Health Policy Brief:

PFAS

Per- and polyfluoroalkyl Substances

Copyright © 2020 by Women for a Healthy Environment. All Rights Reserved.

Per- and Polyfluoroalkyl Substances (PFAS)
What are PFAS?

How are people exposed to PFAS?

Per- and polyfluoroalkyl substances (PFAS) are a class of
man-made chemicals that includes PFOA, PFOS, GenX,
and many other chemicals. PFAS have been manufactured
and used in a variety of industries around the globe,
including in the United States since the 1940s.

People may be exposed to PFAS through drinking water
that has been contaminated, PFAS production facilities,
some carpets, leather and apparel, textiles, paper and
packaging materials and nonstick cookware.

Where do they come from?
PFAS are man-made chemicals that are added to consumer
products to make them non-stick, waterproof and stain
resistant.
Where are PFAS found?

Individuals may also ingest PFAS through food in:
•

Contaminated soil and water,

•

Food packaging containing PFAS,

•

Equipment which used PFAS during food processing.

PFAS can be found in any of the following substances and
environments1:

What are the health effects from exposure
to PFAS?

• Food packaged in PFAS-containing materials,
processed with equipment that used PFAS, or grown
in PFAS-contaminated soil or water.

PFAS are very persistent in the environment and in the
human body – meaning they do not break down and can
accumulate over time. There is evidence that exposure to
PFAS can lead to adverse human health effects2 such as:

• Commercial household products, including
stain- and water-repellent fabrics, nonstick products
(e.g., Teflon), polishes, waxes, paints, cleaning
products, and fire-fighting foams (a major source of
groundwater contamination at airports and military
bases where firefighting training occurs).
• Workplace locations, including production facilities
or industries (e.g., firefighting foam, chrome plating,
electronics manufacturing or oil recovery) that use
PFAS.
• Drinking water, typically localized and associated
with proximity to a specific facility (e.g., manufacturer,
landfill, wastewater treatment plant, firefighter
training facility).
• Living organisms, including fish, animals and
humans, where PFAS have the ability to build up and
persist over time.
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•

Reproductive and developmental impacts, liver and
kidney damage, and immunological effects in lab
animals

•

Tumors in animals

•

Increased cholesterol
populations

•

Low infant birth weights

•

Effects on the immune system

•

Thyroid hormone disruption (for PFOS)

•

Cancer (for PFOA)

levels

among

exposed

Who is most at risk?

Are PFAS a carcinogen?

Because PFAS are “forever chemical,” it is likely that most
people in the United States have been exposed to and
have PFAS in their blood. However, workers involved in
the making or processing of PFAS and PFAS-containing
materials are more likely to be exposed than the general
population.

Though it has not been officially declared a carcinogen,
several lab studies have designated PFOA as a possible
carcinogen. Additionally, the Agency for Toxic Substances
and Disease Registry of the Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention states that PFAS cause increased risk of
kidney and testicular cancer.5

Within Allegheny County, there have been three areas
with reported high levels of PFAS in their groundwater:
Coraopolis Borough3, Neville Township4 and the
Pittsburgh International Airport and nearby military
bases.
Are they especially unsafe for children?

Is this disruptive to reproductive health?
PFAS exposure have been shown to target the ovaries.
Studies suggest that PFAS exposures may represent major
risks for women’s health.6

PFAS exposure has been shown to cause growth and
learning delays in infants and children.
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CURRENT PFAS REGULATIONS
Federal PFAS Laws

•

Beginning the process of setting a Maximum
Contaminant Level (MCL) for PFAS after the
U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) did
not commit to doing so in February 2019. This
will mark the first time that the PA Department of
Environmental Protection (DEP) has set an MCL,
rather than adopting standards set by the federal
government, as it has with all other regulated drinking
water contaminants.

•

Hiring toxicologists to move forward with setting a
state limit for PFAS in drinking water.

•

Taking steps to address remediation of the chemicals
by working to change groundwater and soil
remediation standards for three PFAS compounds.

•

Taking steps to assist communities and private well
owners if PFAS contamination is above the federal
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) Health
Advisory Level (HAL) of 70 parts per trillion (ppt).

•

Developing uniform, science-based operating
procedures to guide the identification and assessment
of commercial and industrial properties that have
contaminated private and/or public drinking water
sources.

