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Five ques ons about PFAS
Author: Jeﬀ Ramey - Managing Chemist - OBG, part of Ramboll

What are PFAs and what are the challenges?
Per- and polyfluoroalkyl substances (PFAS) belong to a class of thousands of chemicals that have been widely used in a variety of
industrial processes and products. Since first being synthesized and introduced in the 1940’s, PFAS can be found in aqueous film
forming foams (AFFFs) used for fire-figh ng and training and in numerous commercial and industrial products. Due to their desired
chemical stability of these compounds and their fate and transport, PFAS are now ubiquitous in the environment. From
epidemiological studies, certain PFAS compounds are viewed as increasing the risk for adverse health eﬀects in humans including
kidney and liver cancers, immunodeficiencies, thyroid disease, high cholesterol, and other diseases at low (parts per trillion)
concentra ons in drinking water. As a result of possible eﬀects at these low concentra ons, ultra-low analy cal detec on
techniques and special considera ons are required including the use of restricted materials when conduc ng PFAS sampling.
Combined with a limited selec on of EPA approved analy cal methodologies and absent, undeveloped, or developing regulatory
criteria from EPA and states, uncertainty and fear is common for industrial and municipal en es that may seek to, or be required
to, inves gate for poten al PFAS sources. Remedia on challenges exist given the physical and chemical proper es of these
persistent PFAS compounds and research is ongoing for cost-eﬀec ve solu ons for mi ga on (o en the use of Granular Ac vated
Carbon) and endpoint resul ng destruc ve technologies.

What is Wisconsin Doing About PFAS?
On February 1, 2018, the Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources (WDNR) Remedia on and Redevelopment (RR) Program
released an update (h ps://rr-report.blogs.govdelivery.com/2018/02/01/wisconsin-dnrs-remedia on-and-redevelopmentprogram-has-authority-to-regulate-emerging-contaminants-including-pfas-compounds/) sta ng that PFAS meets the defini on of a
hazardous substance. Discharges of PFAS to the environment are subject to regula on under Wis. Stat. 292 and requires the
immediate no fica on, inves ga on, and remedia on under Wis. Admin. Code chs. NR 700-754. Soil residual contaminant levels
(RCLs) have been established using the U.S. EPA’s Regional Screening Level (RSL) web calculator for determining non-industrial and
industrial direct contact RCLs for three individual PFAS compounds [perfluorooctane sulfonate (PFOS), perfluorooctanoic acid
(PFOA), perfluorobutane sulfonate (PFBS)]. Wisconsin has not promulgated drinking water, groundwater, or surface water
standards for PFAS. However, the WDNR states they have the authority to establish site specific clean-up standards for PFAS of
addi onal contaminated media in accordance with Wis. Admin. Code NR 722.09. The WDNR formally sent a request in March of
2018 to the Department of Health Services (DHS) to recommend health based groundwater quality standards for 16 substances,
including ranking PFOS and PFOA as high priori es. This is a required step in a lengthy process of establishing groundwater
standards under NR 140 that typically takes 24-36 months.
In September of 2018, the WDNR addressed the historical usage of PFAS at open Voluntary Party Liability Exemp on (VPLE) sites by
reques ng a survey to be completed and now new VPLE sites must address historical PFAS usage. Early in 2019, the Bureau for
Remedia on and Redevelopment Tracking System (BRRTS) (h ps://dnr.wi.gov/botw/SetUpBasicSearchForm.do) was updated to
include PFAS as a substance and the WDNR launched a PFAS website: h ps://dnr.wi.gov/topic/Contaminants/PFAS.html
that will be a con nually updated resource. The RR Program has convened a PFAS technical advisory group (h ps://dnr.wi.gov/
topic/Contaminants/PFASGroup.html) that is open for public a endance and will meet quarterly with the first mee ng being held
on February 22nd. Emerging Contaminants, of which PFAS is one group of chemicals to consider, are also being taken into
considera on in the current dra ing of updates in the NR 700-754 rule change process: h ps://dnr.wi.gov/topic/Contaminants/
PFASGroup.html

What are Other States Doing About PFAS?
Wisconsin is neighbored by two states, Michigan and Minnesota, that are amongst the leading states in regula ng and
inves ga ng PFAS. Michigan conducted a PFAS surface water study and inves ga on of major waterbodies in 2016 and
subsequently required all 95 Industrial Pretreatment Programs (IPPs) to conduct a PFAS source iden fica on and elimina on
program to iden fy and eliminate PFAS sources from their industrial users. Concurrently, the Michigan Department of
Environmental Quality (MDEQ) and the Michigan Department of Health and Human Services (MDHHS) sampled all schools and
public drinking water sources. This analysis resulted in the sampling of over 1,800 samples, represen ng the drinking water for 75%
of Michigan’s residences. The results of each of these studies will be completed in 2019 and the MDEQ is con nuing to inves gate
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poten al impacts to drinking water from known or suspected PFAS sites including Department of Defense (DoD) Air Force Bases
(AFBs) and chrome pla ng opera ons. The Michigan PFAS Ac on Response Team (MPART) (h ps://www.michigan.gov/
pfasresponse/), a mul -agency task force, lists 43 PFAS sites that are being ac vely inves gated in Michigan at the me this ar cle
was wri en.
Minnesota is home to one of the largest chemical manufacturers of PFAS, 3M, and the Minnesota Pollu on Control Agency (MPCA)
has been ac vely addressing PFAS for over twelve years. The Minnesota Department of Health (MDH) issued updates to their
advisory health-based values (HBV) (h ps://www.health.state.mn.us/news/pressrel/2017/water052317.html) for PFOS and PFOA
in May of 2017. MDH also issued HBVs for two addi onal PFAS compounds: PFBS and perfluorobutanoate (PFBA). The MPCA is
conduc ng ongoing drinking water monitoring, landfill monitoring, sediment sampling and fish sampling required in the se lement
with 3M (h ps://3mse lement.state.mn.us/) in areas such as Co age Grove, MN that were directly exposed to PFAS releases. The
MPCA is also conduc ng a search of likely PFAS industrial sources by compiling a NAICS code search of ac ve industries in the state.
Both the MPCA and MDEQ have been in contact with the WDNR about their PFAS programs. Other states that are ac vely
addressing PFAS include New York, New Jersey, North Carolina, Massachuse s, and Pennsylvania and 16 states have finalized a
regula on for either surface water, drinking water, or groundwater concerning PFAS at the me of this ar cle. The rapidly evolving
regula on of PFAS varies from state to state and individual contaminants of concern can depend on the likelihood of exposure to
diﬀerent PFAS compounds that diﬀer between states. For example, New Jersey has promulgated a drinking and groundwater
standard for perfluorononanoic acid (PFNA) and North Carolina has a health goal drinking water guidance for GenX, a PFOA
replacement compound, as each of these states have major chemical manufacturing facili es for each of these par cular
compounds.

