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WHAT ARE PFAS?
Per- and poly-fluoroalkyl substances (PFAS), also known as “forever chemicals,” are 
chemicals with strong fluorine-carbon bonds (the strongest bond in organic chemistry). 
Because of this strong bond, once PFAS are formed they don't break down. Instead, they 
persist “forever” and accumulate in the environment and our bodies. 

These chemicals are common in a range of materials and applications, including: 
waterproof textiles, grease resistant paper, lubricants, coatings on electronics, non-stick 
cookware, diapers and even period products. There are thousands of PFAS (estimates 
range from 4700 to 14,000) in over 200 applications.1 

3



Canada’s PFAS Problem 4

Oil and gas fracking7

Metal coating

Chemical manufacturing, 
including fertilizers and 
pesticides8,9,10  

Plastics and resins

Mining and refining sites

Waste 

While firefighting foam has been singled out for regulation, it is certainly not our only 
problem.11 We are still creating and using PFAS, and as a result, polluting our planet and 
ourselves. This is happening through a broad array of activities, including: fluorination 
processes (used in plastics manufacturing), pulp and paper manufacturing, oil and gas 
fracturing, biosolid spreading, firefighting foam use, and product manufacturing and use. 

THE PFAS PROBLEM
Forever is a long time, but the truth is that PFAS will survive for hundreds of years beyond 
their initial and intended uses. That should be as concerning to companies and policy 
makers as it is to the rest of us. 

PFAS live their longest life in the environment, where we are continually re-exposed to 
them in water, soils, air and food. The evidence of contamination can be found all around 
us, including Great Lakes fish, Quebec groundwater, and wild foods that people living in 
the Far North depend on. 

For example, consuming just one serving of freshwater fish—an essential food for many 
communities, but particularly Indigenous people2—can expose people to a high amount of 
PFAS, comparable to an entire month of average drinking water.3 And while there are 
many ways PFAS can end up in the environment and fish, microplastics (now ubiquitous in 
the environment) may play a role. Particularly in aquatic environments, microplastics can 
act like sponges, accumulating PFAS and transporting concentrated PFAS to aquatic 
organisms and fish.4 

Canada’s federal contaminated sites inventory lists PFAS-polluted airports and military 
sites—places where PFAS-laden firefighting foams are used for training, testing, or 
emergency response—but this is a vast undercounting of the true number of contaminated 
sites in the country.5 The US Environmental Protection Agency has compiled lists of the 
thousands of facilities that potentially handle PFAS based on their industrial profile, and 
now requires reporting for some PFAS.6 In Canada, potential PFAS-handling facilities are 
not required to report their PFAS releases to the National Pollution Release Inventory 
(NPRI), meaning we have little information about industrial releases. PFAS releases have 
gone unreported for decades in numerous sectors, including:
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PFAS IN PRODUCTS
The government acknowledges in its draft “State of PFAS” report that releases are 
expected to occur during the manufacture, processing, use, and disposal of 
PFAS-containing products.12 These PFAS-containing products are ubiquitous in our daily 
life and include electronics (wires, coatings), textiles, rubber, coated silicone, stickers, 
moulded plastics, personal care products and more.13 

From creation and processing, through manufacturing to disposal, a PFAS-containing 
product can contaminate groundwater, soil, and household dust. When these products 
enter the recycling stream, they can go on to contaminate products made from recycled 
materials. Our previous research reports and educational materials have highlighted the 
problem with PFAS in products and food contact materials, as well as the health and 
environmental consequences.14 

In Canada, product importers and retailers are not required to disclose PFAS content to 
regulators or consumers. As a result, there is very little information on the volumes and 
types of these substances entering the country, our homes and our bodies. 
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Textiles: PFAS coatings are used to make fabrics water repellent, 
stain-resistant, and oil- and sweat-repellent, but their effectiveness is 
questionable and these coatings rub off.15 

Plastics: Plastic packaging is “fluorinated” to prevent products from 
damaging their containers, and moulded plastics will have PFAS residues from 
the lubricant sprays applied to the moulds.

Paper: Food contact paper products such us takeout containers and 
microwave popcorn bags can be intentionally coated in PFAS to be 
grease-repellant,16 and PFAS can also be embedded in paper products such as 
toilet paper due to its chemical pulping process.17

Fertilizers and biosolids: Sludge from wastewater, paper mills and food 
byproducts are sent to farms, contaminating soils with PFAS,18 and destroying 
farmer livelihoods.

