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Breaking Down
Toxic PFAS

What PFAS are, why they’re harmful, and what we can do to 

protect ourselves from them. Take action.
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LATEST NEWS

On Oct. 18, the EPA announced
steps to study PFAS, a move
toward eventually regulating
some compounds within this
class of nearly 5,000
chemicals. 

Drinking water is one of the
most common routes of
exposure to PFAS. PFAS
have polluted the tap water
of at least 16 million people
in 33 states and Puerto
Rico, as well as
groundwater in at least
38 states.

Y I P E N G  G E  /
G E T T Y  I M A G E S

OCT. 19, 2021

Toxic chemicals known as

PFAS have been in the news for

the last several years due to

their harmful health impacts

and widespread contamination

of drinking water sources

across the country. PFAS can

now be

found in

everyday

products

like

https://earthjustice.org/news/press/2021/new-roadmap-for-pfas-rules-good-first-step-to-curtail-pfas-pollution
http://fortune.com/2018/08/15/pfas-chemicals-drinking-water-contamination/
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The agency said it will require
manufacturers to fully report
PFAS emissions to the public.
It will also designate two
common types of PFAS as
“hazardous” under the
Superfund law, which can be
used to hold polluters
responsible for cleaning up
toxic substances.

The EPA says these steps will
lead to setting enforceable
drinking water limits on PFAS
in the next two years.

READ MORE#

waterproof jackets and nonstick pans. They’ve

also been detected in the drinking water supplies

of major cities like New York, Washington, D.C.,

and Chicago.

Though regulators have been aware of the PFAS

crisis for some time, the federal EPA’s plan to

address PFAS contamination falls far short of

what’s needed to protect communities.

“This is an action plan with no action,” says

Suzanne Novak, an Earthjustice attorney working

to address PFAS contamination. “It is a long list of

initiating steps that EPA should have been doing

for the past few years, but no concrete actions.”

Here’s a breakdown of what PFAS are, why they’re

harmful, and what we can do to protect ourselves

from them. (Download PDF fact sheet on PFAS.)

https://earthjustice.org/news/press/2020/department-of-defense-illegally-burning-stockpiles-of-toxic-forever-chemicals
https://www.ewg.org/research/national-pfas-testing/
https://www.epa.gov/sites/production/files/2019-02/documents/pfas_action_plan_021319_508compliant_1.pdf
https://earthjustice.org/about/staff/suzanne-novak
https://earthjustice.org/documents/fact-sheet/congress-must-protect-families-from-dangerous-chemicals-in-drinking-water


1/24/22, 11:54 AMBreaking Down Toxic PFAS | Earthjustice

Page 4 of 21https://earthjustice.org/features/breaking-down-toxic-pfas

1. What are PFAS?

“PFAS” is short for per- and polyfluoroalkyl

substances. Chemicals in this class of

more than 5,000 substances are found in

products like nonstick pans (e.g. “Teflon”),

food packaging, waterproof jackets, and

carpets to repel water, grease, and stains.

They’re also used in firefighting foam often

used on military bases and at commercial

airports. Even personal care products like

waterproof mascaras and eyeliners,

sunscreen, shampoo, and shaving cream

can contain PFAS.

PFAS don’t easily break down, and they

can persist in your body and in the

environment for decades. As a result of

their pervasiveness, more than 95 percent

of the U.S. population has PFAS in their

bodies, according to the Centers for

Disease Control and Prevention (CDC).

According to one senior CDC official, the

presence and concentration of PFAS in

U.S. drinking water presents “one of the

https://comptox.epa.gov/dashboard/chemical_lists/pfasmaster
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/teflon-in-beauty-products_us_5ab2b16be4b0decad04661b6
http://www.health.state.mn.us/divs/eh/hazardous/topics/pfcshealth.pdf
https://www.health.ny.gov/environmental/investigations/hoosick/docs/qandabloodtestingshort.pdf
https://www.atsdr.cdc.gov/pfc/docs/pfas_clinician_fact_sheet_508.pdf
https://www.cdc.gov/
https://news.bloomberglaw.com/environment-and-energy/cdc-sounds-alarm-on-chemical-contamination-in-drinking-water
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DESIGN BY STUART COX, JR. FOR EARTHJUSTICE. SOURCE DATA: TOXIC-FREE
FUTURE; EPA

most seminal public health challenges for

the next decades.”
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https://toxicfreefuture.org/science/chemicals-of-concern/pfas-nonstick-nightmare/
https://www.epa.gov/pfas/basic-information-pfas
https://www.ewg.org/interactive-maps/2019_pfas_contamination/map
https://news.bloomberglaw.com/environment-and-energy/cdc-sounds-alarm-on-chemical-contamination-in-drinking-water
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ENVIRONMENTAL WORKING GROUP AND NORTHEASTERN UNIVERSITY

