
There is so much need for innovation in 
environmental protection — from complicated 
global problems to basic personal choices 
about reducing waste and water use. The 
key to innovation is asking the right questions 
and reaching for new ways to answer them. 
True innovators are able to connect the dots 
that most of us don't even see. 
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For me, innovation means progress. It means 
challenging yourself to improve the way 
things are done by never accepting that 
there is only one way to do them. Innovation 
happens when people are willing to take 
risks and dream big when tackling complex 
issues, knowing that only through change - 

and sometimes failure - will you succeed. 
  —Carolina Peñalva-Arana, ecologist

Innovation supports the work of EPA programs and 
the EPA mission to protect human health and the 
environment. Researchers, scientists, and program 
staff all contribute. Here are their thoughts on how 
innovation makes a difference in their daily work.

Quick Chat

Innovation to me is about the creativity 
involved in looking at something that 

seems ordinary and mundane and seeing 
it with new eyes. This is of course not 
easy in any large organization with lots 
of inertia. It entails questioning aspects 
that others see as assumptions. And in 
that manner, science itself is a creative 

endeavor.

The truly innovative researchers clearly 
and frequently communicate with 

their end users to improve the 
credibility of the proposed 
innovative ideas and the 
applicability of the products 
resulting from these ideas. I 
continuously try to identify new 
concepts and technologies 
from other fields and apply 

them to my research.

  research environmental scientist
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We are at a very early point in understanding how 
our microbiomes modify chemical toxicity and 
affect human health. Our research team is 
developing a simple and rapid experimental 
fish model to study whether resident microbes 
interact with environmental chemicals to dis-
rupt normal human development. Innovation 
means shifting the way we think about chem-
ical safety. If we find that microbiota render 
environmental chemicals more or less toxic, 
this work will aid in the development of new 
tools for making environmental health decisions.
   —Tamara Tal, biologist


