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Public awaits first US limits on ‘forever chemicals’

Experts estimate billions to remove contaminants

Michael Phillis and Brittany Peterson
ASSOCIATED PRESS

The Environmental Protection Agency is expected to propose restrictions on harmful
“forever chemicals” in drinking water after finding they are dangerous in amounts so
small as to be undetectable. But experts say removing them will cost billions, a
burden that will fall hardest on small communities with few resources.

Concerned about the chemicals’ ability to weaken children’s immune systems, the
EPA said last year that PFAS could cause harm at levels "much lower than previously

understood.”

“We as a community of scientists and
policymakers and regulators really missed
the boat early on,” said Susan Pinney,
director of the Center for Environmental
Genetics at the University of Cincinnati.

There is also evidence the compounds are
linked to low birthweight, kidney cancer and
a slew of other health issues. It’s unclear
what the EPA will now propose and how well
it will protect people from these recently-
understood harms.

PFOA and PFOS are part of a larger family of
compounds called PFAS, for per- and
polyfluoroalkyl substances, that are
widespread, don’t degrade in  the
environment and have been around for
decades. They've been used in nonstick
pans, food packaging and firefighting foam.
Their use is now mostly phased out in the
U.S., but some still remain.

Water providers are preparing for tough
standards and testing that will undoubtedly
reveal PFOA and PFOS in communities that
don't yet know the chemicals are in their
water.

Eric Kleiner, center, sorts samples for experimentation as
part of drinking water and PFAS research at the U.S.
Environmental Protection Agency Center For
Environmental Solutions and Emergency Response in
February in Cincinnati. The EPA is expected to propose
restrictions on “forever chemicals” in drinking water.
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Eva Stebel, water researcher, conducts an experiment as
part of drinking water and PFAS research at the U.S.
Environmental Protection Agency Center For
Environmental Solutions and Emergency Response in
February in Cincinnati. The EPA found that “forever
chemicals” in drinking water are dangerous in amounts so
small as to be undetectable.



“This rule would help ensure that communities are not being poisoned,” said Jonathan
Kalmuss-Katz, senior attorney, toxic exposure and health at Earthjustice.

Over the last decade, an increasing number of cities and towns, often abutting
manufacturing plants or Air Force bases, suddenly realized they had a problem. In
2016, for example, Sarah McKinney was on maternity leave when she got word there
was too much PFOA and PFOS in the tap water in her Colorado Springs suburb. She
picked up her weeks-old daughter and hustled out to buy enough bottled water for
her family of five.

“If I'm just spitting it out, can I brush my teeth?” she remembers wondering.

In response to concerns from people who had been drinking the water for years,
McKinney’s water utility switched to a different source, provided water bottle filling
stations and installed a $2.5 million treatment system that was the first of its kind in
the country, according to Lucas Hale, the water district manager. The chemicals had
gotten into the water from nearby Peterson Air Force base, which then built a
treatment facility.

For communities with the pollutants, it's not a cheap problem to solve.

Nationally, it could cost roughly $38 billion to remove enough of the chemicals to
meet a strict EPA rule limiting them to where they can’t be detected, according to an
estimate prepared by engineering consultant Black & Veatch for the American Water
Works Association, an industry group. There also will be ongoing costs for filter
material and testing.

The consultant looked at federal and state test results and estimated that 4% to 12%
of water providers nationally will heed to treat for PFAS due to the EPA rule.

Smaller, poorer communities will have a harder time affording the new systems and
training staff on how to use them, experts said. And in general, smaller water
providers with fewer resources already violate water quality rules more often than
utilities that serve large cities.

“Small systems often need technologies that are more simple to operate,” said
Jonathan Pressman, engineer and EPA water researcher. The agency offers technical
assistance to states and communities and it recently made $2 billion available to
states for contaminants like PFAS.

Inside the EPA’s research facility in Cincinnati, a row of vertical, forearmsized glass
tubes were partially filled with a resin material that can remove PFAS. The work
ensures the agency knows how long it will last and how much PFAS it removes. That's
important for designing treatment systems.

Last year the agency lowered its conservative, voluntary health thresholds to levels
that tests can’t even detect - a fraction of a part per trillion. In 2016, it was 70 ppt.
Before that, it was even higher. As the EPA recognizes the increased danger of these
compounds, it will mean people who were once told their water was safe to drink will
find out it actually requires treatment.

When people feel misled about the safety of their tap water, they are less likely to
drink it.



“"We do have challenges in this community with trust,” said Abel Moreno, the district
manager of the South Adams County Water & Sewer District that serves Commerce
City, an industrial stretch of Denver. Contaminants leaked from a nearby chemical
manufacturing plant decades ago. Although the district built a facility to treat the
contamination, it sparked long-simmering distrust in the predominantly Latino
neighborhood.

The Associated Press receives support from the Walton Family Foundation for
coverage of water and environmental policy. The AP is solely responsible for all
content.