According to data analyzed by the Environmental Working Group and
Northeastern University, as of March 2019, at least 610 locations in 43 states are
known to be affected by PFAS contamination, including drinking water systems
serving an estimated 19 million people. See interactive map.

2. What do we know
about the harms

associated with PFAS?

PfoaProjectNY
@pfoaprojectny1

#dumpdourson @EPWGOP didn't. I get 2 
tell my g-kids their own gov't just sold 
out their health vs polluter profits-GRR 
#pfoa @ewg @EDFHealth

11:39 AM · Oct 25, 2017

3 Reply Share

Explore what's happening on Twitt…

Chemical

manufacturers

like DuPont and

3M have covered

up evidence of

the negative

human and

environmental

impacts of PFAS

since the 1960s.

But mounting

research links

PFAS to a wide

range of health

problems.

Studies of the

https://www.ewg.org/interactive-maps/2019_pfas_contamination/map
https://twitter.com/pfoaprojectny1?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw%7Ctwcamp%5Etweetembed%7Ctwterm%5E923212498655989760%7Ctwgr%5E%7Ctwcon%5Es1_&ref_url=https%3A%2F%2Fearthjustice.org%2Ffeatures%2Fbreaking-down-toxic-pfas
https://twitter.com/pfoaprojectny1?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw%7Ctwcamp%5Etweetembed%7Ctwterm%5E923212498655989760%7Ctwgr%5E%7Ctwcon%5Es1_&ref_url=https%3A%2F%2Fearthjustice.org%2Ffeatures%2Fbreaking-down-toxic-pfas
https://twitter.com/pfoaprojectny1/status/923212498655989760?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw%7Ctwcamp%5Etweetembed%7Ctwterm%5E923212498655989760%7Ctwgr%5E%7Ctwcon%5Es1_&ref_url=https%3A%2F%2Fearthjustice.org%2Ffeatures%2Fbreaking-down-toxic-pfas
https://twitter.com/hashtag/dumpdourson?src=hashtag_click
https://twitter.com/EPWGOP?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw%7Ctwcamp%5Etweetembed%7Ctwterm%5E923212498655989760%7Ctwgr%5E%7Ctwcon%5Es1_&ref_url=https%3A%2F%2Fearthjustice.org%2Ffeatures%2Fbreaking-down-toxic-pfas
https://twitter.com/hashtag/pfoa?src=hashtag_click
https://twitter.com/ewg?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw%7Ctwcamp%5Etweetembed%7Ctwterm%5E923212498655989760%7Ctwgr%5E%7Ctwcon%5Es1_&ref_url=https%3A%2F%2Fearthjustice.org%2Ffeatures%2Fbreaking-down-toxic-pfas
https://twitter.com/EDFHealth?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw%7Ctwcamp%5Etweetembed%7Ctwterm%5E923212498655989760%7Ctwgr%5E%7Ctwcon%5Es1_&ref_url=https%3A%2F%2Fearthjustice.org%2Ffeatures%2Fbreaking-down-toxic-pfas
https://twitter.com/pfoaprojectny1/status/923212498655989760/photo/1?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw%7Ctwcamp%5Etweetembed%7Ctwterm%5E923212498655989760%7Ctwgr%5E%7Ctwcon%5Es1_&ref_url=https%3A%2F%2Fearthjustice.org%2Ffeatures%2Fbreaking-down-toxic-pfas
https://twitter.com/pfoaprojectny1/status/923212498655989760?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw%7Ctwcamp%5Etweetembed%7Ctwterm%5E923212498655989760%7Ctwgr%5E%7Ctwcon%5Es1_&ref_url=https%3A%2F%2Fearthjustice.org%2Ffeatures%2Fbreaking-down-toxic-pfas
https://help.twitter.com/en/twitter-for-websites-ads-info-and-privacy
https://twitter.com/intent/like?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw%7Ctwcamp%5Etweetembed%7Ctwterm%5E923212498655989760%7Ctwgr%5E%7Ctwcon%5Es1_&ref_url=https%3A%2F%2Fearthjustice.org%2Ffeatures%2Fbreaking-down-toxic-pfas&tweet_id=923212498655989760
https://twitter.com/intent/tweet?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw%7Ctwcamp%5Etweetembed%7Ctwterm%5E923212498655989760%7Ctwgr%5E%7Ctwcon%5Es1_&ref_url=https%3A%2F%2Fearthjustice.org%2Ffeatures%2Fbreaking-down-toxic-pfas&in_reply_to=923212498655989760
https://twitter.com/pfoaprojectny1/status/923212498655989760?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw%7Ctwcamp%5Etweetembed%7Ctwterm%5E923212498655989760%7Ctwgr%5E%7Ctwcon%5Es1_&ref_url=https%3A%2F%2Fearthjustice.org%2Ffeatures%2Fbreaking-down-toxic-pfas
https://theintercept.com/2018/07/31/3m-pfas-minnesota-pfoa-pfos/
https://theintercept.com/2018/02/10/firefighting-foam-afff-pfos-pfoa-epa/
http://www.c8sciencepanel.org/
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Individuals across the country are
fighting for accountability, sharing their
stories through social media and meeting
with their elected officials to demand
action.

