in the communities that are affected the most and building that relationship between EPA, our expertise, and those volunteers, we’ve got so many chances to improve those connections to make a difference, and not just with the great employees that we have, I'm so proud that I get to represent you all overseas, but also the networks that we work with. There are so many networks of volunteers and other organizations and experts that we can help bring into these programs, so I'm very excited about those opportunities, and I think this is going to be a very fruitful few years.
Carol Spahn: I couldn’t agree more.
Matthew Tejada: Does anybody in the room have any questions or comments you’d like to bring into the conversation at this point? I think we have one up here right at the front.
Clay: Well first I want to say thank you so much for being here. This is super exciting to watch the signing of this MOU. My name is Clay (inaudible) I'm on the Board for the Peace Corps group here at EPA. I was a volunteer in Tanzania, hence, this jacket. And so, one thing that comes to mind in thinking about the utilization of this MOU is Peace Corp response because it offers your short stint, and so I was curious if you have any thoughts on how to utilize the skills that EPA employees have in Peace Corps response moving forward?
Carol Spahn: So many. Well, let me start first with a program that we launched during COVID, which was a virtual service pilot program. So, this was stood up in record time on the request of the government of Botswana, and they wanted help with social media and getting to message out about COVID. So, we stood up the program, it has been rolled out in more than 40 countries, we’ve had almost five hundred people sign up, and it’s a five to 15 hour commitment per week. Things are done virtually and some of the work is offline, and then you know people are getting back together and providing advice. And we’ve got some terrific assignments right now that would be wonderful for employees from EPA. So, we did talk about how to socialize some of those. I believe one was on wastewater or waste management in Ethiopia and another one was around disaster risk reduction in the Philippines. So those are the kinds of assignments that you people don't even have to leave home, but we can leverage the deep experience of people in places like EPA. Peace Corps response as well is a place where we’re really looking to double down, because both (inaudible) countries are asking for different skills, particularly around things like disaster risk reduction, but also because there is this treasure trove of people who want to get out there and be part of the solution. We’re looking at how we can structure the program in a way that allows for more people to potentially be in a pool of candidates that might be selected for different kinds of assignments. Right now, there’s one assignment and you apply for that assignment. So, we’re just looking at different ways that we can tap into different kinds of expertise and make it available. And Mark also had an idea for us. 
Mark Kasman: Yes, you were just mentioning that many of you have taken advantage of environmental science fellows that the U.S. embassies have and there’s no reason why we can't design programs around the Peace Corps in these countries that are also embassy science fellows, and those sometimes get you out the country for three to six months. (Inaudible) We had during COVID but of course we did those virtually and there's that opportunity as well, but a lot of different ways that we can do that. We of course within EPA, we didn’t talk about this, but we have something called skills marketplace, where an employee can devote a percentage of their time to another assignment. So, if it's agreed with their management, they can be assigned to the international office to work on Peace Corps or something (inaudible) under the MOU. So, there are ways where we can get some of that time and really, hopefully benefit you all, and definitely benefit the communities we want to work with.
Carol Spahn: Absolutely and I know that clean cook stoves is a priority for you all. I’ve been told our manual hasn't been updated in more years than I care to say publicly. It’s not that many years, But there are some immediate alliances and ways that we can just get back to work.
Mark Kasman: Well, I was just squirming in my seat in that meeting because I wanted to talk to you about clean cook stoves and we didn’t have a chance. But that's an example whereas Peace Corps volunteers learn how to cook first of all in their villages as they learn the culture there but can be ambassadors for cleaner cook stoves. It’s so important that public health issues for especially for women and children and we’re not saying that we don't want people to go hook up to a LG cook stove like we have here or whatever, but this is a gradual improvement. And even that small, what we consider to be a small improvement, could be a huge improvement in their lives, and also usually has cheaper fuel. So that’s where we want to get them to, a healthier and better economic situation. 
Carol Spahn: Absolutely. And when I think about these things, I think about the full trajectory of you know as you said, starting with clean cook stoves and what is Power Africa doing on microgrids as they, you know, take that next step, so that we're always sort of aligning and working towards what are some of the other solutions that are out there. 