Menstrual products and diapers: The liners and absorbent filling in 
disposable diapers, menstrual pads,19 and tampons20 expose people who 
menstruate, babies, young children, and people with incontinence to PFAS. 

Cookware and food contact materials: Non-stick cookware coatings, such 
as Teflon, are well-known sources of exposure to PFAS. But single-use paper 
and plastic items with PFAS coatings, along with fluorinated plastic food 
packaging, are also an exposure source.  

Cosmetics: From waterproof mascara to long-lasting foundation, we have 
been applying PFAS-laden products to our skin, inhaling it in powders, and 
washing it into our drinking water sources for decades.21 

Artificial turf: In addition to the highly toxic old tires used as the base for 
artificial turf, researchers have found PFAS in the blades, backing and filling of 
these turf products.22 

 

Paints, coatings and varnishes: These products use PFAS for its durability, 
water and oil resistance properties.23

A comprehensive list of potential PFAS sources in Canada is not known, but these are a 
few of the known sources: 

Recognizing the pervasive presence of PFAS in such a range of products and uses, 
governments must work quickly to impose comprehensive restrictions on these “forever 
chemicals”. Otherwise, we will see increasing levels of PFAS contaminating our 
environment and bodies.
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PFAS IN OUR BODIES AND 
ASSOCIATED HEALTH HARMS
We ingest PFAS through drinking water and food, absorb it through products that come into 
contact with our skin,24  and inhale it through household dust.25 These exposures are of 
particular concern for infants and small children whose sensitive respiratory systems and 
tendency to put everything in their mouths put them at higher risk. 

Although the federal government recently established a drinking water guideline of 30 
nanograms per litre for PFAS in municipal water systems,26  there is little that a municipality 
can do on its own to address this contamination or the increasing sources of PFAS that are 
contributing to the contamination issue in the first place. The vast majority of drinking water 
and wastewater treatment facilities are not equipped to remove PFAS from water before it 
reaches our homes, schools, and other facilities, or when releasing the water back into the 
environment. 

Food contact materials are also of particular concern. Fluorinated substances can leach out of 
plastic packaging and contaminate the food. 

7

Once in our bodies, PFAS mimic fatty acids (an essential nutrient), and are stored in our liver. 
PFAS have been linked to a range of adverse health outcomes,27 including: asthma, low/high 
infant birth weight, early menopause, immune suppression, thyroid disease,28 cancers 
(including testicular and kidney), high cholesterol, prediabetes and fatty liver.29  

In acknowledgement of the health risks posed by PFAS exposures, the US National Academies 
of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine have issued guidance for screening individuals with 
suspected elevated PFAS exposure. This includes assessing for ulcerative colitis, and breast, 
kidney, and testicular cancer; testing their PFAS blood levels and thyroid function; monitoring 
blood pressure; and assessing for pregnancy-induced hypertension.30

The Nordic Council of Ministers estimates the cost of human health harms resulting from PFAS 
exposure in Canada at upwards of $9 billion annually.31 

PFAS have been linked to a range of adverse health 
outcomes, including: asthma, low/high infant birth weight, 
early menopause, immune suppression, thyroid disease, 

cancers (including testicular and kidney), high cholesterol, 
prediabetes and fatty liver.  



Canada’s PFAS Problem

WE ARE ALL AFFECTED BY PFAS, BUT 
WE ARE NOT ALL AFFECTED EQUALLY

PFAS build up and persist in the environment and our bodies. 98.5 per cent of people in Canada 
have it in their blood.32 But while we are all impacted, we are not all impacted equally. 

Exposures to environmental toxins and their effects impact some communities more than others.33 
In particular, low income and racialized people tend to experience a wider range of PFAS exposures 
from a variety of sources, putting them at higher risk.34 

What’s more, PFAS-laden products inevitably make their way to landfills, incinerators, composting 
facilities, and hazardous waste dumps. The resulting PFAS-laden runoff and atmospheric releases 
from these sites disproportionately impact racialized and low-income people, because these 
facilities are often cited in close proximity to their communities. This is environmental racism. The 
harm is made worse by a lack of public information, weak enforcement of environmental laws, and 
limited resources for testing, including biomonitoring. Together, these factors can increase 
exposures for these communities.

8

Northern Indigenous 
Communities 

and Food Sovereignty
Long-range movement of PFAS contaminants are 
disproportionately impacting the health of Northern 
Indigenous communities. 

