
FRONTLINE 
COMMUNITIES  
BEAR THE BRUNT

While PFAS are everywhere, 
they represent a daunting 
problem for disadvantaged 
communities. Like other 
pollution problems, PFAS 
disproportionately harms 
low-income communities and 
communities of color that 
lack the resources to test and 
treat it.

Even low levels of PFAS 
can cause serious health 
problems, including 
cancer, fertility problems, 
developmental delays in 
children, high cholesterol, and 
decreased vaccine response.

California has a major PFAS crisis impacting 
the environment and public health: virtually all 
Californians have PFAS in their bodies, and the 
chemicals have been detected in at least 146 
public water systems serving 16 million people. 

PFAS pollution has made some fish from the San 
Francisco Bay unsafe to eat, posing a particular 
risk for Tribal and subsistence fishers, and levels 
found in seals and bird eggs are among the 
world’s highest.

Durability is a key characteristic of this class of 
12,000 to 14,000 chemicals. PFAS don’t break 
down in the environment, instead building up 
in air, soil, and especially in water, as well as 
our blood and breastmilk. While California has 
stopped the use of PFAS in firefighting foam 
and some consumer products, this piecemeal 
approach won’t keep Californians safe.

https://www.nrdc.org/experts/anna-reade/pfas-pollution-widespread-disadvantaged-communities
https://www.nrdc.org/experts/anna-reade/pfas-pollution-widespread-disadvantaged-communities
https://www.epa.gov/pfas/our-current-understanding-human-health-and-environmental-risks-pfas
https://www.epa.gov/pfas/our-current-understanding-human-health-and-environmental-risks-pfas
https://www.ewg.org/news-insights/news/pfas-chemicals-harm-immune-system-decrease-response-vaccines-new-ewg-review-0
https://calmatters.org/projects/california-water-contaminated-forever-chemicals/
https://calmatters.org/projects/california-water-contaminated-forever-chemicals/
https://www.sfei.org/sites/default/files/biblio_files/PFAS%20Synthesis%20and%20Strategy.pdf
https://www.sfei.org/sites/default/files/biblio_files/PFAS%20Synthesis%20and%20Strategy.pdf
https://yaledailynews.com/blog/2022/08/30/yale-experts-share-insights-on-future-of-hazardous-chemicals-in-drinking-water/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7654437/
https://www.ewg.org/interactive-maps/pfas_contamination/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4483690/
https://www.king5.com/article/news/health/seattle-study-finds-toxic-chemicals-in-mothers-breast-milk/281-ac9376f1-e5fb-4240-848c-4992ad3af754
https://subscriber.politicopro.com/article/eenews/2023/02/06/states-target-forever-chemicals-plastics-00081322


HEALTH AND CLEAN-UP 
COSTS ARE GOING THROUGH 
THE ROOF

A 2021 analysis estimated the 
annual health-related costs of 
PFAS in California at $40 billion. 
That does not even include the 
cost of testing and treatment, 
which will fall on consumers 
unless the state holds chemical 
companies responsible. 

Contamination of rivers and 
groundwater is already making 
it more expensive to deliver 
safe drinking water, with many 
cities having to shut down wells 
or invest in new treatment. In 
Orange County, residents could 
see bills go up $20 per month  to 
cover close to $1 billion in PFAS 
treatment.

While PFAS testing in water has 
only been done in 3% of state 
water systems, two-thirds were 
found to contain multiple versions 
of these chemicals. The number 
is expected to rise as California 
embarks on a 2023 plan to test all 
public water systems. 

WE NEED TO STOP THE FLOW 
AND HOLD POLLUTERS 
ACCOUNTABLE
With PFAS chemicals used in countless household 
and industrial products, it is impossible to avoid 
exposure. Unless we take action now to keep new 
PFAS out of our state, we will face far higher health 
and cleanup costs. 

Since PFAS are everywhere, we need to work both 
upstream (stopping their production and use) 
and downstream (testing and treating current 
contamination). California has made some progress 
to date, but needs bold solutions that match the 
scale of this crisis. That includes:

1  �  STOPPING THE USE OF PFAS AT THE SOURCE

Prevention is the best cure; we need to keep PFAS 
out of our communities and environment. California 
has already banned PFAS in firefighting foam, some 
children’s products, food packaging, cosmetics, and 
textiles, but this is just the tip of the iceberg. We 
must replace all PFAS with safer alternatives, except 
in rare cases where alternatives don’t exist and they 
serve an essential use for public safety and health. 

2  �  WE NEED TRANSPARENCY

In order to determine where contamination is 
coming from, and what uses may be essential, 
we need to know what consumer and industrial 
products containing the chemicals are coming into 
the state and where and how they are used.   

3  �  ADDRESSING DAMAGE THAT HAS BEEN DONE

California not only needs to fund comprehensive 
testing of our water, soil, and air for PFAS 
contamination, we need to establish standards that 
protect the public from environmental exposure, 
including drinking water regulations for all PFAS and 
fish consumption guidelines in contaminated waters. 

4  �  MAKING POLLUTERS PAY

The tremendous costs of monitoring and treating 
PFAS, as well as the cost of managing the waste 
should be paid by those who have profited from 
their use and not California ratepayers who are 
suffering the consequences of these toxic chemicals. 
We need to hold chemical companies accountable.
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