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(July 2021) In Part 1 of this two-part series, we provided information on PFAS including 

potential sources, where they are found in consumer products, the potential effects on human 

health and the environment, the “stable nature” of the chemicals, and how they can (and have) 

affected farms.  

 

In Part 2, we will look more specifically at considerations for the owner of the farm should there 

be specific concern(s) about PFAS potentially impacting the farm.  Specifically, we will examine 

what farmers should consider before taking action. 

 

Has PFAS Impacted Your Farm? 
 

As we previously discussed, there are several ways in which PFAS may have impacted your 

farm.  Most typical are the application of biosolids (from the local municipality or industry) or 

using irrigation water that was impacted from a source near your farm (e.g. a nearby military 

base, airport, etc.). Because of the nature of PFAS (being very stable) the impact from biosolids 

could be the result of land applications in decades past.  

 

Scrutiny regarding PFAS on your farm can come from a number of places. State or federal 

regulatory agencies may suspect the soil or groundwater on your farm is impacted based on 

nearby sources. The federal Food and Drug Administration is testing agricultural products.  

Some milk processors have asked dairy farms to test their supply of milk. Further, as PFAS 

become more and more publicized, there are increased pressures from the general public and 

NGOs to prove safety in food products. 

 

Regardless of who is requesting and why they are asking, extreme caution should be exercised 

when considering testing for PFAS. 

 

Do Not Go It Alone 
 

Sampling and analysis for PFAS can be fraught with potential problems.  Remember, advisory 

levels or in some cases, enforceable regulatory levels are in the low parts per trillion (ppt) range. 

A ppt is difficult to imagine – but it is equivalent to one second over 32,500 years.  

 

The concerns regarding the health and environmental impacts at minute amounts combined with 

how widely PFAS are present in everyday products make false positives a real concern. Once 

you report a positive PFAS test result, you have an uphill public relations battle and it may be 

difficult to backtrack to prove the value was indeed false.  In addition, there are no enforceable 

standards for food products such as milk.  A detection of PFAS may not actually be an 

unacceptable health risk, but the data may cause concern and financial harm nonetheless. 

 



For these reasons, we strongly suggest you contact your technical and legal advisors before 

taking any steps to evaluate the presence of PFAS on your farm. 

If you are required to move forward with PFAS testing for legal, regulatory, or contractual 

reasons, we recommend that farms ask regulators and/or the processing plant to clarify why they 

are specifically requesting the testing from your farm.  The more you know, the better you can 

strategize, plan, and narrow testing when necessary. 

 

Questions before Sampling 
 

Depending on the nature of the request or demand, you may be able to avoid testing by asking 

the right questions and presenting your evidence that testing is not necessary.  

 

For example, you may be “asked” to sample your production well(s) because a neighboring 

property a few miles down the road has reported PFAS in groundwater. You can obtain public 

records from the health department to find out the depth of the wells at the neighboring property. 

You may find that they tested shallow wells and your wells are in a deeper aquifer.  You may 

also find the groundwater flow is such that impacted water on that property is not likely to reach 

your farm (based on geologic/hydrogeologic data). You may also find that the property is 

“downgradient” meaning groundwater flows away from your property and therefore it is highly 

unlikely if not impossible for their groundwater to reach your farm. 

 

The old adage, “look before you leap” has never had more meaning.  

 

In some cases, testing is unavoidable.  If and when you are confronted with sampling and testing 

for PFAS on your farm (water, soil, or your product), consider having the work conducted 

through your legal counsel.  This may provide you some legal protections relative to the results 

of the testing.  This may allow you to confirm a false positive “hit” of PFAS before it becomes 

tomorrow’s news story. 

 

Sampling and Testing for PFAS 
 

Remember that the detection limits for PFAS testing are at the parts per trillion level.  If you are 

retaining an environmental consultant or an analytical laboratory to conduct sampling and 

testing, they should be able to provide you with their Standard Operating Procedure (SOP) for 

PFAS.  While you are not likely going to digest the SOP in detail, you do not want to retain firms 

that cannot acknowledge their PFAS sampling and testing SOP. 

 

The following from Interstate Technology Regulatory Council or ITRC gives you an idea of the 

complexity of sampling for PFAS: “Many waterproof coatings contain PFAS, such as water-

resistant clothing and shoes or most waterproof papers, but some products are waterproofed 

with non-PFAS materials such as polyurethane, rubber, or PVC. If PFAS are listed on the SDS, 

it is recommended that piece of equipment/supply not be utilized. Exclusion from the SDS does 

not necessarily mean the equipment/supply is not contaminated with PFAS. In the case of Tyvek® 

PPE, plain Tyvek® does not contain PFAS while coated Tyvek® does. In addition, materials 

incidentally transported to sites may contain PFAS. For example, fast food wrappers may 

contain PFAS. Due to the ubiquitous nature of PFAS, sampling crews must review all materials 

https://pfas-1.itrcweb.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/PFAS_Fact_Sheet_Site_Characterization_April2020.pdf


used to avoid contamination and possible adsorption issues. Collection of quality assurance and 

quality control (QA/QC) samples is a useful tool to assess field contamination.” 

 

While many testing laboratories have the capability to test for PFAS, they are not all created 

equal.  Work with your advisors to make sure that your laboratory is qualified and the results are 

defensible under scrutiny from third parties. 

 

PFAS is on Your Farm – Now What? 
 

If PFAS is found on your farm it can mean many things.  We have seen PFAS found in 

groundwater that has migrated onto farms that has led to further testing on the farm.  We have 

seen PFAS found in biosolids leading to further testing on farms to see if the PFAS have leached 

into groundwater or surface water or ultimately found their way into farm products.  We have 

seen dairies closed and herds culled due to PFAS found in milk.   

 

When PFAS are found in water supply wells, the water can be treated to remove the PFAS.  

However, commercially viable treatment technologies are currently limited to adsorptive filters 

(granular activated carbon and ion exchange resins, most commonly) and depending upon the 

volume of water treated and the PFAS concentration, this may be expensive.  Additionally, 

depending upon the specific PFAS compounds identified, the effectiveness of these treatment 

technologies can vary. 

 

Regardless of the specifics, if PFAS are part of the conversation around your farm, be careful 

how you act and/or react.  Circle your wagons of trusted legal and technical advisors and put 

together a strategic plan on the path forward. 

 

Summary 

 

PFAS are an emergent group of chemicals that are found throughout the environment and affect 

many businesses, including agriculture. The current advisory levels, and in some cases (state) 

enforceable levels are in the parts per trillion range. Until we get the United States 

Environmental Protection Agency to establish federal maximum contaminant levels, there will 

remain uncertainty regarding acceptable levels.  Addressing PFAS on your farm should be done 

so with great care, caution, and good technical and legal counsel. 
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