Lucy Grey is the Public Health Inuit Research Advisor for 
the Nunavik Regional Board of Health and Social 
Services, and as an Inuk mother, she has been pushing 
for action on PFAS at a national and international level. 
"Accessing safe and uncontaminated country food is a 
matter of Inuit rights. Wildlife health is directly connected 
to Inuit health and well-being, and it is essential to 
preserve resources for the next generations." 

Grey’s research partners, Dr. Amira Aker and Dr. Melanie 
Lemire at the Université Laval and Centre Hospitalier 
Universitaire de Québec, agree that we must go further. 
Due to the long-range movement35 of these chemicals 
through the ecosystem, we are seeing these substances 
build up in species and people at alarming levels in 
Northern Indigenous communities. PFAS are 
contaminating Arctic ice,36 and marine species from 
plankton to seals and polar bears37 at a 
disproportionately higher rate than other areas. 

Lucy Grey
Public Health Inuit Research Advisor for 

the Nunavik Regional Board of Health 
and Social Services



Canada’s PFAS Problem 9

4.4 million tonnes 
The European Union estimates that by 2050, if left unaddressed, 

total PFAS in the environment will increase 50 times to 

CORPORATE BAD BEHAVIOUR 
AND LACK OF ACCOUNTABILITY 
FOR PFAS CONTAMINATION
The chemical industry has been aware of the toxicity of PFAS since the 1970s, but kept 
this information from the public for decades.38 Following the regulation and phase-out of a 
handful of legacy PFAS chemicals, such as PFOS, thousands of replacement PFAS 
substances were introduced into the market with little to no regulatory or policy response. 
These replacement chemicals are comparable in terms of toxicity and persistence,39 and 
also pose new challenges as some have an increased potential40 to travel long distances in 
the environment and to degrade into more dangerous substances. 

Chemical companies get away with introducing this multitude of PFAS “similars” because 
they are allowed to operate behind a wall of confidentiality and “trade secrets”.  
Researchers have stated that the “lack of transparency in industry-driven research on 
industrial chemicals has significant legal, political and public health consequences.”41 The 
public isn’t allowed to know what hazards lurk in our products, bodies, and ecosystems. 
This needs to end.

ChemSec, a European advocacy organization, found that just 12 chemical companies42 are 
responsible for the majority of the global PFAS production.43 They also found that the  
companies’ combined $26 billion in annual profits pales in comparison to the global 
societal costs of PFAS (attempted remediation, health care, etc.) of over $23 trillion per 
year. ChemSec estimates that if these societal costs were included in the average market 
price of PFAS, the accurate price would be nearly 1000 times higher: $27,388 per 
kilogram, instead of just $28 per kilogram. 

The European Union estimates that, if left unaddressed, PFAS emissions will increase 50 
times, meaning there will be 4.4 million tonnes in the environment by 2050.
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Chemical industry lobbyists have come out in record 
numbers to resist federal government ambition to 
address PFAS. Their efforts began in April 2021, when the 
federal government signalled its intent to examine PFAS as 
a class of chemicals, instead of one at a time. When the 
PFAS assessment was released in spring 2023, that 
resistance intensified. Hundreds of submissions were made 
in response, including comments from industry associations 
representing many companies across Canada.44 Their 
lobbyists have been active in Ottawa to undermine and slow 
this overdue and necessary federal action on PFAS.45 

A similar response was mounted by the chemical industry 
when the EU initiated its process to restrict PFAS. 
Companies and industry associations made thousands of 
submissions attempting to delay or block government 
action. Lobbyists tried to argue that going PFAS-free is too 
difficult, or impossible. However, going PFAS-free is 
possible, as many companies are already transitioning away 
from its production and use. 

The world’s leading scientists on PFAS recommend a 
class-based approach to regulating PFAS, and other 
jurisdictions such as the EU have already done so. And yet, 
the Chemistry Industry Association of Canada states that 
taking a class-based approach to PFAS is somehow “a 
departure from Canada’s reputable Chemicals Management 
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PFAS LOBBYISTS UNDERMINE 
PFAS ACTION IN CANADA

Plan (CMP) process and its foundational science- and risk-based approach.”46 Instead, 
CIAC recommends a narrow definition of PFAS.