best-known

PFAS, called

PFOA and PFOS,

show links to

kidney cancer

and testicular cancer, as well as endocrine

disruption in humans. Scientists have also

discovered unusual clusters of serious

medical effects in communities with

heavily PFAS-contaminated water, many

of which are near military bases. Finally,

several recent studies have shown a link

between COVID-19 and PFAS, suggesting

that PFAS exposure may increase the risk

of contracting infectious diseases like

COVID-19 and reduce the effectiveness of

vaccines.

First-generation PFAS are so toxic, in fact,

that U.S. manufacturers largely phased

them out by 2015, though U.S. law doesn’t

prohibit companies from importing them.

Now, against the advice of more than 200

international scientists, chemical

companies have replaced first-generation

PFAS with other chemicals in the PFAS

family. New PFAS such as GenX act a lot

like old PFAS. Early studies show that they

https://www.mlive.com/news/index.ssf/2018/09/pfas_subcommittee_hearing.html
https://www.atsdr.cdc.gov/pfas/health-effects/index.html
https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jama/fullarticle/1104903
https://www.epa.gov/assessing-and-managing-chemicals-under-tsca/fact-sheet-20102015-pfoa-stewardship-program
https://ehp.niehs.nih.gov/doi/10.1289/ehp.1509934
https://www.epa.gov/pfas/basic-information-pfas#difference
https://cen.acs.org/environment/persistent-pollutants/Short-chain-long-chain-PFAS/97/i33
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3. How am I exposed to
PFAS?

are similarly dangerous.

Drinking water is one of the most common

routes of exposure. PFAS have so far

polluted the tap water of at least 16 million

people in 33 states and Puerto Rico, as

well as groundwater in at least 38 states.

PFAS contaminate water supplies through

two main sources: firefighting foam and

industrial discharges. For decades, the U.S.

military has used firefighting foam

containing PFAS in training exercises at

hundreds of bases around the country.

Commercial airports can also use PFAS-

containing foam, though they’re no longer

legally required to. A Department of

Defense report released in March 2020

shows that more than 600 military sites

and surrounding communities could be

contaminated with PFAS.

The industrial release of PFAS is another

major source of water and air

https://www.ewg.org/research/update-mapping-expanding-pfas-crisis
https://www.mlive.com/news/index.ssf/2018/09/pfas_subcommittee_hearing.html
https://www.publichealth.va.gov/exposures/pfas.asp
https://theintercept.com/2018/02/10/firefighting-foam-afff-pfos-pfoa-epa/
https://chemicalwatch.com/register?o=71012&productID=1&layout=main
https://partner-mco-archive.s3.amazonaws.com/client_files/1524589484.pdf
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contamination. In 2016, researchers

discovered troubling levels of GenX and

other next-generation PFAS in North

Carolina’s Cape Fear River. The source is a

chemical manufacturing plant owned by

The Chemours Company, a spin-off of

DuPont. Communities in New Hampshire

and elsewhere are also struggling with

releases of PFAS into the air.