Matthew Tejada: That's great and one of the other things I was thinking of in addition to clean cook stoves, that I think EPA is helping to lead here in the United States in supporting communities is just empowering communities to take science into their own hands. Whether its water pollution or finding sources of land contamination or really trying to get a better picture of air quality concerns, indoor or outdoor. I think there’s plenty of different ways that EPA can really work much more purposefully with the Peace Corps as you all stand back up.
Mark Kasman: Absolutely, our indigenous communities, for example, are often the communities that see an impact first. And so, we’ve now got systems to help them report what they're seeing in effects, to the western scientific community, so that we can make that connection, have early warning, and hopefully respond much more efficiently than we have in the past. 
Carol Spahn: That would be amazing to link volunteers up with some low-hanging fruit to really inform some of that. And I'll tell you a story, it was in the health field, Peter Kilmarx, who’s over at NIH wrote this article up where he had been a volunteer in the '80s and went back with NIH and met with the chief in a village nearby and told him what the signs and symptoms were of Ebola, and said if you ever see this, call me immediately. Ten, fifteen years later, he gets a call. and CDC jumps on a plane, and they were able to contain that Ebola outbreak like this, because of that one interaction. And he happened to know that that was what created that interaction. Like most of you here, if there was something like that, you would probably never know that you had that impact, but it's real. And I think that we need to have these systems not just be ad hoc, they need to be fully functioning systems that all people can access and know they're there so that we can get on top of some of these really interconnected issues, and the environmental and health issues are so very connected as we all know. 
Matthew Tejada: So, I think we have a question from somebody online. Angela’s going to read for us.
Angela: So yes, we do. So, the first question is, during the Obama administration there were different opportunities to help train environmental professionals overseas, such as inspectors in Nepal. Will there be similar opportunities, particularly now with this MOU in place? 
Mark Kasman: I can answer, not specifically the Peace Corps MOU. But I can tell you that there are some other countries that have approached us right now on this, funded by the State Department, through a program that they have. We are currently in those negotiations, so those programs are not in place yet, meaning the funding is not there yet to get us in place, but there's a real interest in getting the governance in place. Getting the learning how to do the inspections -- actually let's start before that. Writing up the regulations so they can be enforced, training the inspectors to inspect, how to handle evidence so that it can make it to trial, how do people prepare the cases, how do judges hear the cases when they don't know anything about the environment. So, we’re looking from sort of a start to the beginning of the entire cycle. But inspections is a big part of that, and we do have the requests right now, we’re trying to secure that funding so that we can start implementing those programs. 
Matthew Tejada: And I think I heard Mark Kasman earlier ask for volunteers to help him design a Peace Corps EPA Fellows Program. So, that’s kasman.mark@epa.gov 
Mark Kasman: Anything else Angela?
Angela: Yes. What are some practical examples of work and projects that the EPA PC MOU enables? I know that you guys talked about this a little bit but is there anything else you wanted to add?
Carol Spahn: So, I think the door is wide open. So, EPA has supported the development of manuals around environmental frameworks, and you know that doesn't sound very sexy, but I will tell you that it informs our training, it informs our volunteer competencies, and it informs every aspect of how we do our work. And, as a, you know, former back-office person, I can nerd out on manuals and policy handbooks and all of those things because I know how important they are. So, there is some of that. The work that needs to be done, we have a couple of different initiatives in all of our regions that are really asking countries to look at what the needs are in their regions and to clarify how we can support climate immediately through all of our sectors, so that our students are teaching about the environment, our students are teachers and are teaching their students about the environment while they’re teaching English. And so on and so forth. So, we are very much building on the strength of what's been in place and looking at how we can expand it across all of our sectors so that it’s not really restricted to our environmental sector or agricultural sector. And so, there's exciting work that’s going on that you'll hear more about in the coming weeks, and we hope you all will join us in some of those efforts.
Mark Kasman: I was going to say, be patient. Peace Corps is just getting back in countries after the evacuation due to COVID, but we have very strong support from our leaders in Peace Corps and also at the EPA, and we’ve got a lot of ideas, and so for this little time and we'll get there. I think there's potential for both, it might sound mundane, but you’re right, providing materials that volunteers can use and bring to their communities is important. And hopefully there will be opportunities where we’re able to get to very specific cases where we either get people virtually, or in country, to support an activity. It's going to happen, in addition to people's day jobs, just know that, right, so you all have day jobs here at EPA, and we're not starting yet an EPA Peace Corps, where we’re not going to be sending people over, that’s not in the works, but there are so many opportunities that we can do to supplement what the great work Peace Corps is doing and build on the demand that we're hearing all over the world. 
