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EAC INQUIRY TO ADDRESS THE RISKS OF PFAS FOREVER CHEMICALS WITHIN THE UK’S REGULATORY APPROACH
About CHEM Trust
CHEM Trust is an environmental and health charity that works at international, EU and UK levels to protect people and wildlife from the long-term impacts of harmful chemicals. We sit on the science-policy interface, keeping up to date with the latest science on the impacts of harmful chemicals on people and nature, and engaging policymakers and other NGOs on improvements to chemicals policy. It is within the context of this expertise on chemicals that we are responding to the EAC enquiry on PFAS. 

Summary of CHEM Trust Response to the EAC Inquiry on PFAS (2025)
Key Points:
1. PFAS Usage and Impact:
· PFAS are used widely due to properties like heat resistance and non-stick capabilities.
· Their extreme persistence leads to global environmental contamination and bioaccumulation.
· Exposure links to cancer, cholesterol issues, immune suppression, and neurodevelopmental harm, particularly in children and infants.
2. Monitoring and Detection:
· Monitoring alone is insufficient due to the vast number of PFAS and limited resources.
· Thousands of UK sites are already contaminated, with PFAS found in rivers, drinking water, food, and wildlife.
· CHEM Trust calls for regulation to restrict chemicals at the source rather than relying on costly and incomplete monitoring.
3. Remediation Challenges:
· Clean-up technologies are expensive, limited in scope, and sometimes counterproductive.
· Technologies like incineration may worsen contamination; others merely relocate PFAS rather than destroy them.
· The polluter pays principle should be strictly applied to fund clean-up efforts.
4. Regulatory Failures:
· UK REACH is ineffective compared to EU REACH, with no new PFAS bans since the UK left the EU.
· Regulatory delays, capacity issues, and a lack of transparency hinder action.
· A default policy of alignment with EU chemical laws is recommended to prevent further divergence and protect health and the environment.
5. Precautionary Principle:
· Given the lack of data for many PFAS, a precautionary approach is essential.
· Waiting for conclusive data before regulation would lead to irreversible harm.
6. Intra-UK Divergence:
· Different UK nations have varying standards, with Scotland and Northern Ireland aligning more closely with EU drinking water rules, leaving English and Welsh populations more exposed.
7. International Lessons:
· The EU and countries like France and Denmark have introduced comprehensive bans, taxes, and national action plans.
· The UK should follow suit with similar measures, including a universal ban and PFAS emissions fee.
Conclusion & Recommendations:
· The UK should adopt a group-based ban on PFAS, align its regulations with the EU, implement the polluter pays principle, and address institutional weaknesses in its regulatory framework.
· Immediate action is necessary to prevent further irreversible damage and financial burden on the public.

1) What benefits do PFAS provide and how widely are they used? 
Per- and polyfluoroalkyl substances (PFAS), also known as ‘forever chemicals’, are a group of about 10,000 man-made chemicals[1]. PFAS have carbon and fluorine bonds – which is one of the strongest chemical bonds[2] in organic chemistry. As a result, PFAS are very durable and exhibit other properties like non-stickiness, low flammability, reducing friction and strong resistance to high temperatures. These properties make them popular in a range of industrial and consumer applications such as textiles, electronics, cosmetics, cleaning products and food packaging. However, this durability also means that once PFAS enter the environment (like drinking, ground and surface water, soil, polar ice, seafood, fruits, vegetables, etc), they hardly degrade and persist for generations[3]. 

Many PFAS also accumulate in the bodies of living beings who consume the contaminated water and food or come in contact with PFAS-containing products. The most studied PFAS – PFOA and PFOS – have been linked with diseases, such as certain types of cancer [4] immunotoxicity[5], increased cholesterol[6], and reduced duration of breastfeeding[7]. There is also strong evidence[8] that children and infants – the most vulnerable stages of human development – have adverse health impacts due to PFAS exposure. Foetuses and infants become exposed to PFAS via the placenta[9], and breastfeeding[10]. Infants and children have also been found to have higher concentrations of PFAS[11] in their blood than adults because they tend to put their hands in their mouths, increasing the intake of PFAS from household items or contaminated dust[8]. Other routes of exposure can include diet[13] or exposure to PFAS-containing products through the skin[14], such as textiles. Studies have shown that PFAS can have a negative impact on child neurodevelopment[15] as PFAS can permeate the brain[16] and impact neuron functioning and signalling. 