•

Approving more than $20 million in grants to address
PFAS groundwater contamination.

•

Testing all water supplies at Pennsylvania Army
National Guard facilities and state-owned homes for
veterans for PFAS. While all sample results returned
with non-detectable levels of PFAS, the water wells
will continue to be monitored.

•

Taking steps at the Horsham Air Guard Station to
ensure adequate treatment of affected public drinking
water supplies to the nearby Horsham Township
in Montgomery County and Warminster and
Warrington townships in Bucks County.

At the federal level, PFAS are addressed in the following
ways7:
•

PFAS are regulated under the Safe Drinking Water
Act (SDWA) though there are currently no
maximum contaminant levels (MCLs) for PFAS
chemicals. The
U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) is
currently evaluating the need for an MCL for PFOA
and PFOA and has issued a health advisory for both.

•

In 2016, the EPA established a health advisory for
PFAS and noted that the lifetime health advisory for
PFAS of .07 micrograms per liter is protective of all
consumers.

•

The EPA is also considering adding PFAS as a priority
under the Toxic Substances Control Act (TSCA).

•

The Comprehensive Environmental Response,
Compensation and Liability Act does not list PFAS as
hazardous substances.

•

The Clean Air Act does not require the phase-out of
PFAS.

Several organizations have criticized the health advisory of
0.07 micrograms per liter, noting that this is not a healthprotective level of PFAS exposure.8 Furthermore, various
states across the country—most noteworthy being
Michigan—have recommended PFAS levels which vary
by each chemical in the PFAS class.9
State PFAS Laws10
Currently, there is no state maximum contaminant
level (MCL) for PFOA and PFOS in drinking water.
Pennsylvania can, however, set a maximum contaminant
level for unregulated contaminants such as PFAS. In
2019, Governor Wolf convened a PFAS Action Team to
identify and address contamination as well as establish a
cleanup plan. The following is the list of steps which the
Wolf administration has taken through this Action Team:
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Starting as early as 2017, other states across the country
began implementing legislation to address PFAS. Below

is a list of PFAS legislation in other states11:

State:

• California. In 2019, California authorized the
State Water Resources Control Board to order a
public water system to monitor for PFAS. It requires
community water systems and noncommunity water
systems to report detections of PFAS.

Pennsylvania can emulate the legislation passed in other
states to work towards PFAS-safe communities. The
following measures should be taken:

• Massachusetts. In 2020, the Massachusetts
Department of Environmental Protection established
a Maximum Contaminant Level (MCL) of 20 ppt
for the sum of six PFAS compounds. Public water
supplies must now test for the following substances:
PFOS, PFOA, PFHxS, PFNA, PFHpA, and PFDA.
Commonwealth funds are available to assist suppliers
with these new testing requirements.
• New Hampshire. In 2019, New Hampshire
began prohibiting the use of foams containing
perfluoroalkyl chemicals in fighting fires. The law
requires manufacturers—or other persons which
sell firefighting protective equipment—to provide a
written notice to purchasers at the time of sale if the
equipment contains PFAS chemicals.
• Vermont. In 2019, Vermont adopted a contaminant
level for PFAS under the Agency of Natural Resources’
Water Supply rule.

•

Adopt an MCL reflective of the public health threat
that 70 ppt poses according to research13, (consider
those recommended MCLs per PFAS chemical
developed by the Michigan PFAS Action Team or
the Massachusetts Department of Environmental
Protection).

•

Require community water systems to report
detections of PFAS.

•

Prohibit the use of foams containing PFAS in fighting
fires. Until this is enacted, entities that use firefighting
foam should commit to using PFAS-free foam during
all training exercises.

Local PFAS Policy
Currently, there are no local laws in Allegheny County
that address PFAS. While several cities and towns have
expressed concerns about PFAS remediation, it has not
typically been addressed at the local level.

Policy Recommendations
Federal:
•

Determine a federal MCL that is health-protective
and lower than the current recommended level of 70
parts per trillion (ppt) (consider those recommended
MCLs per PFAS chemical developed by the Michigan
PFAS Action Team or Massachusetts Department of
Environmental Protection)14.

•

Add PFAS as a priority under the Toxic Substances
Control Act.
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