Press release: The UK is falling behind the EU on regulating ‘forever’
chemicals: can the new government put this toxic legacy right?

11" September 2024 - New data published today by CHEM Trust highlights that the
regulatory gap between EU and UK protections on the harmful ‘forever chemicals’ PFAS
is significant and growing.

The incoming Labour Government has inherited a chemical pollution crisis, and in
particular, a toxic PFAS pollution legacy. In response to scientific studies finding PFAS
in drinking water, food, people’s blood and breastmilk, the European Union has made
strides to tackle PFAS pollution, while the UK has moved at a snail’s pace.

Urgent action is needed to ‘turn off the tap’ of PFAS pollution in the UK, and CHEM Trust
urges the new government to match EU protections on PFAS and commit to matching
its universal restriction.

Background

In the 3 and a half years since the UK left the EU system of regulating chemicals (EU
REACH) and established its own parallel system, it has focused on just a fraction of EU
protections and at a much slower pace.

During this period, the EU has (amongst other actions) taken the following steps to
tackle PFAS:
e Proposed a comprehensive restriction on the whole family of over 10,000 PFAS
chemicals.


https://chemtrust.org/review-of-uk-reach-three-years-on/

e Introduced new standards for PFAS in food and drinking water.
e Agreed restrictions on all PFAS used in paper and cardboard food packaging,
and certain PFAS in clothing.

British proposals to regulate PFAS fall short. Other than restrictions on certain PFAS
adopted internationally, or those already in force prior to exiting the EU, the UK has so
far only started the process on one restriction — PFAS in firefighting foams.

The incoming government has recently said that it is considering the best approach to
regulating chemicals, and during the election campaign the future Chancellor
expressed an interest in a closer relationship, and alignment with, the EU on chemicals.

Dr Shubhi Sharma at CHEM Trust said:

“The failure to keep up with EU regulations means the UK’s environment, wildlife and
people are less protected from PFAS exposure than their European neighbours. The
evidence base of epidemiological studies linking PFAS to serious diseases, such as
kidney and testicular cancer, increased cholesterol, and reduced vaccination efficiency
in children, continues to grow.

We are pleased to see that the new government is considering how to improve chemical
regulations, and we welcome its interest in exploring alignment with the EU. We urge it
to catch up with and match EU protections for people and wildlife from these harmful
chemicals™.

Hannah Evans at Fidra said:

“We are calling on the UK Government to urgently transition towards a PFAS-free
economy. Growing evidence continues to demonstrate the potential for significant and
long-term impacts from PFAS exposure for both public health and the environment.
These risks have been deemed unacceptable by the EU and this should also be true for
the UK. In order to provide true protection from these ‘forever chemicals’, we must
address PFAS pollution at the source, restricting all avoidable uses and supporting the
adoption of safer alternatives.”

The universal PFAS restriction

Five European countries — Denmark, Germany, the Netherlands, Norway and Sweden -
submitted a proposal in February 2023 to restrict over 10,000 PFAS (with derogations
for some sectors), under the EU REACH. The restriction is also known as the universal
PFAS restriction. This restriction would be a significant step in creating a PFAS-free
economy in the EU. In comparison, the UK has undertaken an RMOA (Regulatory
Management Options Analysis), which uses a much narrower definition of what
substances should be considered as PFAS, with only a few hundred substances in the
scope, excluding thousands of PFAS. The RMOA also covers fewer sectors than the uPFAS
restriction. See the divergence table for more information on the sectors not covered by
the RMOA. The UK’s approach is, therefore, far less protective of people’s and wildlife’s
health and the environment.



https://questions-statements.parliament.uk/written-questions/detail/2024-07-22/1095
https://www.ft.com/content/d0a1f720-24a7-4cbb-80ce-da9e96c592f8
https://echa.europa.eu/registry-of-restriction-intentions/-/dislist/details/0b0236e18663449b
https://chemtrust.org/wp-content/uploads/UK-vs-EU-PFAS-divergence-table-September_2024.pdf

PFAS in drinking water

Scandals across Europe have revealed that PFAS is
polluting drinking water across Europe, includingin
Italy, Belgium, Sweden, and the UK.

From January 2026, EU Member States will have to
ensure that the sum of all PFAS in drinking water does
not go above certain limits. There is an additional,
lower threshold for a group of 20 PFAS. England and
Wales have a guidance value for a group of 47 PFAS
(rising to 48 from January 2025), but there are no
statutory drinking water limits. Scotland adheres to EU
guidelines. This leaves English and Welsh citizens far i
less protected from PFAS in drinking water than their

Scottish or European neighbours.

