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Submission re: IChEMS Call for information on PFOS, PFHxS and PFOA chemicals

The Queensland Water Directorate (gldwater) is the central advisory and advocacy body within
Queensland’s urban water and sewerage services sector, providing a collaborative hub for its
members to provide safe, secure and sustainable urban water services to Queensland communities.
Our members include all local government and local government-owned water service providers in
the state, along with other core and affiliate members from within the sector.

The urban water sector is an important gateway between the community and the environment.
Wastewater treatment plants (WWTPs) accept, manage and treat water on the behalf of the
community from domestic, industrial, trade waste and landfill sources on its journey to the broader
environment. This is a responsibility that is taken very seriously, as the sector strives to move from a
linear to a circular economy and join with others to help achieve targets such as those outlined in
the UN Sustainable Development Goals.

Specific consultation with our members on issues relating to sewerage and environmental
protection is undertaken through the Sewerage and Water Environmental Advisory Panel, an active
group composed of environment professionals and water managers from across Queensland.

As a sector we are watching with interest how the new Industrial Chemicals Environmental
Management Standard (IChEMS) framework for the management of industry chemicals will proceed
to implementation. The scheduling of specific chemicals on the IChEMS register in accordance with
Australia’s obligations under the Stockholm Convention seems likely to result in more chemicals
being prohibited for use in Australia (unless specifically exempt) and thus prohibited from release to
the environment. While the sector supports such moves, there is concern that water utilities will
then effectively bear the responsibility for the release of prohibited chemicals that are concentrated
through the urban water cycle.

It is our understanding that the polluter-pays principle, which rightly places the responsibility for the
contamination of the environment on the polluter, does not recognise the status of the urban water
sector as a public good, managing wastewater on behalf of the community that is serves, not as an
industry in its own right. Treating publicly owned sanitation services as polluters results in
inequitable cross-subsidisation and removes the nexus created by the polluter-pays approach.

In addition, Queensland legislation encourages landfill leachates, which often have high PFAS
concentrations, to be discharged to sewers meaning that the sector is forced to remediate the
communities’ PFAS legacy. Recognition is also required for water utilities that manage wastewater
from defence and former defence sites, air services and emergency services training sites. These
sites are known sources of PFAS contaminants owing to the historical use of PFAS-containing
fluorinated fire-fighting foams.

As a point of particular concern, the recently released Draft PFAS NEMP 3.0, provides specific
guidance on PFAS in biosolids, which we recognise as a persistent bioaccumulative and toxic (PBT)
class of chemicals and thus appropriate candidates for the listing on the IChEMS register. However,
there appears to be a focus within this document on management of PFAS from industrial sources to
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wastewater through the administration of trade waste agreements. This is particularly concerning
and will be a serious problem if this is the approach that will be adopted for other PBT chemicals.
This approach places the responsibility for compliance with the IChEMS scheduling conditions onto
the WWTP and sewerage network operators, which in Queensland, New South Wales, Tasmanian
and South Australian jurisdictions are the responsibility primarily of local government. Many of these
are insufficiently resourced to manage such compliance. In the case of PFAS, compliance testing is
prohibitively expensive for both trade waste customers, many of which will be small businesses, and
local governments alike.

We are also concerned that the onus for compliance with the IChEMS falls to local authorities, it will
create conflict within local governments. For example, a local council could be forced to cancel trade
waste agreements or insist that trade waste is treated at the source, with the associated costs being
borne by the business. Trade waste customers include small businesses such as food businesses and
cafes that are likely to be unwittingly discharging PFAS into sewer, and indeed it is likely that not all
customers currently discharging trade waste are subject to trade waste agreements. This may leave
the council with the difficult choice of accepting the trade waste and permit the trade waste
customer to continue to operate; or cancelling the trade waste agreement, which may lead to
business closures, and loss of the resulting jobs and/or the potential for increasing illegal discharges
to sewer as small businesses choose not
to seek trade waste agreements. We are
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wastewater in Australia®. This suggests
that a much broader effort is required to
manage these chemicals at the source,
incorporating manufactured goods and
products (see Figure 12), especially
imported goods and products.
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The State of California has led the world in the banning of consumer products from sale that contain
PFAS, including food packaging, cosmetics and textiles3. In Australia, there is no such legislation.
Moreover, there are no requirements for the labelling of products containing PFAS. A recent study of
North American cosmetics highlighted the presence of fluorinated compounds in cosmetics and
personal care products?, unlabelled. It is not known if these products are the same as those that are
sold in Australian markets without extensive research that is beyond the capability of the typical
consumer.

Case study

A chemical product® is widely advertised as a surface treatment for its ability to shed water and
prevent the build-up of soap scum on glass shower screens. A DIY version of the product is available.

The nature of this product strongly suggests that it may contain at least one PFAS compound due to
its surfactant and water repellent properties. A review of the product Safety Data Sheet lists the
contents of the product as “<10% proprietary ingredients” with the balance made up of Isopropyl
Alcohol. No CAS Number is provided for the proprietary ingredients.

Without analysis, there is no way for a consumer, or even a distributor and potentially an importer
to know if this product contains PFAS chemicals.

This concern extends to imported clothing and textiles: products that may not typically be associated
with PFAS. Australia is a large importer of finished textiles and goods from China®. Laundries are
known to be key emitters of PFAS in urban water networks but there are as yet few solutions to
reduce this source without shutting laundries down. Fabric finishings is a class of product that is
particularly high in PFAS chemicals’. China is known to be one of the few jurisdictions that continues
to manufacture PFOS and PFOA, as evidenced by several studies®.
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It is a concern of our members that without stronger regulation Australia may become a “dumping
ground” for products that are prohibited from sale in other international jurisdictions with more
stringent regulation.

The lack of information about consumer products deprives the community of the opportunity to
make informed decisions about their own use and exposure to these chemicals through everyday
items. More insidious is the regulation of PFAS in sewage with limited consultation with the public
and the multiple users of products that contain high concentrations of PFAS. Shifting costs of
remediation (including potentially from current and legacy biosolids reuse) to the water sector for
this important societal issue not only breaks the polluter-pays nexus but fails multiple tests of
transparency for Environmentally Sustainable Development. The lack of transparency, thorough
regulatory impact assessment and monitoring to determine the benefit of new rules amounts to a
centralised tax on utility customers and in states like Queensland, local government rate payers.

There is strong evidence that the banning of imports of PFOS and PFOA has had the effect of
reducing the amount of these chemicals that is present in the population as evidenced by blood
serum concentrations®. The banning of PFAS as a class'® of chemicals will surely have similar
measurable effects in the human population.

The urban water sector supports measures that reduce the volume and number of persistent PBT
chemicals, and especially PFAS chemicals, that are discharged to wastewater. We therefore call for
the following:

1. The fast-tracking of national labelling laws for all imported goods that identifies chemicals
that belong to the PFAS class'® of chemicals.

2. Atransition to the national prohibition of the PFAS class® of chemicals in all goods in
Australia that intended for use in contact with skin and food or food products.

3. A national communication campaign to explain the risks and why the new approach is being
adopted and how it will be funded.

4. Recognition and support of the urban water sector as the receiver of these chemicals on
behalf of the community.

These measures will assist the urban water sector to work together with regulators and the
communities they serve to make informed choices that will support the sustainable development of
a circular economy for the urban water sector in Australia.
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