Due to the global spread of PFAS, the irreversibility of the PFAS pollution, and the associated biological effects a new planetary boundary for PFAS has been exceeded[17]. This means that, in some places, essential environmental resources such as drinking water, soil etc. have become irreversibly contaminated with PFAS and are a threat to the ability of people now and in the next generations to survive and thrive. Even if all production and emissions of PFAS were stopped tomorrow, they would still persist in the environment for generations to come. 

PFAS use comes with staggering societal costs and financial risks for companies. A report[18] suggests that the direct healthcare costs from exposure to PFAS in Europe are estimated to be around €52-84 billion annually, whereas the global societal costs may amount to €16 trillion per year. PFAS manufacturing is also financially risky for companies. For example, in 2023 DuPont, Chemours Co., and Corteva Inc. settled with drinking water providers for $1.19 billion[19]. In 2024 a US court approved that 3M had to pay up to $12.5 billion to settle PFAS drinking water claims[20]. In the UK, residents of Bentham have brought a legal case[21] against the fire-fighting company responsible for the PFAS contamination and given the extent of PFAS pollution in the UK, there is a high possibility of such legal cases will increase over the coming years. PFAS are such problematic chemicals that even investors have started advising companies[22] to move away from PFAS due to reputational, insurance and liability risks. Research has shown that switching to PFAS-free alternatives can lead to long-term profits[23] and many companies are making this switch. For example, over 100 companies[24] (like cosmetics, clothing, grocery stores, home appliance retailers) have signed up for the “No PFAS Corporate Movement”, organised by the Swedish NGO, ChemSec. Many other green sectors (such as solar cells, wind turbines, electric vehicles, heat pumps and semiconductors) are also showing great progress[25] in PFAS alternative development. The medical sector has also developed PFAS-free alternatives in anaesthesia use[26] and inhalers for asthma[27]. Overall, there is strong evidence that the  industry will find solutions for alternative products and processes without impacting on the essential needs of society.

2) To what extent are UK health and environmental regulators equipped to detect, monitor and understand the risks posed by PFAS? 
While PFAS monitoring is important for identifying contamination, stopping PFAS at the source is a more comprehensive and effective approach to preventing environmental and health risks. Monitoring alone is not sufficient to address the widespread and persistent nature of PFAS contamination. PFAS are called ‘forever chemicals’ because they do not break down in the environment and can accumulate in the body over time. Monitoring can detect their presence, but it does not address the source of the problem or prevent further accumulation and harm. 

Moreover, current monitoring efforts tend to focus on a limited number of PFAS, while thousands of PFAS exist, and new ones are constantly being developed. This makes it very difficult for the regulator to keep abreast with monitoring and detecting all the new varieties of PFAS, as the industry replaces regulated PFAS with other equally problematic ones. For example, PFOS and PFOA have been phased out in the UK, but the industry has replaced these two PFAS with other PFAS, the levels of which are now steadily increasing in human blood[28] and environment.[29] 

Existing monitoring data has already provided strong evidence that the UK has a massive PFAS pollution problem. Over 10,000 PFAS pollution sites have been already found in the UK[30] and the Environment Agency has warned Defra[31] that it does not have the resources to deal with the rising number of PFAS hotspots across the UK. In 2016, 97% of English rivers met legal standards for chemical pollution, but when the monitoring system was updated to include PFOS[32], every single river in England failed to meet the new legal standards. PFAS have also been detected in UK’s water sources[33], UK’s most iconic wildlife species including otters[34], British people’s blood[35] and food products in British supermarkets[36] such as strawberries, spinach etc. 

Instead of spending massive amounts of money on additional testing and monitoring of PFAS-contaminated areas—which can cost hundreds of pounds per sample [37] and are costs often passed on to the public or local authorities—the UK government should take a different approach. It should rely on existing evidence from monitoring studies and immediately implement strict regulations to control all PFAS at the source and prevent their release into the environment.

This is likely to be more cost-effective in the long run. Wherever monitoring is deemed necessary, the polluter pays principle should be implemented. The UK Environment Act 2021[38], through the Environment Principles Policy Statement, sets out the polluter pays principle, which includes the obligation for polluters to pay for the environmental damage they cause, irrespective of whether the pollution giving rise to the damage was below legal limits or accidental. Since the producers of PFAS have the most control over determining what PFAS are on the market, the onus to pay for monitoring/cleanup should also be on them instead of overstretched local authorities and taxpayers. 

