
Evaluating	PFAS	Contamination	
in	Underserved	Communities	
in	the	United	States

Anita	Desikan,	MS	MPH
Research	Analyst
Union	of	Concerned	Scientists



What	is	PFAS?	(per- and	polyfluoroalkyl	
substances)

• Class	of	nearly	5,000	human-made	chemicals
• Widely	used	in	consumer	and	industry	products	since	1940s	
(i.e.	Teflon,	Scotchgard,	firefighting	foam,	etc)

• Persists	and	can	build	up	in	human	body	and	environment



PFAS	contaminates	our	drinking	water

Source:	https://ncpfastnetwork.com/files/2019/09/PFAS_General_full.text_.pdf



Study	of	70,000	people	in	Mid-Ohio	Valley	on	
PFOA	(type	of	PFAS)
• Greater	risk	of	non-Hodgkin’s	lymphoma	and	
kidney,	testicular,	prostate,	and	ovarian	cancers

• Drinking	water	was	contaminated	with	PFOA,	
from	DuPont	chemical	facilities	making	Teflon

PFAS	Health	Effects
Source:	CDC/ATSDR



Current	PFAS	Standards	Fail	to	Protect	
Health

Out	of	131military	sites,	only	one site	tested	for	PFAS	contamination	in	the		
groundwater	and	drinking	water	did	not	exceed	levels	that	the	CDC	considers	a	
health	risk

https://www.ucsusa.org/resources/toxic-threat-pfas-contamination-military-bases



https://www.ucsusa.org/resources/abandoned-
science-broken-promises

Indigenous	communities,	communities	of	
color,	and	low-income	communities	have	
faced	decades	of	systemic	oppression

This	has	led	to	environmental	injustice,	
such	as	the	clustering	of	industrial	
facilities	near	communities,	leading	to	
increased	pollution	and	adverse	health	
effects.

This	is	being	exacerbated	by	the	Trump	
administration’s	attempts	to	sideline	and	
attack	science.

Research	Question:	Is	PFAS	an	
Issue	of	Environmental	Justice?



GIS	buffer	analysis	to	
determine	population	
make-up	near	PFAS	sites

• PFAS	data	from	publicly	
available	materials	
(government	websites,	
news	articles,	etc.)

• Racial/income	data	from	
US	Census

Mapping	racial	and	income	disparities	in	
communities	near	heavily	polluted	PFAS	sites



https://pfasproject.com/pfas-contamination-site-tracker/



Hypothesis:	PFAS	sites	are	disproportionately	located	in	low-income	
communities	and	communities	of	color

Null	hypothesis:	The	income	and	racial	demographic	make-up	of	
communities	contaminated	by	PFAS	are	similar	to	the	demographic	
make-up	of	the	entire	US

US	(no.) 5-miles	from	
PFAS	site	(no.)

US	(%	of	
population)

5-miles	from	
PFAS	(%	of	
population)

%	
Change

Low-
income	
households

16,943,520 298,535 5.22 6.13 17.43

People	of	
color

87,713,703 1,611,289 27.03 33.08 22.38

Total	
Population

324,473,299 4,870,768



38,962



294,591	



Results/Discussion	of	Analysis

Our	analysis	suggests	that	low-income	communities	and	
communities	of	color	are	more	likely	to	be	located	near	PFAS-
contaminated	areas

Setting	appropriate	standards	and	enforcing	those	standards	for	
PFAS	may	be	especially	important	for	underserved	communities.

Nearly	40,000	more	low-
income	households and	
approximately	300,000	more	
people	of	color live	within	five	
miles of	a	site	contaminated	
with	PFAS	than	expected	based	
on	US	census	data.



US	Policy	on	PFAS:	Set-Backs

• EPA	has	not	been	systematically	tracking	or	regulating	PFAS

• In	2018,	CDC	health	report	on	PFAS	was	initially	buried	by	
the	Trump	administration	for	being	a	“potential	public	
relations	nightmare.”

• EPA’s	current	health	standard	(70	parts	per	trillion)	
and	EPA’s	2019	PFAS	action	plan	is	not	enforceable	
and	not	nearly	strict	enough.

• PFAS	is	still	not	considered	hazardous	by	EPA	so	
Superfund	sites	containing	it	aren’t	being	prioritized	
for	cleanup



Source:	https://blog.ucsusa.org/genna-reed/epa-might-finally-regulate-pfas



Source:	https://www.epa.gov/toxics-release-inventory-tri-program/addition-certain-pfas-tri-national-
defense-authorization-act



Other	Recent	PFAS	Developments
• A	number	of	states	(i.e.,	Michigan,	New	Jersey)	have	laws	that	

set	enforceable	drinking	water	standards,	monitoring,	and	
cleanup	requirements

• FY2020	National	Defense	Authorization	Act	contained	some	
much	needed	efforts	to	track	and	regulate	PFAS	and	protect	
military	families	and	the	FY2021	NDAA	is	expected	to	include	
more	measures

• CDC’s	Agency	for	Toxic	Substances	and	Disease	Registry	is	
currently	carrying	out	a	multi-site	study	on	2,000	children	
and	6,000	adults	to	examine	health	effects	in	impacted	
communities
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