What is the EPA Doing About PFAS?
Currently, the EPA has a life me Health Advisory Level (HAL) 70 ng/L (parts per trillion) for PFOS and PFOS individually or
combined. A HAL is not an enforceable drinking water standard but rather a guidance level established on peer-reviewed science
and life- me exposure. Many states have used the HAL as a benchmark concentra on to determine contaminated drinking water
or groundwater sources.
On February 14, 2019, ac ng USEPA administrator, Andrew Wheeler, released the EPA’s PFAS Ac on Plan: h ps://www.epa.gov/
pfas/epas-pfas-ac on-plan. The plan includes both short-term solu ons and long-term strategies focused on providing states,
tribes, and local communi es with the tools necessary to provide clean and safe drinking water to their residents and to address
PFAS sources. Key elements of this plan include:
•

•

•
•
•
•

Drinking water: EPA is moving forward with the maximum contaminant level (MCL) process outlined in the Safe Drinking
Water Act for PFOA and PFOS—two of the most well-known and prevalent PFAS chemicals. By the end of this year, EPA
will propose a regulatory determina on, which is the next step in the Safe Drinking Water Act process for establishing an
MCL.
Clean up: EPA has already begun the regulatory development process for lis ng PFOA and PFOS as hazardous substances
and will issue interim groundwater cleanup recommenda ons for sites contaminated with PFOA and PFOS. This important
work will provide addi onal tools to help states and communi es address exis ng contamina on and enhance the ability
to hold responsible par es accountable.
Enforcement: EPA will use available enforcement tools to address PFAS exposure in the environment and assist states in
enforcement ac vi es.
Monitoring: EPA will propose to include PFAS in na onwide drinking water monitoring under the next Unregulated
Contaminant Monitoring Program. The agency will also consider PFAS chemicals for lis ng in the Toxics Release Inventory
to help the agency iden fy where these chemicals are being released.
Research: EPA will develop new analy cal methods so that more PFAS chemicals can be detected in drinking water, in soil,
and in groundwater. These eﬀorts will improve our ability to monitor and assess poten al risks. EPA’s research eﬀorts also
include developing new technologies and treatment op ons to remove PFAS from drinking water at contaminated sites.
Risk Communica ons: EPA will work across the agency—and the federal government—to develop a PFAS risk
communica on toolbox that includes materials that states, tribes, and local partners can use to eﬀec vely communicate
with the public.
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What does this mean for FET Members?
Based on past and current ac vi es at the state and federal level, PFAS do not appear to be a passing fad and the regula on of
these compounds in various abio c (e.g. soil, water) and bio c (fish, wildlife) media is rapidly evolving. Industries and opera ons
such as chemical manufacturers, combined waste treatment facili es, POTWs, landfills, airports, oil and gas, chrome platers, and
pulp and paper manufacturers have already been targeted by various state regulatory agencies due to their historical and current
significance as producers, users, and accumulators of PFAS. Other industries such as wire coaters and etchers, paint and coa ng
manufacturers, consumer goods manufacturers, semiconductor manufacturers, aerospace and automo ve manufacturers, and
tex le manufacturers are also gaining increased regulatory a en on as probable PFAS sources due to poten al historical, current,
and con nued usage of PFAS in their processes, emissions, and waste.
A clear understanding of all of the ramifica ons concerning PFAS is unknown, at this me, due to a variety of factors that have not
yet been fully addressed. The ramifica ons of complex circumstances like the establishment of environmental standards and
guidance values for air, water, soil, sediment, biosolids/ sludge, and biota for PFAS compounds beyond just PFOS and PFOA remain
to be seen. Even ques ons concerning the capacity and/or ability of the WDNR, EPA or other regulatory bodies to enforce PFAS
inves ga ons and, if necessary, require the clean-up of past and current opera ng facili es and sites remain to be answered.
Peer reviewed research and technical publica ons on PFAS are produced almost everyday, but with the rapid development of the
state of the prac ce and science of PFAS, many inaccurate and some mes misleading materials also are being generated. It is
important to gain knowledge from reputable industry sources like the Interstate Technology Regulatory Council (ITRC) PFAS Fact
Sheets: h ps://pfas-1.itrcweb.org/, the Agency for Toxic Substances and Disease Registry (ATSDR) Toxicological Profile for
Perfluoroalkyls dra report (h ps://www.atsdr.cdc.gov/toxprofiles/tp200.pdf, trade organiza ons like FET, and from experienced
technical and legal professionals to guide decisions when concerning PFAS.
For ques ons, contact the author at: jeﬀ.ramey@obg.com