PFAS can also accumulate in the human

body through food and food packaging. A

study in 2017 found PFAS in one-third of all

fast food wrappers, where it can easily

migrate into greasy foods.

Toxic Fire*ghting Foam Causing Cancer in People Living N…

https://phys.org/news/2018-04-high-fluorinated-chemical-genx-watershed.html
https://www.unionleader.com/news/environment/merrimack-won-t-settle-for-reduction-in-pfoa-contamination-at/article_8349f6c1-32f6-5f26-a33c-e46346e67340.html
https://www.cnn.com/2017/02/01/health/fast-food-packaging-chemicals-pfas-study/index.html
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/18311629
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=q7bbHMCDB_0
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The Intercept, an investigative nonprofit news organization, told the stories of
families in Warminster, Penn., and nearby Willow Grove, who suffered from
cancers and other health issues due to contamination on the two military bases
near their homes.

4. PFAS are everywhere. 
How do I avoid them?

Avoid items that tout “nonstick” or

“waterproof” properties, as they can

contain PFAS; reduce or eliminate fast

food and carry-out items; and check

beauty product labels for the term “fluoro,”

which indicates a fluorinated chemical.

Even dental floss can contain PFAS.

Consumers can also contact brands to tell

them to stop using PFAS in their products.

Companies including IKEA, H&M, and Crate

& Barrel are already eliminating highly

fluorinated chemicals like PFAS from their

product lines. In addition, major restaurant

chains like Chipotle and Taco Bell have

pledged to remove PFAS from their food

packaging. However, we need stricter

government regulation of PFAS in order to

be truly protected.

https://theintercept.com/collections/bad-chemistry/
https://www.epa.gov/pfas/basic-information-pfas
https://static.ewg.org/ewg-tip-sheets/EWG-AvoidingPFCs.pdf
https://www.ewg.org/skindeep/
https://www.hsph.harvard.edu/news/hsph-in-the-news/dental-floss-harmful-chemicals/
http://greensciencepolicy.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/03/Arlene-Blum-Green-Science-Policy-Emerging-contmainants-presentations-.pdf
https://saferchemicals.org/2020/04/06/eight-reasons-to-actually-celebrate-on-national-teflon-day/
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5. What are regulators
doing about PFAS?

Eliminating PFAS from consumer products

not only reduces demand for production, it

protects our air and water from

contamination.

State governments are taking the lead on

protecting people from PFAS. For example,

Wisconsin has passed a law restricting the

use of firefighting foam containing PFAS,

and similarly measures have been adopted

in several states. New York passed a law

banning state agencies from purchasing

food containers that include PFAS, and

Maine and Wisconsin have also passed

similar laws, though theirs are contingent

upon finding safer alternatives before a full

ban.

At the federal level, the Environmental

Protection Agency has announced a

roadmap for setting enforceable drinking

water limits on the two best-known

classes of PFAS, PFOA and PFOS, by 2023.

It plans to designate PFAS as a hazardous

http://www.saferstates.com/toxic-chemicals/pfas/
https://www.wuwm.com/post/evers-signs-bill-restricting-use-firefighting-foam-containing-pfas#stream/0
https://earthjustice.org/news/press/2021/new-roadmap-for-pfas-rules-good-first-step-to-curtail-pfas-pollution
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Senator Tom Carper
@SenatorCarper

One year ago this week, EPA announced 
its "PFAS Action Plan."

I'm grading EPA on its progress.

D-.

epw.senate.gov/public/_cache/…

11:01 AM · Feb 10, 2020
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Read 1 reply

substance under

the nation’s

Superfund law

and propose a

rule that will

require

manufacturers to

fully report on its

release.

Various agencies

are assessing the

impacts of PFAS

around the

country, with a

goal of publishing

an assessment in

2023. The

government’s

plan does not

include a ban on

every form of

PFAS.