3) What are the current technologies and solutions to treat PFAS pollution, how cost effective and efficient are they and do they create additional risks?
While removing existing PFAS from polluted sites is important, just focusing on remediation without stopping the PFAS pollution at source will not solve the PFAS pollution crisis. It is like sticking an extremely expensive plaster on a cancerous growth. An Environmental Agency (EA) report [30] estimates that cleaning up just 4 of the 10,000 high risk hotspots in the UK could cost  up to £1.8m-£2.7m. The cost of cleaning up all 10,000 sites is estimated to be a staggering £31bn to £121bn. The water industry has estimated that it would cost up to £21bn to clean up PFAS from wastewater [39]. Because of these astronomical costs, Water UK has argued [40] that to control the continued release and accumulation of PFAS in the environment, the UK needs a PFAS group restriction like the EU and a mechanism for recovering clean-up costs from the polluters. There are a few more reasons for why remediation technologies are not an effective solution.

1) Remediation cannot undo the health impacts that have already occurred in people and wildlife [41]. If we just focus on remediation without making any regulatory efforts to stop the production of PFAS at the source, then the levels of PFAS will keep increasing in the environment and keep causing further health harms in people and wildlife.

2) Remediation methods can make the PFAS problem even worse. Studies have shown that treating the landfill leachate (designed to improve water quality) can cause PFAS levels to increase [42]. Some studies funded by the chemical industry[43] imply that PFAS can be destroyed at temperatures above 1,000°C.  However, independent scientific studies have shown that incinerators cannot safely break down PFAS and can in fact lead to the creation of even more harmful PFAS. For example, an independent study[44] analysed PFAS residues in 31 Swedish incinerators and found PFAS in bottom ash from 9 facilities, fly ash from 15 facilities, and condensate from 13 facilities. Contrary to the industry studies, this study found that the highest levels of PFAS in condensate were actually found in those incinerators which operated at temperatures above 1,100°C. Another independent study [45] confirms that PFAS are not fully degraded at high temperature and can be emitted into the environment via bottom ash, gypsum, treated process water, or flue gas. Other studies [46] have also shown that PFAS can be emitted into the environment via flue gas.

3)Various other remediation methods such as reverse osmosis (RO) and granular activated carbon (GAC) are gaining popularity as the PFAS pollution crisis gets worse but they are not fool proof solutions. For example, when PFAS contaminated water is treated with RO, it does not destroy PFAS, it just moves PFAS from drinking water to the waste RO water [47]. Treatment with GAC can also be problematic as it can lead to additional global warming [48].

Wherever remediation is deemed necessary, the polluter pays principle should be implemented and the costs of clean up should be extracted from the chemical companies which caused the pollution in the first place. 

4) Is the current regulatory regime for the use and disposal of PFAS, including UK registration, evaluation, authorisation and restriction of chemicals (UK Reach), adequate? If not, how can it be improved?

It is over 4 years since the UK left the EU’s REACH (Registration, Evaluation, Authorisation and Restriction of Chemicals Regulation) and established UK REACH, but the system is not fit for purpose and is failing in its responsibility to protect the environment and health from harmful chemicals. 

During this period, while the EU has continued to make progress in banning or controlling harmful chemicals, the UK has been moving at a snail’s pace — resulting in passive divergence— and has taken a less protective approach [49]. For example, the UK has not adopted a single restriction on a harmful substance [50] in the same period that the EU has restricted 12. It has also not identified a single substance as a Substance of Very High Concern compared to 38 in the EU. CHEM Trust keeps track of the extent to which the UK is falling behind EU regulatory protections at https://chemtrust.org/divergence-table/ [50], with further details in this briefing [51]. 

The widespread and irreversible pollution already caused by PFAS and other extremely harmful substances highlights the failure of both EU and UK regulation to prevent harm before it occurs, and the need for regulation to be strengthened and sped up [52] to keep pace with the increase in the number of harmful chemicals [17] of harmful chemicals. But while the EU has proposed group restrictions [53] on extremely harmful chemicals including PFAS (which is needed to accelerate regulation and prevent regrettable substitution) and has reforms [54] under discussion to strengthen regulation, the UK has been falling behind even the modest current pace of EU regulation. 

There are many reasons for regulatory inaction. The UK regulator (both the Health & Safety Executive, with support from the Environment Agency) does not have the capacity [55] to regulate at the same scale and pace as the EU, with a Lords committee [56] and the NAO [55] highlighting skills shortages amongst regulators. 

The HSE has also taken a more ‘risk-based approach’ to regulation, which requires more evidence of harm before acting, which has required additional preparatory work gathering evidence and analysing risk management options which is delaying action. For example, while a very wide-ranging restriction on microplastics, which are intentionally added to products, entered into force in the EU in October 2023 [57] the UK commissioned an external organisation to undertake a risk and socioeconomic assessment of different regulatory options which has only just reported. This report [58] which drew heavily and duplicated work that had already been undertaken in the EU, cost just under £200,000. However, there is still no indication as to whether the government will match the EU. Intentionally added microplastics are a significant source of microplastic pollution, and this delay means they continue to enter and build up in our ecosystems and food chains. 