Carol Spahn: And we welcome your ideas.
Matthew Tejada: Let’s see if there are any more questions in the room. Yes, sir, we’ll take the last question from you. 
Jason Michael Walker: EPA (inaudible) 2019 to 2020 (inaudible). Sir, I congratulate you for being able to rebuild the Peace Corps, I know that was huge hurdle and big challenge. We've been lucky here at EPA to have a lot of support in environmental justice infrastructure. How has that been trying to rebuild the Peace Corps, have you been getting the same support through the administration, as well as through congress and maybe some updates on how that’s going? 
Carol Spahn: Well, tremendous support from the administration. Full stop, I think the administration recognizes the critical importance of Peace Corps in people-to-people diplomacy, particularly following COVID, following this period of isolation divisiveness where development progress has been set back around the world. I just heard today that, just here in the United States education losses were estimated to be a third of the school year. We all know in the countries where we've served it's much deeper than that, and when kids leave school for a couple of years, it’s very hard to get them back. So, I think there’s tremendous, tremendous support. Our budget is where a lot of people look at sort of where is the support. Peace Corps' budget was flat between 2016 and 2022 at $410 million. It was bumped up to $430 million this year, which is an indication of support, really because we’re just starting to rebuild. The president's budget has us in at $495 million, which is a large increase and will allow us to continue to get volunteers back into service. I will say that we have tremendous demand for volunteers around the world, both from the countries we departed, all of whom asked for us to come back, and that was a requirement, that before we went back in, we had to ask if they all wanted us back, they all want more volunteers. And there is a list of, I believe it's about 12 countries now that have asked for Peace Corps to return or have asked for new Peace Corps programs. So, right now there is more demand out there than we can meet, but tremendous support on both sides of the aisle for Peace Corps. 
Matthew Tejada: It's really exciting. It’s exciting to know that it's growing and growing thoughtfully. Mark to help close this out, did you want to share anything? Then director back to you. 
Mark Kasman: I just want to thank Director Spahn for her support and for coming here to meet with you all. I want to thank all the returned Peace Corps volunteers; you add so much to this Agency. And those of you who are in my office, you add so much to my office and what we do every day, so thank you for your help in putting this together. I am so optimistic about this agreement and where we're going to go with it.
Carol Spahn: I would echo that, and thank each and every one of you for your service and as for your help, I have a lot of people ask me, you know, what is it about Peace Corps, that volunteers retain Peace Corps as one of their key identities for the rest of their lives, and it’s so true, and I think you all know the transformative impacts that service can have on those connections that just last for decades with countries around the world. We need your help getting the word out, that we are back, that we are looking for people who want to get back out there. Now there is a new, bold, invitation campaign, I hope some of you have seen it coming in over the social media feeds and all of those things like that, but please share the campaign, tell your story, get out there and talk to as many people as you can. People, right now there's still some uncertainty following COVID, and a lot of people's lives have been set back, right here in the United States in very different ways in communities that have been harder hit by COVID than others. And I think we all see Peace Corps, I see Peace Corps as a transformational opportunity that leads to incredible work opportunities to continue to contribute at places like EPA where so many people are motivated and interested to be, you know, part of the work that you all are doing. So, I really just ask that you help us to get the word out and invite your networks, your friends, your family to be a part of this wonderful organization and then this wonderful partnership. So, thank you and thanks for having us.
Matthew Tejada: Thank you, guys. You have 800 boosters here and I think I'm signing us all up for that. I know that it will help you get the word out. But there also has never been this level of support for these sorts of initiatives and just for thinking boldly about these issues. So, I’m really to go to the Peace Corps Board here at EPA and everyone else. Now is the time if you’re willing to do something fun and exciting and even challenging even, now is the time to give it a shot. So, thank you so much for joining us today. Thanks to everyone for joining us here or online. 

(Applause)