They seem to want to return to the substance-by-substance approach that led to the 
current situation where a handful of PFAS were restricted only to be replaced with 
thousands of lookalike chemicals. Questioning the scientific basis of a program in an 
effort to undermine it is a common tactic used by industry47 to preserve its ability to 
continue to contaminate people and the planet with toxic substances.48 
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Fertilizer Canada, the industry association 
representing fertilizer manufacturers, defends the 
use of PFAS as “essential” in their production 
process in Canada.49 But there are already many 
sources of agricultural PFAS contamination, 
including contaminated compost and biosolids.50,51 
These products are spread on farmers’ fields and 
used in residential gardens, representing an 
important exposure and contamination pathway. 

Fertilizer Canada attempts to undermines the 
validity and process of the PFAS class assessment 
by stating it “contains significant gaps” and that, 
despite the lack of hazard data on many novel 
PFAS, that “[i]nformation should be gathered on 
PFAS subgroups in order to prevent unnecessary 
PFAS restrictions.”52 This would create years of 
delay that would require years of data collection 
and research, when the existing and emerging 
science points to similar toxicity profiles for the 
entire class of chemicals.  

Cosmetics manufacturers are also denying their 
role in PFAS exposures, while simultaneously 
justifying their continued use. When presented 
with testing results showing PFAS in cosmetic 
products, the president of the Cosmetics Alliance 
of Canada stated that the PFAS found in products 
were not “intentionally added” and therefore not 
of concern.53 This, despite research suggesting 
possible use of fluorinated ingredients in 
cosmetics.54  Additionally, he argued that the 
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government should set a standard for PFAS that allows for this level of harmful chemicals 
in these products.   

This is part of the industry lobbyist playbook:55 to deny wrongdoing, delay progress, and 
defend its poor behaviour and damaging practices as essential to the economy and our 
way of life.56 It echoes the tactics of the tobacco lobbyists, which is fitting given that the 
liabilities around PFAS are projected to eclipse those of Big Tobacco.57
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DEMANDING BETTER: HOLDING 
COMPANIES TO ACCOUNT AND 
RECOGNIZING INDUSTRY LEADERS
Governments such as the Netherlands are holding companies liable for the harm they 
have inflicted.58 Litigation on PFAS in the US on property damage, health, false advertising 
and other claims of harm have reached thousands of lawsuits, including a recent decision 
against 3M that awarded $10.2 billion USD to municipal drinking water systems. Canada 
has not begun to hold these corporations to account. 

Insurance companies also recognize the risk when it comes to their own exposure to PFAS 
litigation, and are seeking to limit their liability to PFAS costs. PFAS clauses are now a 
common feature of corporate insurance policies.   

As a result of these pressures on markets to transform their business practices, over 100 
brands have joined the PFAS movement to commit to PFAS-free products across 
cookware, textiles, food contact packaging and other products contributing to PFAS 
exposure and contamination.59 

While this is a welcome development, we can’t rely on all businesses to voluntarily 
eliminate PFAS from their products, and this piecemeal approach misses other significant 
sources of PFAS pollution. We need government action.

PFAS-free Champions in Canada
Aisle
Aisle is a Canadian reusable menstrual products company that uses PFAS-free textiles in their 
menstrual pads. Given the PFAS found in period products and period underwear, this company’s 
commitment to not only formulating their products without PFAS, but also educating their supply 
chain on eliminating this contaminant and testing for compliance, are important for consumer health 
and safety and reducing gendered PFAS exposures. 

FireRein
Firefighters are exposed to PFAS through firefighting foams and their personal protective equipment 
‘turnout gear’.60 More firefighters are dying of exposure-related cancers than from the risks of 
firefighting itself; they identify that up to 80 per cent of these cancers are linked to PFAS exposure.

FireRein is a Canadian plant-based firefighting gel that was developed by firefighters seeking to 
address PFAS contamination resulting from more traditional firefighting foams, and to reduce their 
exposures at work. These firefighters have pushed to have their innovative product certified for use 
and become a safer substitution for municipal fire fighting units, in commercial and industrial fire 
safety, for wildfires and in military applications and training. 
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A PATH FORWARD
We need comprehensive federal action on PFAS “forever chemicals” now. There are many 
non-essential uses of PFAS that are being phased out and replaced with existing safer substitutions. 
Therefore, many of PFAS’ past uses should no longer be allowed.  

