
Waste Systems are Receivers of PFAS 
Per and polyfluoroalkyl substances (PFAS) are a group of 
man- made fluorinated compounds that have been  used 
in countless products since the 1940’s due to their unique 
ability to repel water, resist heat, and protect surfaces.  
PFAS enter our homes through environmental contamination 
and consumer goods that have been manufactured or 
treated with PFAS.  When materials containing PFAS are 
discarded, they cycle through our waste management 
systems and back into our environment.   

Landfills, compost facilities, materials recovery facilities 
(MRFs), and waste water treatment facilities (WWTF), are 
not producers or original sources of PFAS.   Instead, waste 
management facilities and WWTFs receive PFAS 
contaminated waste and wastewater from households, 
businesses, and industry.  
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Waste Management Systems: 

Receivers of PFAS Contaminated Materials 

Flow of PFAS through Waste  
Since PFAS are in such a wide array of consumer products, there is no easy way to control acceptance of these products at 
municipal solid waste (MSW) landfills, MRFs, and compost facilities.   

In landfills, PFAS are released from decomposing waste over time and have the potential to leave landfills in the form of 
leachate, or the liquid that is collected at the bottom of a landfill.  Reducing levels of PFAS in landfill leachate is a challenge since 
the PFAS found in leachate today can be the result of products that were disposed of years ago. Treating PFAS in the leachate 
removed from landfills creates its own challenges since financial costs for pre-treating or filtering landfill leachate prior to 
sending to a WWTF are high.  Filtering and treatment also create by-products such as resins, filters, and membranes that contain 
PFAS and need to be disposed of as well.   

Similar to the reduced PFOA and PFOS levels detected in human blood,[7] there is a corresponding reduction of the compounds in 
landfill leachate. [2]  This reduction correlates with the phase out of production of PFOA/PFOS in the United States, which 
indicates if we stop using these chemicals, levels in our waste systems, as well as in our environment, will decrease.   
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PFAS and our waste management systems 

While studies indicate levels of PFOA and PFOS in human 
blood have decreased since being phased out of use in 
the U.S., studies still show that more than 95% of adults 
have detectable PFAS concentrations in their blood. [1][7] 

PFAS Levels In Context 
The U.S. EPA has established a drinking water health advisory 
(HA) for PFOA and PFOS of 70 parts per trillion (ppt) and various 
states have implemented water quality standards for PFOS and 
PFOA that are lower than that. In comparison, levels of PFAS 
have been measured as high as 140,000 ppt in household dust. 
[10] 

The waste management industry supports regulating these 
chemicals and sees protection of human health and the 
environment as a top priority; however, various factors 
including the patchwork of current regulatory standards,  lack of 
standardized sampling methods,  continued use of these 
chemicals, and concentrations of PFAS in our environment 
creates a concern that efforts and money could be more 
effectively spent on alternative approaches to managing health 
and environmental risks associated with PFAS.   

Median concentrations of PFOA have been measured as 
high as 140,000 parts per trillion (ppt) in household 
dust. [10] 

State (1)(2) Compounds  Limit  Status 

US EPA (AK, 
CA,CO, DE,  
ME, NM) PFOA + PFOS 70 ppt 

Approved  

Vermont PFOA, PFOS, PFNA, 
PFHxS, & PFHpA 20 ppt 

Approved  

Michigan    
PFOS 16 ppt Pending (2019-

35 EG) PFOA 8 ppt 
(1) Does not include all regulations of PFAS.  States that do not currently have approved 

regulations include: AL, AZ, AR, FL, GA, HI, ID, IL, IN, IA, KS, KY, LA, MD, MS, MO, MT, NE, NV, 
ND, OH, OK, OR, PA, SC, SD, TN, TX, UT, VA, WA, WV, WI, WY.  [8] 

(2) Wisconsin DNR has listed 20 ppt as a threshold for recommended action in July 2019 letter to 
WWTFs. [11] 

Products like ski waxes and cosmetics have been found 
to contain over 2,000,000 ppt PFOA. [3][5] 
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Examples of Source Reduction Efforts 
The only practical way to control levels of PFAS in our 
environment is through broad source reduction efforts that 
involve eliminating these chemicals from consumer products.  
One example of this approach is the U.S. EPA’s 1989 partial ban 
on asbestos-containing products.  As a result of these 
regulations that were put in place to protect the public from 
exposure, there are only a very limited number of approved 
uses for asbestos today.[4]  

Some states have adopted policies that ban the use of PFAS in 
food packaging, firefighting foam, and single use plastic ware.  
Restrictions are also being considered for cosmetics and other 
products.  There are also regulations that create toxic chemical 
registries which require manufacturers to report the use of 
these chemicals.[8] 

Bearing the Costs  
Unless actions are taken to hold manufacturers of these 
chemicals accountable, taxpayers, municipalities, and public 
utilities will be left bearing the costs for treatment and cleanup.   

Various states have already sued the manufacturers of PFAS.  
One example is a 2018 lawsuit against 3M by the state of 
Minnesota which was settled in 2018 for $850 million.[6]  This 
suit and most others focus on known sites of contamination; 
however, one suit in New Hampshire is seeking compensation 
for state wide damages including money for treatment costs at 
WWTFs. [9]      

 

For more information on how PFAS affect the Wisconsin solid waste 

industry, contact one of our industry partners: 
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