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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Industrial pollutants such as per- and polyfluoroalkyl 
substances (PFAS) and polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons 
(PAHs) are a threat to our environment and our health. 
These chemicals have been linked to cancer, infertility, and 
other serious impacts. Virginia needs to take steps to track 
and mitigate these toxic pollutants so that all communities 
benefit from clean water, clean air, and healthy soil.

PFAS
Commonly called “forever chemicals,” PFAS are toxic, bio-
accumulative, and extremely persistent man-made chem-
icals.1 Exposure to these chemicals may impact fertility, 
raise cholesterol levels, and increase the risk of some forms 
of cancer.2,3 While the public can come into direct contact 
with PFAS through everyday items like waterproof and 
stain-resistant items, food packaging, and non-stick cook-
ware, significant and concentrated streams of these chem-
icals can be released into our environment by firefighting 
foams, industrial uses, wastewater discharge, landfills, and 
land-applied biosolids.4 This can lead to contamination 
of drinking water, soil, crops, and forage for livestock and 
wildlife. Initial studies in Virginia have found PFAS contam-
ination in public drinking water, private well-water, and in 
White Oak Swamp near Richmond International Airport, 
with additional studies on the way. 5,6,7

Unfortunately, Virginia does not require polluters to dis-
close or control these chemicals in their discharges or 
land-applied biosolids, leaving downstream communities, 
private well-owners, and farmers at risk or on-the-hook for 
the costly cleanup. Toxic facilities are more often concen-
trated in low-income communities and communities of 
color. One study found that members of these communi-
ties are more likely to live within five miles of a site contam-
inated by PFAS.8

Drinking water standards are an important component 

of protecting public health, but ultimately PFAS pollution 
must be stopped at its source. The Commonwealth should 
identify and control pathways of PFAS and put the respon-
sibility on polluters—not communities—to clean up their 
waste by i) requiring polluters to disclose all chemicals re-
leased in their discharges and ii) including monitoring, re-
porting, and treatment requirements for PFAS in wastewa-
ter, solid waste, land-applied biosolids, and air regulations.

PAH-CONTAINING COAL TAR SEALANTS
PAHs are carcinogenic compounds that are harmful to 
human health, wildlife, and creeks and rivers.  Coal Tar 
Sealants, which are used on driveways and parking lots, 
have high levels of these toxic compounds. Studies have 
shown that residences adjacent to parking lots with coal-
tar-based sealcoat have PAH concentrations in house 
dust that are 25 times higher than that of residences not 
adjacent to coal-tar-based parking lots.9 Young children 
(ages 0-6) are particularly vulnerable to health effects as 
they ingest high levels of house dust. USGS research shows 
cancer risk is 38 times higher for people living adjacent to 
coal-tar-sealed pavement than for people living adjacent 
to unsealed pavement.  

Recent studies also indicate significant negative impacts 
of PAHs on wildlife, including oysters, freshwater mussels, 
and various fish populations.10,11 Further, recent studies 
have demonstrated clear and immediate effects of coal 
tar sealant prohibition. Several cities and states around the 
country have already prohibited these substances. In one 
city, PAH concentrations declined by 58% within several 
years of a ban going into effect.12 Cost effective alternatives 
to these exist  and yet local governments in Virginia lack 
the authority to regulate these toxic substances.13 The 
Commonwealth should work towards phasing out these 
toxic products, and as a first step allow local governments 
to prohibit these substances in order to protect their 
citizens and local waterways.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
PFAS
Require industrial users to disclose and control all chemicals released in their discharges through Virginia’s 
wastewater permit and industrial pretreatment programs.

Fund DEQ and VDH to identify and eliminate potential pathways for PFAS contamination, which include 
wastewater discharges; land-applied biosolids; landfill leachate; air pollution; and food packaging. 

Establish drinking water standards for PFAS and other toxic chemicals that fully protect public health.

COAL TAR SEALANTS
Provide a local option to regulate or prohibit coal tar sealants.
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