
 

 

The Honorable Dave Ross 
Assistant Administrator 
Office of Water – 4101M 
U. S. Environmental Protection Agency 
1200 Pennsylvania Avenue NW 
Washington, DC  20460 

April 20, 2018 
Delivered by mail and by email (ross.davidp@epa.gov) 
cc.  Peter Grevatt, grevatt.peter@epa.gov 
 Betsy Behl, behl.betsy@epa.gov 
   Liz Resek, resek.elizabeth@epa.gov 
 
Re: Evaluating Risk From Trace Chemicals in Biosolids, Including PFAS 
 
Dear Assistant Administrator Ross: 
 
We are water quality professionals who treat the wastewater from America’s homes and businesses 
and manage the resulting solids – including through recycling biosolids and related fertilizer products 
to farmland, gardens, and soil. We are writing to underscore the value of beneficial use of biosolids for 
cities and farmers and to express our concerns about the threat of overly cautious approaches to minute 
amounts of perfluorinated alkyl substances (PFAS) in wastewater and biosolids. We believe that the 
Office of Water – with its decades of success in regulating wastewater and biosolids – can take a 
leading role in assuring the public and state agencies that PFAS in biosolids pose a negligible risk.  
With the USEPA sponsored PFAS summit scheduled for May, we would like to play a role in this 
important meeting and assist the Agency in its review of this issue. 
 
Our sector involves more than 16,000 water resource recovery facilities (WRRFs) that treat wastewater 
and involve myriad associated systems.  When it comes to protecting the quality of America’s water, 
these people are on the front lines, working 24/7/365 to protect public health and the environment.  In 
partnership with USEPA and state agencies under the authority of the Clean Water Act, wastewater 
and biosolids professionals have led tremendous improvements in our nation’s waters and have 
developed one of America’s most successful recycling practices – returning nutrients and carbon to 
soil and farmland through biosolids. Land application of biosolids, based on a comprehensive risk 
assessment completed by USEPA in 1993, has proven successful for decades across the United States 
and has been validated as presenting negligible risk in many scientific studies, including two National 
Academy of Sciences reviews.  
 
Biosolids include, at very low levels, many trace chemicals that are found in wastewater.  Experience 
and research have demonstrated that these compounds, when introduced to the soil, pose minimal risks.  
The latest trace chemical concern that prompts our letter is the PFAS family of compounds, which for 
decades have been in many consumer products and indeed can be found in most human tissue at 
minuscule levels. Toxicologists dispute the extent to which these compounds pose a public health risk, 
particularly in light of the accelerating abandonment of the use of these chemicals, but some regulators 
are approaching PFAS from an overly precautionary perspective that may yield no tangible health 
benefit yet could hurt the practice of land application and increase costs for wastewater treatment. 
 
We applaud USEPA efforts to address this family of widely-used compounds in light of the attention 
by states and in the popular media.  PFAS, like other chemicals used in our daily lives, are now gaining 
attention because of advances in health effects research that can identify molecular-level biological 
responses and analytical chemistry that allows detection in minute quantities.  But the ability to detect 
PFAS at extraordinarily low levels does not necessarily indicate any significant risk. 
 
PFAS have created a new level of concern – and not because they present greater risk than many of 
those past challenges related to wastewater and biosolids management that have been successfully 
addressed.  Rather, PFAS garner attention because of: 



 

 

1. Their widespread use over many decades, which means they are inevitably in wastewater and 
biosolids; 

2. The USEPA public health advisory (PHA) of 70 ppt for PFOA + PFOS in drinking water, 
promulgated in 2016, which is an extremely conservative and low number; and 

3. A wide variety of regulatory actions – mostly by states – that have the potential to create far-
reaching unintended consequences, including making wastewater and biosolids management 
much more difficult with only highly speculative benefits to public health. 
 

As an example, Michigan has set a surface water standard of 12 parts per trillion (ppt) for PFOS.  
Limited data indicate that most WRRFs discharge water with higher levels of PFOS. (Of course, 
undiluted wastewater effluent is not used for drinking water, but some regulators become concerned 
nevertheless).  A similar action with unintended consequences is Maine’s adoption of a screening level 
of 2.5 parts per billion (ppb) PFOA for residuals placed on land (which could apply to biosolids), 
without any scientific study or rationale to support this level.  Based on limited modern data, many 
biosolids products will not be able to meet that screening level. 
 
Reactions to concerns about PFAS have been advancing quickly and in dramatically different ways in 
different states. We join the states in requesting USEPA leadership for a risk-based approach that 
recognizes that there are very few exposure pathways for PFAS in wastewater or biosolids to impact 
drinking water. 
 
As USEPA studies PFAS, we urge careful consideration of the following: 

• WRRFs are sometimes viewed as polluters to our waterways and biosolids.  That is wrong.  
They are not polluters or sources of pollutants, including PFAS; instead, WRRFs and the 
industrial pretreatment programs they administer reduce and prevent the release of pollutants 
into waterways. 

• Wastewater, like many other wastes, ends up being the responsibility of municipalities. 
Regulatory actions that potentially affect the operations and costs associated in meeting these 
municipal responsibilities must be considered carefully.  

• Recent investigations indicate that PFAS impacts related to the management of wastewater and 
biosolids are uncommon; when addressing those rare situations where impacts have occurred, it 
is important not to disrupt the thousands of other wastewater and biosolids programs that are 
providing significant benefits and little to no PFAS risk. 

• How the presence of PFAS in wastewater and biosolids and the associated risk is 
communicated is critically important. The Agency must be clear that little to no peer-reviewed 
toxicology ties PFAS compounds to health risks at the exposure levels that can be expected in 
the vast majority of the population.  

 
Research and understanding of PFAS in the environment should be a priority for USEPA.  But 
guidance and regulation by the Agency and the states needs to carefully consider all potential 
consequences, including those that impact wastewater treatment systems and biosolids management.  
As PFAS are reviewed and regulated, costly disruptions to wastewater treatment and biosolids 
management may occur.  We have already seen a few cases of such disruption in the Northeast. 
 
Therefore, we urge you to ensure that wastewater and biosolids management professionals are well 
represented in USEPA’s efforts related to PFAS.  This is an essential way to support states and 
municipalities.  For example, we are prepared to provide participants and input to the agenda and 
technical information for the USEPA PFAS Summit in May.  Our members are knowledgeable and 
experienced in these issues and can make a meaningful contribution.  We ask that we may meet with 
you to discuss this further. 
 
Thank you for your time and consideration of our concerns.  We look forward to a continued dialogue 
with USEPA and states. 
 
 



 

 

Yours truly, 
 

 
Maile Lono-Batura, Executive Director 

 
 
 

 
William E. Toffey, Executive Director 

 
 
 

 
 
Chris Hornback 
Deputy Chief Executive Officer 
National Assoc. of Clean Water Agencies 

 
 
 

 
Patrick Dube, Ph.D. 
Technical Program Manager 
Water & Science Engineering Center 
Water Environment Federation 

 

 
Sherri van der Wege, Chair 
WEAT Biosolids Committee & Trinity River Authority 
 

 
 
 
 

 
Robert G. Crockett, Executive Director 

 
 
 

 
Jim Johnson, Co-Chair 
Biosolids Committee 
Rocky Mountain Water Environment Association  

 