We are also concerned that HSE has considerable delegated authority, policy-making powers and about the lack of transparency [59] in how it makes decisions, particularly as some of these decisions have been very significant and weaken protections for consumer safety and the environment. Parliamentarians warned [60] about the lack of transparent decision making structures for UK chemicals regulation post-Brexit compared to EU REACH and risks what was described by a select committee [61] as “an ever-present danger of regulatory capture by powerful interests”. 

While Defra is the policy lead for the main chemicals regulation (UK REACH), HSE is unusual as a regulator in being the policy lead for very significant pieces of chemicals regulation (GB CLP, for classifying, labelling and packaging of chemicals, GB Biocidal Products Regulation and GB PIC which regulates the export and import of certain hazardous chemicals). HSE also provides operational delivery for UK REACH and unusually leads on the UK’s participation and negotiating position in some international agreements and systems on chemicals, including the Globally Harmonized System of Classification and Labelling of Chemicals (GHS) and UK-EU Trade & Cooperation Agreement and UK Free Trade Agreements. 

Under the last government, HSE chose not to adopt [62] new EU classifications for identifying known and suspected endocrine disrupting chemicals (EDCs) unless they are adopted globally. GB CLP is very significant in chemicals regulation as it is generally the initial trigger for its risk management. For example, a classification as carcinogenic, mutagenic or reprotoxic (CMR), for example, almost automatically restricts a substance in consumer products. The new EU classifications have been followed by a new Regulation [63] which replaces the Toy Safety Directive [64], that will automatically phase out all substances identified under these new classifications as known or suspected EDCs from toys, [64] paving the way for better protection of children, who are particularly vulnerable to adverse impacts from EDCs.

More recently, HSE announced a package [65] of deregulatory proposals to the legislation it leads on, that is waiting on ministerial approval to proceed to public consultation. These proposals include ending mandatory timed renewal dates for biocides [66] and decoupling [65] the GB CLP regime from that of the EU. GB CLP is unusual among British chemicals legislation in that it requires HSE to formally respond to new EU hazard classifications within statutory timeframes. Enhesa analysis of GB CLP (in November 2023) found that GB CLP diverged from the EU’s in just under 15% of classifications and found in these instances of divergence, GB CLP was “generally less strict”. If these deregulatory policies go ahead, they will undermine the government’s wider ambitions for a closer trading relationship with the EU and ability to align with EU chemical safety regulations in future. 

More generally, this is a prime example of what was described by Dan Corry in his review [67]  of Defra’s regulatory landscape, who said: “These regulators need independence as they deliver policies and earn the trust of those they regulate. But regulators should not sit in isolation from democratic decision making. We have to get this relationship right, and it is an issue that haunts regulation in many areas” (our bold). Corry did not assess HSE as part of his review as it falls under another Department, the Department for Work & Pensions (DWP). This is also another problem besetting UK chemicals regulation; its dispersal across government departments which impedes ensuring there is a consistent approach. In addition to Defra as the main policy lead, some aspects are  covered by the Food Standards Agency and Health Security Agency under the Department for Health, the Office for Product Safety and Standards under the Department for Business & Trade (DBT), and the chemical industry engages in different business forums convened by DBT and the Department for Energy Security and Net Zero (NESNZ). 

We must strengthen UK REACH, with a commitment in the revised 2025 Environmental Improvement Plan to catch up with and match or exceed EU chemical laws and protections, including a delivery plan for achieving this. A regulatory system which defaults to aligning with EU chemical safety laws, would provide a long-term, cost-effective and sustainable approach to regulating chemicals.

Chemicals should be included in negotiations on the UK-EU reset, and in the meantime, the UK should establish a principled default policy of unilateral alignment [68], to prevent further regulatory drift. This would ensure GB environmental and health protections are pegged to the highest standards globally. This can be achieved within tight constraints on public spending as it would require fewer resources for administering unnecessary duplicate regulatory assessments and minimise public costs of clean-up from failure to regulate pollution at source. It would also provide greater regulatory certainty for businesses and investment. It could help unlock a more ambitious and economically beneficial trade reset and uphold the UK’s internal market. [69] 

5) Is a precautionary approach to PFAS desirable or is an approach that uses regulation to assess their benefits and risks more appropriate?
For PFAS, much of the epidemiological data is on a few specific compounds, with many similar substances having no data yet. It would be highly unrealistic to design and implement experiments that prove the risks for all 10,000+ PFAS. For example, this could require exposing pregnant women to PFAS and following their children for several decades to monitor the effects. The precautionary principle is the most pragmatic way to deal with the PFAS pollution crisis. It takes the limits of science into the equation and tries to ensure that action is not delayed until the damage is done (and confirmed).

