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April 27, 2022 

 

Environmental Quality Board 
P.O. Box 8477 
Harrisburg, PA 17105-8477 
 

Re: Proposed Rulemaking on Safe Drinking Water PFAS MCL Rule 

 

Dear Pennsylvania Environmental Quality Board, 

Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the proposed Safe Drinking Water PFAS MCL 
Rule (#7-569). My name is Talor Musil, and I am writing to you on behalf of the non-profit 
Women for a Healthy Environment, an organization that addresses environmental exposures that 
impact public health through educational programming, technical assistance, and advocacy. We 
believe every community, and especially children, should have healthy homes, schools, and early 
learning centers. Our organization participates in the Cancer and Environment Network of 
Southwestern Pennsylvania, a cross-sector collaboration of cancer-focused organizations, 
environmental advocates, scientists, healthcare professionals, and more working to end our 
region’s “twin crises”: high cancer rates and elevated environmental exposures. Prevention of 
exposure to environmental carcinogens such as PFAS in drinking water is essential to achieve 
our vision of a future free of cancer. 

Public health experts have warned us about the dangers of PFAS exposure for decades. PFAS 
exposure has been associated with a range of adverse health effects, from cancer, 
immunotoxicity, neurotoxicity, reproductive toxicity, developmental effects on the mammary 
gland, and effects on the thyroid, liver, and kidney.iiiiiiiv In 2017, the International Agency for 
Research on Cancer (IARC) classified PFOA as a possible human carcinogen.v The Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) notes that beyond cancer, high levels of PFAS may lead 
to increased cholesterol levels, decreased vaccine response in children, changes in liver enzymes, 
increased risk of high blood pressure or pre-eclampsia in pregnant women and decreases in 
infant birth weights.vi These impacts lead to burdensome healthcare costs. Recent estimates pose 
€52-84 billion as the annual costs of PFAS-related health effects in Europe.vii The equivalent 
health-related costs for the United States, accounting for population size and exchange rate 
differences, would be $37−59 billion annually.viii 
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The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention’s National Health and Nutrition Examination 
Survey (NHANES) has found PFAS in the blood of 97% of Americans. ix Around 200 million 
people in the United States are drinking PFAS-contaminated, municipally provided water,x 
creating the need for widespread concern for all members of this chemical class.xi Pennsylvania’s 
continued use of PFAS-containing firefighting foam and concentration of industrial activities, 
including, but not limited to, the extraction of oil and natural gas only heightens residents’ 
concern about exposure. In fact, a recent report from Physicians for Social Responsibility found 
that oil and gas companies utilize large quantities of PFAS.xii Because the chemicals and the 
respective quantities used by oil and gas companies are not disclosed to the public (or to 
regulators), the full extent of Pennsylvania groundwater contamination via operations and waste 
disposal practices may be underestimated by analyses such as these.   

The science relevant to the human health impacts of PFAS is rapidly evolving.  Every month, 
hundreds of new PFAS studies are published in peer-reviewed journals. Increased monitoring 
studies as well as toxicological assessments demonstrate that substitutes for PFOA and PFOS are 
of concern. In October 2021, the EPA’s human health toxicity assessment concluded that GenX 
– a predominant PFOA/PFOS substitute – is even more toxic than the compounds they 
replaced.xiii  The recent sampling effort in Pennsylvania identified eight PFAS chemicals present 
(of the 18 for which they tested).xiv Disappointingly, this effort did not test for GenX.xv The 
prominence of PFOA and PFOS in these moment-in-time results led to the proposed regulation 
for only two PFAS chemicals (PFOA and PFOS).  DEP needs to ensure through continued 
testing and monitoring (not just a 1-time state-wide monitoring effort) and review of the research 
literature that additional PFAS are not threatening the health of Pennsylvania, Otherwise, this 
regulation may lose its effect in short order. 

The technical feasibility to test and treat PFAS in drinking water is also rapidly evolving.  In 
December 2019, the European Commission agreed within three years to develop testing 
protocols as well as a legal limit for ALL PFAS under its Drinking Water Directive. Simply as a 
result of the EU’s efforts, new analytic methods specific for use in regulation, such as the 
validation of testing to address total fluorine in water or use of Non-Targeted Analysis 
techniques, will become available as well as new regulatory approaches for developing drinking 
water standards for PFAS.  

The public health threat of PFAS-contaminated drinking water is known all too well by 
communities across Pennsylvania. In Allegheny County alone, there have been at least four 
known areas with recently compromised drinking water—half of which are designated 
Environmental Justice (EJ) areas by the PA DEP.  

