World Report

US regulators escalate PFAS controls

Most states are due to introduce controls, while the CDC has updated its guidance for
physicians. Paul Webster reports.

Federal and state law makers across the
USA are escalating efforts to curb the
harms associated with perfluoroalkyl
and polyfluoroalkyl substances (PFAS),
a family of thousands of compounds
widely used in numerous household
items, such as non-stick cooking pots,
as well as in commercial firefighting
foams. More than 200 million
Americans are estimated to drink water
polluted by various types of PFAS.

As many as 35 US states are slated this
year to introduce policies to control or
ban numerous uses for PFAS chemicals,
according to a detailed analysis of
pending state-level legislation released
on Feb 8, 2024, by the group Safer
States based in Portland, OR, USA.
Proposed measures include bans on
products such as PFAS-laden food
packaging, increased monitoring and
testing of PFAS in water and sewage
sludge, and restrictions on PFAS use in
firefighting equipment.

Many states are now addressing PFAS
as an entire class of chemicals, Safer
States emphasises, rather than tackling
individual PFAS family members one
at a time, only to see them replaced
by a similar compound in what the
group calls a strategy of regrettable
substitution used by chemical
manufacturers in order to keep ahead of
legal bans.

The group notes that more than
half of all US states have also now
initiated legal actions against PFAS
manufacturers for environmental and
public health harms. In November,
2023, a panel of 30 experts from
11 countries convened by the
International Agency for Research
on Cancer classified PFAS family
member  perfluorooctanoic
acid (PFOA) as carcinogenic to
humans, and PFAS family member
perfluorooctanesulfonic acid (PFOS) as
possibly carcinogenic to humans.
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For its part, the chemical industry
is pushing back. In a Feb 8 letter to
US President Joe Biden that decried
“overly broad PFAS restrictions”, the
American Chemistry Council (ACCQ),
a trade group which represents
190 companies, asked the US
Government to commission an
economic impact analysis of the bans
on PFAS and other chemicals facing
various types of bans.

Alongside the proliferating number
of US states tackling the PFAS crisis,
the US Federal Government is also
intensifying its efforts. Nearly two
dozen Federal agencies and offices are
now involved in PFAS-related activities,
“making this one of the largest scientific
and policy efforts of the Biden-Harris
Administration”, the White House says.

These efforts are led by the
Environmental Protection Agency
(EPA), which says in early 2024 it will
implement an extremely low-level
drinking water contamination rule.
Citing studies indicating that PFOA
and PFOS exposure above certain
levels might result in adverse health
effects, including developmental
effects to fetuses during pregnancy or
to breastfed or formula-fed infants,
cancer, and immunological effects,
the EPA says its drinking water rule
will “save thousands of lives and
prevent tens of thousands of avoidable
illnesses, including in small, rural, and
disadvantaged communities”.

On Jan 18, the Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention (CDC) tabled
a revised Information for Clinicians
factsheet that places a much greater
emphasis on blood testing than their
previous physician guidance issued
in 2019. Nearly all people in the USA
"have measurable amounts of PFAS
in their blood”, the new CDC physician
guidance notes. “Testing may help
some individuals understand if they

are exposed to certain PFAS and help
guide exposure reduction. Testing
for PFAS may also provide peace of
mind”, explains the Agency for Toxic
Substances and Disease Registry, a
division of the CDC.

Ned Calonge, Associate Dean of Public
Health Practice at the Colorado School
of Public Health, who chaired a National
Academy of Sciences, Engineering and
Medicine (NASEM) panel that strongly
endorsed substantially expanded blood
testing for PFAS chemicals in 2022,
says the CDC's new guidance is “largely
congruent” with the NASEM panel’s
recommendations. “They’re opening-
up the discussion of what this means
for physicians”, he says. “We welcome
that.”

In an email, a spokesperson for the
ACC acknowledged the CDC's rationale.
“We understand the desire for blood
testing to understand people’s
exposure”, the ACC said. At the same
time, however, the ACC complained
that the CDC “misleadingly refers to
the entire class of chemistries”, even
though the harmful health effects
associated with PFAS, says the ACC,
“are based largely on the evidence for
PFOA and PFOS. It's not appropriate to
extrapolate to the entire class.”

David Savitz, a Professor of
Epidemiology in the Brown University
School of Public Health who closely
monitors PFAS research as an adviser
within a multi-site PFAS health study
coordinated by the CDC, says the
CDC is accurately communicating
the complexities of the PFAS crisis
to physicians in ways that correctly
simplify the chemistries. “We know
enough now to know that we
don’t want high exposures to these
chemicals”, Savitz said, “and that they
have adverse health effects broadly.”
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