PFAS in food and food packaging

Food is a major exposure pathway for
harmful chemicals, including PFAS.
Food can become contaminated with
PFAS through various ways - if PFAS-
based pesticides are sprayed onto it
during production, if the food is
grown in soil and water contaminated
with PFAS, orif the food comes into
contact with food packaging that has
PFAS init. A 2021 study found PFAS
in disposable food packaging and
tableware, and a recent study by PAN
UK found PFAS-containing pesticides
in common UK foods.

The European Food Safety Authority (EFSA) has established a tolerable weekly intake
(TWI) for 4 PFAS. ATWI is an estimate of the amount of a substance that a person can
ingest weekly over their lifetime, without it posing a risk to their health. Currently, there
are no safety standards for PFAS in food in Great Britain. PFAS use is also due to be
restricted in food contact packaging in the EU under the newly revised EU Packaging
and Packaging Waste Regulation. In addition, in March 2024, the EU agreed a restriction
on a sub-group of PFAS, PFHXxA, in food and food packaging. No such measures
currently exist in the UK. CHEM Trust, PAN UK and Fidra recently wrote to the Food
Standards Agency and Food Standards Scotland asking them to match EU food safety
standards and restrict PFAS in paper and card food packaging.



https://chemtrust.org/news/pfas-pollution-scandals/
https://chemtrust.org/pfas_eu_packaging/
https://chemtrust.org/news/panuk-pfas-pesticides/
https://chemtrust.org/wp-content/uploads/PFAS-in-food-items_CHEM-Trust_PAN-UK_Fidra_2024.pdf

PFAS in clothing

A separate EU restriction on the use of PFHxA in clothing for the general public has
been agreed, and will come into force two years after taking legal effect. The restriction
will also apply to non-clothing textiles after three years. In comparison, UK
manufacturers will be able to continue to use the substance, and UK consumers may
continue to be exposed to PFAS from this source.

PFAS in firefighting foams

Studies have linked the use of PFAS in
firefighting foams (FFF) to incidences of
cancer in firefighters. It is also a source of
drinking water contamination and a
significant source of environmental
contamination. A recent investigation by
ENDS found the highest concentrations of
PFAS in groundwater ever recorded in the UK
in Bentham, North Yorkshire, close to a site
that had until recently been used for testing
and manufacturing PFAS fire-fighting foams.

Safer alternatives for FFF are already available on the market. In March 2022, the
European Chemicals Agency (ECHA) initiated a restriction on PFAS in FFF. This
restriction is set to restrict all PFAS in the foams, with some time-limited derogations.
Final decision is expected by the end of 2024. In comparison, the UK only initiated a
restriction in March 2024 and is still awaiting a public consultation.

Notes to editor:

e PFAS (per- and poly-fluoroalkyl substances) are a family of over 10,000
chemicals. They are extremely persistent —so much so that once released into
the environment, they will remain there for generations. This has earned them
the name the forever chemicals. Studies have found them in food, water, and in
human blood and human milk. It is nearimpossible to clean up or remove PFAS
from the environment, and studies have linked exposure to the most studied
chemicals in this group to serious diseases: certain cancers, high cholesterol,
and developmental challenges in children.

e Readthe data on divergence in PFAS protections here.



https://www.endsreport.com/article/1873849/gods-own-dark-waters-exposing-yorkshire-town-became-pfas-polluted-place-uk-regulator-let-happen
https://chemtrust.org/pfas/
https://chemtrust.org/news/panuk-pfas-pesticides/
https://chemtrust.org/news/pfas-pollution-scandals/
https://chemtrust.org/news/toxic-chemicals-in-uk-politicians/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/31887492/
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0013935120315899
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0300483X21001682?via%3Dihub
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/37119029/
https://chemtrust.org/wp-content/uploads/UK-vs-EU-PFAS-divergence-table-September_2024.pdf

Read CHEM Trust’s divergence table on the differences between UK and EU
regulatory restrictions or controls on harmful substances.

UK REACH regulates chemicals placed on the market in Great Britain. Under the
terms of the Northern Ireland Protocol, EU REACH continues to apply in
Northern Ireland. The differences in regulation with the EU described above
apply to Great Britain.

See the UK Government’s recent response to a Parliamentary Question on
whether it will align with EU regulations on PFAS.


https://chemtrust.org/divergence-table/
https://questions-statements.parliament.uk/written-questions/detail/2024-08-30/3449

