
2024 Battelle Chlorinated Conference
June 2-6, 2024  |  Denver, Colorado

Translating Forever 
Chemicals
Lessons Learned from PFAS Communication

June 5, 2024

​Emma Goldberg ​Heather Lanza ​Rose Hanson



Why Communicate About PFAS?



▬ PFAS National Primary Drinking Water Regulation announced in April 2024
‐ Maximum Contaminant Levels (MCLs) for PFOA, PFOS, PFHxS, PFNA, GenX, and PFBS

▬ PFOS and PFOA CERCLA designation in May 2024

▬ Groundwater action levels in some states 

Status of PFAS Regulations

https://www.cdmsmith.com/en/Client-
Solutions/Insights/PFAS-Regulations-Map
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PFAS Risk Communication Challenges

Regulatory § Federal and state standards, guidance, and policies for PFAS not uniform
§ Only available for a handful of compounds

Fate and 
Transport

§ Complicated due to the potential of multiple or interacting sources
§ Persistence, transformation, and migration in the environment

Toxicological/ 
Epidemiological

§ Risks not fully known or characterized
§ Blood testing available, but not diagnostic or prognostic

Analytical 
Ability § Numerous PFAS compounds in existence, and not all can be measured

Quality of Life § Community outrage due to involuntary risk
§ Misinformation and misperception of risk



Overcoming Risk Communication Challenges: Build a 
Community-Specific PFAS Cycle



Develop Public Outreach Strategy and Plan

▬ Formalized outreach framework 

▬ Communicate remediation timeline

▬ Community and stakeholder assessment
‐ Underserved populations
‐ Stakeholder profiles
‐ Community values

▬ Determine communication methods
‐ Virtual meetings
‐ Fact sheets, frequently asked questions & 
answers, surveys, press releases, etc.

Modified from NJDEP 2014. Establishing Dialogue: Planning for Successful Environmental Management, 
K. Kirk Pflugh, J. Auer Shaw, B. B. Johnson; New Jersey Dept. of Environmental Protection [Updated from 

1992]



Consider Environmental Justice Populations
▬ Identify vulnerable, underserved, or 

environmental justice (EJ) populations
‐ Cultural considerations
‐ Translation needs
‐ Education level
‐ Access to broadband

▬ Tools for EJ population screening
‐ U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) 
EJSCREEN

‐ U.S. Center for Disease Control and Prevention 
(CDC) 
Social Vulnerability Index 

‐ Climate and Economic Justice Screening Tool

▬ Verify results with stakeholders or via 
canvassing



Example Community and Stakeholder Assessment
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Integrating Community Assessment Findings
Select Community 
Assessment 
Findings

Select PFAS Community 
Risk Perception Factors

Select Key Message Topics

PFAS have been 
found in groundwater 
and there is 
community concern 
about what the site is 
doing to reduce the 
contamination.

Ability�to�reduce�personal�
exposure

As sampling continues, results 
will be shared with the public 
within the context of the 
community-specific PFAS cycle.

Remediation�of�PFAS�
contamination�at�the�site

Community can voice their 
concerns and engage in the 
decision-making process.

Site�PFAS�concentrations�are�
above�EPA‐issued�MCLs

MCLs�address�drinking�water,�not�
groundwater.�Site�will�continue�to�
monitor�and�comply�with�
regulations,�and�community�can�
work�with�utilities�for�drinking�
water�information.



Communicating Key Messages

Focus on accessibility and readability

Leverage existing community networks

Use community’s preferred communication modes

Set and evaluate public outreach and communication SMART goals



Key Message Tips

Be transparent about what you know 
and do not know.

Clearly state what regulations apply.

Give actions to those involved to protect 
themselves from PFAS in general.

Goal: Show a proactive response that listens to 
concerns



Example Public Comms Materials

WRF Project 5124



Example Public Comms Materials



Community Feedback

Town Halls 
and Public 
Forums

Call Centers

Feedback 
Forms or 
Designated 

Email



Example FAQs

Does [site] discharge 
wastewater or stormwater to 
drinking water sources? Have 
these systems or discharges 

been tested for PFAS?

I live next to [site]. Am I at risk 
from PFAS from that facility? 
How can I learn about my 

risk?

How do known PFAS levels 
compare to EPA MCLs?

How do EPA MCLs affect 
remediation sites? What is 
[site] doing about PFAS at 
legacy contaminated sites in 
states that do not have PFAS 

regulations?

Will PFAS be remediated at 
[site]? How? When?



Takeaways

PFAS are here to stay, and they will affect us all.

Proactive communication about PFAS can increase community trust.

Empowering a community through accessible communication is key.

Be prepared to adapt as we learn more.



Thank you!

To learn more, contact:

Emma Goldberg
CDM Smith
goldbergem@cdmsmith.com
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