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GSI Environmental PFAS expert weighs in on regulations

A group of experts across PFAS-related sectors considers various regulation options for ‘forever
chemicals’

The Dr. Janet Anderson, DABT, GSI Environmental Vice President and Principal Toxicologist, is
among an international group of environmental consultants, regulators, land managers, and
academics who have jointly published an evaluation of differing approaches to regulation of the
substances popularly known as ‘forever chemicals.’

The recommendations, published this week in the journal Remediation, focus on the challenges
associated with two ends of the regulatory spectrum for per- and polyfluoroalkyl substances
(PFAS): regulation as a single class of chemicals (all PFASs) or regulation on a chemical-by-
chemical basis.

“With the recent U.S. EPA drinking water regulations and CERCLA hazardous substance
designations, there is going to continue to be an intense focus on best management practices for
per- and polyfluoroalkyl substances,” Anderson said. "It is critical that we bring the best science-
based solutions to the table, and regulating all PFAS in the same way, in our professional opinion,
isn't technically feasible nor appropriate.”

The international effort was led by Karl C. Bowles, Senior Principal Environmental Scientist at
Jacobs. Co-authors represent a wide range of experts on PFAS fate and transport, remediation,
regulation, and toxicology, hailing from industry, government, and academia in Australia, Canada,
Sweden, U.S., and UK.

Regulation of PFAS is complicated, the authors agree, by the fact that this broad group of
compounds has a range of different physical, chemical, and toxicological properties.

The authors point out that not all PFASs pose the same risks to human health or the environment,
and regulating PFASs as a single class may mean over-regulating in many cases. Regulating as a
single class may also result in environmental liability for detected PFAS that are unrelated to the
responsible party’s release — for example, low-level anthropogenic background sources -
challenging the principle of “polluter pays.”

Additionally, current analytical tools are not standardized to identify all PFASs, and remediation
strategies vary in effectiveness across different varieties of PFASs.

Regulating on a chemical-by-chemical basis presents a different set of challenges. Specifically,
with the vast number of different PFASs (which vary based on how a PFAS is defined — also a
subject of much debate), the authors acknowledge that analytical tools and methods to generate
data for each chemical do not presently exist. Therefore, understanding the critical toxicity and
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exposure characteristics for each individual PFAS is not feasible and would lead to uncertainty in
both regulation and mitigation efforts.

A third alternative option is posed by the authors, namely regulating PFASs based on subgroups
that are based on chemical structural properties and aligned to hazard categories. This approach
has established precedent having already been used to regulate sites contaminated with
hydrocarbons.

“Using sound science-based risk management strategies will help ensure that resources are spent
in ways that actually do improve public health and the environment,” Anderson said.

To read the full piece, “Implications of grouping per- and polyfluoroalkyl substances for
contaminated site regulation,” visit https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/rem.21783.

For more information about GSI Environmental, visit www.gsienv.com.

About GSI Environmental:

GSI Environmental Inc. (GSl) is an engineering and environmental science consulting firm
committed to investigating, analyzing, and solving complex environmental problems around the
globe. Our work ranges from practical solutions for environmentally sound industrial operations
and property development to toxicological analysis and management of chemical hazards,
sustainable development of water and other natural resources, and protection of our rivers, bays,
and estuaries. Our staff combines practical know-how with leading-edge research to deliver timely,
innovative, and focused solutions to your environmental challenges.
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