Other jurisdictions are leading the way on policies regulating and prohibiting PFAS. The EU has a 
roadmap for phasing out all PFAS,61 and this approach is the gold standard for driving reformulation 
and safer substitution in products. EU nations have also started taking action to get this class of 
chemicals out of their paper products.62  

The U.S. is in the midst of implementing their 2021-2024 PFAS Strategy and has recently 
established a binding drinking water standard, while individual states such as California, 
Washington, New York, Maine and others have put forward PFAS legislation that requires reporting 
and product-based prohibitions.  

While Canada recently recognized that PFAS are toxic,63 its proposed regulatory action64 focuses 
only on PFAS-laden firefighting foams, ignoring more insidious sources of PFAS lurking in everyday 
consumer products.65 

Consumer products are a main source of PFAS exposure for the majority of people. The federal 
government needs to take urgent action and tackle this issue in a more comprehensive way, as 
PFAS researchers have been promoting for years.66 
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To help address the growing threat posed by PFAS, the Canadian government must:  
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Define Essential Use and Priorities for Phaseouts: Canada must establish a 
timeline for phasing out PFAS in products, as is being done in other jurisdictions, and 
challenge industry claims that PFAS phaseouts are too difficult. For example, the 
Montreal Protocol has been one of the most successful international efforts on 
eliminating toxic substances to date, and its successful approach shaped the 2015 
Madrid Statement on PFAS ‘essential uses’ and priorities for phaseouts.67  

 

Promote PFAS-free Solutions: There is a big opportunity to demonstrate that 
PFAS-free options already exist in the marketplace and Canada can help develop the 
safer substitutes still needed for some uses of PFAS. Canada can support PFAS-free 
products in its federal innovation funding and procurement, and target sectors such 
as personal care products and textiles as its first priorities.  

Protect Drinking Water: Canada is discussing the need for action on PFAS at an 
international level. However, until the government tests, discloses, and regulates the 
thousands of PFAS on the Canadian market, these international commitments will do 
little to improve the toxic reality of PFAS contamination in Canada. The federal 
government also recently proposed municipal drinking water “objectives”,68 but until 
it prohibits PFAS contamination of our waters from pulp and paper production, 
fracking, manufacturing and other releases, the objectives will do little to reduce 
PFAS contamination in drinking water.   

End Plastics with PFAS: In terms of Canada’s plastics policies, Canada must do 
more to address PFAS plastic additives and fluorination processes. These plastics 
contaminate the waste stream and undermine recycling and circularity. Reusable and 
refillable containers must be PFAS-free. 

Scope risk management to include product-based sources of PFAS: The 
government’s 2023 draft State of PFAS Report concluded that 4700 PFAS substances 
are toxic, therefore they must be treated as a class under the Canadian 
Environmental Protection Act (CEPA). This is a significant acknowledgement of the 
risks posed by PFAS, and a call for federal action. However, the draft risk 
management is narrowly scoping regulation to just one source—firefighting 
foams—which means the proposed regulation will fall short of what’s needed. CEPA 
was recently amended to require consideration of vulnerable populations and 
cumulative effects, and these considerations must strengthen the regulatory action 
that emerges from this assessment. Canada must move quickly to impose a 
product-based phaseout. 

 

PFAS regulations must ensure that Canada takes a comprehensive approach:  
In order to reduce the impacts on the environment and human health and avoid 
regrettable substitutions within the PFAS class, Canada must ensure all PFAS are 
included in the class and regulated under CEPA; The Minister should fast-track the 
process to list the PFAS class on part 1 of Schedule 1 of CEPA based on the findings 
of the Draft Report, because it meets the criteria in subsection 77(3) of CEPA and 
poses the “highest risk” to prioritize its prohibition; The PFAS Risk Management 
Strategy (RMS) environment and health objectives should be revised to reduce 
releases of these substances to the environment, address impacts on biological
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diversity, reduce exposure of vulnerable populations to these substances to levels 
that are protective of human health, and completely ban PFAS with exceptions only 
for uses recognized as essential and a goal to phase these out over time.

Regulations must clearly demonstrate our right to a healthy environment: 
The duty to protect the right of every individual in Canada to a healthy environment 
compels action without delay where that right is being violated.

Now, more than ever, we need governments to prioritize human and environmental health, 
which includes taking a precautionary and holistic approach to regulating toxics. If we want to 
stop this contamination and the health harms and injustices that accompany it, we need to cut 
off all the sources of PFAS. “Forever chemicals” shouldn’t take forever to regulate. 

Legal action for damages and redress: The Canadian government should explore 
legal action to secure resources and compensation for cleanup and health care costs, 
especially when vulnerable populations are affected.  
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