The National Defense Authorization Act

(NDAA) for FY 2020 included PFAS-related

provisions that significantly restrict the

use of these chemicals by the Department

of Defense (DOD), a major source of

https://twitter.com/SenatorCarper?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw%7Ctwcamp%5Etweetembed%7Ctwterm%5E1226898880127799296%7Ctwgr%5E%7Ctwcon%5Es1_&ref_url=https%3A%2F%2Fearthjustice.org%2Ffeatures%2Fbreaking-down-toxic-pfas
https://twitter.com/SenatorCarper?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw%7Ctwcamp%5Etweetembed%7Ctwterm%5E1226898880127799296%7Ctwgr%5E%7Ctwcon%5Es1_&ref_url=https%3A%2F%2Fearthjustice.org%2Ffeatures%2Fbreaking-down-toxic-pfas
https://twitter.com/SenatorCarper/status/1226898880127799296?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw%7Ctwcamp%5Etweetembed%7Ctwterm%5E1226898880127799296%7Ctwgr%5E%7Ctwcon%5Es1_&ref_url=https%3A%2F%2Fearthjustice.org%2Ffeatures%2Fbreaking-down-toxic-pfas
https://t.co/rGbpxlog0Q
https://twitter.com/SenatorCarper/status/1226898880127799296/photo/1?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw%7Ctwcamp%5Etweetembed%7Ctwterm%5E1226898880127799296%7Ctwgr%5E%7Ctwcon%5Es1_&ref_url=https%3A%2F%2Fearthjustice.org%2Ffeatures%2Fbreaking-down-toxic-pfas
https://twitter.com/SenatorCarper/status/1226898880127799296?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw%7Ctwcamp%5Etweetembed%7Ctwterm%5E1226898880127799296%7Ctwgr%5E%7Ctwcon%5Es1_&ref_url=https%3A%2F%2Fearthjustice.org%2Ffeatures%2Fbreaking-down-toxic-pfas
https://help.twitter.com/en/twitter-for-websites-ads-info-and-privacy
https://twitter.com/intent/like?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw%7Ctwcamp%5Etweetembed%7Ctwterm%5E1226898880127799296%7Ctwgr%5E%7Ctwcon%5Es1_&ref_url=https%3A%2F%2Fearthjustice.org%2Ffeatures%2Fbreaking-down-toxic-pfas&tweet_id=1226898880127799296
https://twitter.com/intent/tweet?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw%7Ctwcamp%5Etweetembed%7Ctwterm%5E1226898880127799296%7Ctwgr%5E%7Ctwcon%5Es1_&ref_url=https%3A%2F%2Fearthjustice.org%2Ffeatures%2Fbreaking-down-toxic-pfas&in_reply_to=1226898880127799296
https://twitter.com/SenatorCarper/status/1226898880127799296?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw%7Ctwcamp%5Etweetembed%7Ctwterm%5E1226898880127799296%7Ctwgr%5E%7Ctwcon%5Es1_&ref_url=https%3A%2F%2Fearthjustice.org%2Ffeatures%2Fbreaking-down-toxic-pfas
https://www.nrdc.org/experts/erik-d-olson/years-defense-bill-has-important-public-health-protections
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industrial-scale PFAS contamination.

These provisions also expand

requirements for disclosure and

information gathering related to PFAS

beyond the military context.

All of these efforts are good first steps, but

regulators and legislators must do more to

protect communities from PFAS. The EPA

has known for decades about the dangers

of these toxic chemicals. Yet the agency

only recently jumped into action, largely

due to pressure from lawmakers in states

like Michigan, New York and North Carolina,

where PFAS water contamination is

widespread. Even with the EPA’s new

roadmap for regulating two major classes

of PFAS, states are leading the way in

establishing water and cleanup

regulations and the EPA continues to drag

its feet.

https://qz.com/1381593/the-ddt-of-this-generation-is-contaminating-water-all-over-the-us-and-australia/
https://apnews.com/9f387f98e705432e9278001687fe99aa
https://www.mlive.com/news/index.ssf/page/michigans_water_crisis_pfas.html
https://www.timesunion.com/7dayarchive/article/Hoosick-Falls-meeting-11231034.php
http://www.starnewsonline.com/news/20180418/report-says-incidents-of-genx-other-pfas-nearly-doubled-in-last-year

