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WHAT ARE PFAS AND WHY ARE THEY 
A PROBLEM

• PFAS are a group of about 10,000 synthetic chemicals

• C-F bond is one of the strongest chemical bonds in organic 
chemistry, making PFAS durable, water, oil and heat resistant 
and extremely persistent. 

• Wide-ranging uses like textiles, electronics, cosmetics, 
cookware, food packaging, etc. 

• Many PFAS are also bio-accumulative, i.e., build up in bodies. 

• PFOA and PFOS have been linked with diseases such as 
certain types of cancer, adverse impacts on the 
immune/reproductive system, etc. 

• Scientists have argued that the planetary boundary for PFAS 
has been exceeded. 

Azote for Stockholm Resilience Centre, based 
on analysis in Richardson et al 2023

https://www.oecd.org/en/publications/reconciling-terminology-of-the-universe-of-per-and-polyfluoroalkyl-substances_e458e796-en.html
https://doi.org/10.1039/B711844A
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0013935120315899
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/22274686/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/36197086/
https://pubs.acs.org/doi/10.1021/acs.est.2c02765
https://pubs.acs.org/doi/10.1021/acs.est.2c02765


EXTENT OF PFAS POLLUTION IN 
THE UK

• Over 10,000 PFAS contamination sites in the UK, according 

to an Environment Agency report. 

• Bentham, North Yorkshire, has the highest known 

concentration of PFAS in the entire UK. PFOS levels 55,538 

times higher than the Environment Quality Standard.

• Some Jersey island residents’ blood is so polluted that they 

are being offered bloodletting.

• Blackpool, Lancashire, has massive PFAS contamination 

due to a chemical plant. High PFOA levels. Lemonde, PFAS pollution map, 2023

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/66ebe9a6c8398625c331e778/Annex_C_PFAS_WP4_Phase_4_-_Report_Rev0_REDACTED.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/66ebe9a6c8398625c331e778/Annex_C_PFAS_WP4_Phase_4_-_Report_Rev0_REDACTED.pdf
https://www.endsreport.com/article/1873849/gods-own-dark-waters-exposing-yorkshire-town-became-pfas-polluted-place-uk-regulator-let-happen
https://www.endsreport.com/article/1873849/gods-own-dark-waters-exposing-yorkshire-town-became-pfas-polluted-place-uk-regulator-let-happen
https://consult.environment-agency.gov.uk/environment-and-business/challenges-and-choices/user_uploads/perfluorooctane-sulfonate-and-related-substances-pressure-rbmp-2021.pdf
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/cwygynqkd30o#:~:text=Report%20recommends%20blood%20treatment%20over%20toxic%20water%20row&text=Residents%20who%20were%20exposed%20to,have%20advised%20the%20island's%20government.
https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/ce8361z2yrjo
https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/ce8361z2yrjo


EXTENT OF PFAS POLLUTION IN 
THE UK

• Otters, harbour porpoise, and seabird species
have been found to be contaminated with PFAS. 

• Drinking water sources and food products such as 
strawberries and spinach are also contaminated 
with PFAS.

• Every single river in England fails to meet the new 
chemical standards largely due to PFAS.  

https://pubs.acs.org/doi/10.1021/acs.est.1c05410
https://pubs.acs.org/doi/10.1021/acs.est.1c05410
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/611e31fbd3bf7f63b19cea2d/Poly-_and_perfluoroalkyl_substances_-sources_pathways_and_environmental_data_-_report.pdf
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0048969720354292
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2023/nov/28/forever-chemicals-found-in-drinking-water-sources-across-england
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2023/nov/28/forever-chemicals-found-in-drinking-water-sources-across-england
https://www.pan-uk.org/pfas-forever-chemicals/
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm5802/cmselect/cmenvaud/74/report.html
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm5802/cmselect/cmenvaud/74/report.html


THE COSTS OF PFAS POLLUTION 
ARE ENORMOUS

• £31 billion and £121 billion to clean up PFAS from 
the 10,000 hotspots. 