Last summer, our organization partnered with residents of McKeesport to conduct grassroots 
education and outreach following the use of PFAS-containing firefighting foam on an uphill, 
upstream mechanic shop fire and a back-flow of this toxic foam into a fire hydrant. Nearly 500 
households went without running water for two to three weeks while the local water authority 
performed testing and flushing contaminated fire hydrants in the impacted area into the 
immediate environment (and likely into the nearby source waterways). Residents reported 
difficulties obtaining information about the contamination. Shower facilities were available at a 
local high school (about 3.5 miles away), but access to this building is limited to able-bodied 
residents. Water buffaloes and bottled water were eventually available in the neighborhood, and 
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an incredible community resident personally delivered bottled water to residents who could not 
transfer it themselves.  

This story highlights the compounding stressors in EJ communities. McKeesport already carries 
the burdens of unhealthy housing conditions, historic economic disinvestment, and air pollution 
from nearby Title V facilities. There is one corner store with food, one church for gathering, one 
and thrift shop for clothing in this neighborhood. It is surrounded on two sides by rivers that are 
used for boating but are too polluted to enter for swimming. Protecting these residents’ human 
right to healthy drinking water is critical. 

The water authority’s testing revealed that the foam used in McKeesport contained PFOA and 
PFOS, among other PFASxvi.  

PFAS exposure is a well-known public health problem that threatens the well-being of residents 
across the commonwealth. As such, the utmost precaution must be taken when regulating these 
hazardous and carcinogenic substances. While we commend the Environmental Quality Board 
and Department of Environmental Protection for setting Maximum Contaminant Levels (MCLs) 
for these two PFAS, these standards fail to match the severity of the threats posed by this class of 
chemicals, and neglect to address the thousands of other (current and future) PFAS 

We recommend the following changes to the proposed regulations: 

 Regulate PFAS as a class: Currently, the proposed regulation only includes limits for 
PFOS and PFOA. With more than 12,000 types of PFAS currently identified by the 
EPA,xvii it is impossible to regulate each individually; it is recognized that they, as a class, 
share similar properties of health concern.xviiixix Therefore, it is imperative to set 
standards for the entire class of PFAS and regulate all PFAS for which there is 
technology to detect and remove them from drinking water.  We encourage DEP to track 
developments in the EU; testing and treatment limitations will no longer be a reason why 
regulating PFAS as a group cannot proceed.  

 At a minimum, the Cambridge Environmental Consulting recommendations for 
PFOS and PFOA MCLsxx should be adopted as MCLs. In order to uphold the right to 
clean water per the Pennsylvania Constitution, drinking water must not threaten any 
resident with the risk of developing cancer. We recommend adopting MCLs per the 
Drexel Study’s goal levels of:  

o 6 PPT for PFOA  
o 5 PPT for PFOS  

 Include language in the regulation that within 5 years after the adoption of the MCL 
for PFOA and PFOS, the Department will consider additional substances in light of 
new scientific evidence and new analytical testing methods for PFAS, and amend as 
necessary to protect the public’s health.  As new PFAS continue to be studied, testing 
and filtering technologies improved, and evidence emerges regarding endpoints such as 
carcinogenicity of PFOS and PFOA, amendments to the regulations must be considered 
in line with the pace of research and technological developments. For example, an MCL 
that is health-protective must be developed for GenX and other substitutes for older 
PFAS chemicals.  
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 Make funding available for residential private well owners to conduct testing and 
mitigation: The proposed rulemaking should guarantee equal protection by applying to 
all water supplies. The plan in its current form applies only to Public Water Systems, 
excluding private water wells and leaving about one quarter of Pennsylvania’s population 
out of the sampling and in the dark about whether their drinking water contains PFAS.2 

Pennsylvania homeowners are unlikely to have the funds to identify and remediate PFAS 
contamination in their private drinking water wells. We encourage the state to develop a 
subsidy/support program for private-well owners to help offset the tremendous costs 
associated with PFAS testing and treatment. 

The proposed standards represent great progress towards protecting public health, but we cannot 
claim victory until primary prevention measures for exposure to all PFAS from every source are 
put in place. If we fail to introduce these measures proactively, we will continue the injustice of 
relying on already overburdened environmental justice communities to demonstrate the risks 
associated with exposure before setting health protective standards for everyone. 

Thank you again for the opportunity to provide comments on this critical issue.  

Sincerely,  

 

Talor Musil 
Health Policy Manager 
Women for a Healthy Environment 
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