6) Is there any regulatory divergence across the UK in terms of PFAS? If so, what are the implications, and is there a need for a more joined-up approach?
Within the UK, people are exposed differently to PFAS. Scotland adheres to the EU guidelines when it comes to drinking water, whereas Wales and England have no statutory drinking water limits for PFAS. They only follow the DWI guidance[70] (non-binding) on PFAS levels in water- a 'wholesomeness' guideline value of 0.1 ug/l for 48 PFAS. This means that they only monitor 48 PFAS and do not have any legal thresholds to limit the amount of these PFAS in the drinking water. This leaves the English and Welsh populations more exposed to PFAS than the Scottish population. 

Northern Ireland falls under EU REACH, which means that Irish citizens get protection from PFAS regulations adopted in the EU such as the use of PFAS in firefighting foams, children’s toys, textiles, etc which other people in the UK don’t (see Q 7 for more details on EU protections on PFAS). The UK should urgently match the EU regulations on PFAS to ensure harmonised PFAS regulations across the UK. 

7) How do other jurisdictions around the world, including the EU and US, regulate PFAS use and disposal, and what lessons, if any, can the UK learn?
EU bans on PFAS use and disposal. See here [71] for more details on other areas in which the EU has regulated PFAS.
Via Stockholm convention
· PFOS  entered into force in 2009
· PFOA and related substances entered into force in 2020
· PFHxS and related substances entered into force in 2023
· C9-C21 PFCAs, in May 2025. 
· C9-C-14 PFCA and related substances came into force in 2023.
Via REACH
· (TDFAs) entered into force 2021.
· PFHxA  adopted in 2024. 
· The universal PFAS restriction initiated in February 2023. Denmark (see also its national action plan) and France are taking action ahead of the universal PFAS restriction. France has also introduced a tax on industrial emissions of PFAS. 
· A full group restriction on PFAS fire-fighting foams adopted in April 2025 (with derogations of up to 10 years for some uses).  
Via other legislation
· The Packaging and Packaging Waste Regulation (PPWR) adopted in January 2025. 
· PFAS ban in Toys agreed in April 2025
· The EU adopted a limit value on PFOA and PFHxS and their related substances as in waste via POPs regulation.

The only PFAS banned in the UK are those that are banned via the Stockholm convention (PFOS , PFOA and related substances , PFHxS and related substances, C9-C21 PFCAs[footnoteRef:2]) and one via REACH before Brexit (TDFAs). No PFAS have been banned in the UK since it left the EU. In 2023, the Conservative Government published a Risk Management Option Analysis (RMOA)[72] which proposed restrictions on a narrow range of PFAS (only a few hundred out of 10,000 PFAS) in a narrow range of uses as opposed to the EU’s proposed universal restriction. The world-leading scientists on PFAS are so concerned by the UK’s weak approach to regulating PFAS that they wrote to the UK government, urging it to take an ambitious approach to regulating PFAS and have also expressed concern[73] over the government’s weak response to their letter[74].  [2:  The decision on C9-C21 PFAS was only made at the COP 2025 in May, and it may be a while until the ban comes into effect. ] 


The UK government should urgently match the EU regulations on PFAS, including supporting its proposed universal restriction [75] on the use and manufacture of all PFAS. Regulating all PFAS as one group is the only way to tackle PFAS pollution. Regulating just a few hundred PFAS – as the UK RMOA proposes to do – will not tackle the scale of pollution we face from these chemicals, especially as new PFAS continue to be developed. Narrow grouping approaches are slow to regulate and have historically led to the substitution of regulated harmful substances with other, similarly problematic, unregulated chemicals, whilst also placing a vast burden on the regulator [76]. The UK should also go ahead of the EU’s universal restriction with national bans/action plan, following the examples of France[77] and Denmark [78]. 
 
8) What lessons can the UK learn from other countries in terms of resourcing and supporting the detection, monitoring and treatment of PFAS pollution?
France has introduced a PFAS emission fee of 100 euros per 100 grams that could bring revenues of up to 64 million euros per year. The UK should adopt a similar taxation system to generate revenue for PFAS clean-up and monitoring from those who caused the pollution in the first place. 
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