• An Italian court sentenced the executives at a 
chemical plant to jail terms of up to 17 years for 
polluting drinking water.

• 70+ Investors (like AXA and BNP Paribas) with $18 
trillion under their management have advised 
companies to move away from PFAS due to 
reputational, insurance and liability risks.

• 192 French residents recently filed a civil claim for 
€36 million in damages for harm against chemical 
companies. 

https://www.france24.com/en/live-news/20250626-italy-chemical-plant-execs-jailed-for-pollution
https://chemsec.org/knowledge/iihc/
https://chemsec.org/knowledge/iihc/


EXPOSURE PATHWAYS TO PFAS

• Various ways in which we can get exposed to PFAS --
drinking water, dust, cosmetics, textiles, diet. 

• Food -- some pesticides contain PFAS and are absorbed 
throughout a plant, so washing and peeling are not always 
enough. 

• Food packaging -- pizza boxes, microwaveable popcorn, 
and ‘so called’ compostable takeaway containers can 
contaminate food with PFAS. 

• Sewage sludge -- 768,000 tonnes spread per year over 
150,000 hectares of agricultural land in England. Only 
checked for heavy metals, no other chemical contaminants. 

• Crop grown in sludge can uptake PFAS. Animals can also 
become contaminated and become a source of exposure to 
humans. 

https://ehp.niehs.nih.gov/doi/10.1289/ehp13954
https://chemtrust.org/pfas-food-packaging-uk/
https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/england
https://pubs.acs.org/doi/10.1021/es403094q


UK vs EU 
DIVERGENCE

• EU’s Universal PFAS restriction – proposes a 
restriction on the import, manufacture and use of 
over 10,000 PFAS in a wide variety of sectors.

• Denmark and France have brought in sector bans.  

• The UK has only proposed one restriction on PFAS 
in fire fighting foam and adopted international bans 
on PFAS. 

• The UK action plan on PFAS has a heavy focus on 
monitoring, research and evidence-gathering, rather 
than on stopping PFAS pollution at source.

https://echa.europa.eu/restrictions-under-consideration/-/substance-rev/72301/term
https://echa.europa.eu/restrictions-under-consideration/-/substance-rev/72301/term
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/pfas-plan/pfas-plan-building-a-safer-future-together


CONSUMER ATTITUDES TO 
HARMFUL CHEMICALS IN PRODUCTS

• Survey conducted by Ipsos, commissioned by CHEM Trust, 
asked UK adults aged 16-75 questions about their views on 
harmful synthetic chemicals in products.

• 81%  said that they were either ‘very’ or ‘fairly’ likely to stop 
buying a product they regularly use if they learnt it contains 
chemicals potentially harmful to their health.

• 69% said they would be either ‘very’ or ‘fairly’ likely to pay 
more for products that are manufactured using chemicals that 
are safer for people's health.

• 67% think that the manufacturers of the product have the 
most responsibility for taking action to ensure harmful 
synthetic chemicals are not present in products.

• See our briefing for more information on the survey.

https://chemtrust.org/news/harmful-chemicals-survey/
https://chemtrust.org/news/harmful-chemicals-survey/
https://chemtrust.org/wp-content/uploads/Harmful-chemicals-in-products-survey_briefing_June-2025.pdf
https://chemtrust.org/wp-content/uploads/Harmful-chemicals-in-products-survey_briefing_June-2025.pdf


CHEM TRUST 
RECOMMENDATIONS

• Because of the scale and ubiquity of PFAS contamination it is extremely 

difficult for the companies to keep PFAS out of their supply chains. 

• Only a universal PFAS regulation in the UK, that bans PFAS manufacture at 

the source and as an entire group, will ensure that the British companies 

can have full confidence that their supply chains are not contaminated by 

PFAS. 

• Immediately phase out PFAS in key sectors, such as firefighting foams, food 

packaging, textiles, and cosmetics, as other EU countries have done.



THANK YOU

ANY QUESTIONS?
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