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MEMO 
 
To: Ministry of the Environment, Conservation and Parks 
 
From: Ontario Water Works Association and Water Environment Association of Ontario 
 
Date: January 2025 
 
Briefing Note: Addressing the Regulation of PFAS in Water and Wastewater 
 

Introduction 
The regulation of per- and polyfluoroalkyl substances (PFAS) represents a critical environmental 
and public health challenge for Ontario. While the harmful effects of these "forever chemicals" 
are well-documented, their regulation must consider the broader implications for municipalities 
and water and wastewater utilities. PFAS are persistent, bioaccumulative, and toxic, but they 
are also deeply embedded in industrial and consumer products. Addressing their presence in 
water and wastewater systems requires a holistic, science-driven approach that prioritizes 
source control, operational feasibility, and financial sustainability.  

Key Considerations 
Addressing PFAS at the Source 
PFAS contamination originates primarily from their widespread use in industrial processes and 
consumer products. Without action to limit the production and use of PFAS, efforts to mitigate 
their presence in water systems will continue to place an unsustainable burden on 
municipalities. Ontario must align with federal initiatives to ban PFAS as a class of chemicals, 
targeting upstream sources to prevent contamination. By restricting the use of PFAS in 
consumer products, we can achieve meaningful reductions in environmental release and 
reduce the pressure on utilities. 

Challenges with Current Guidelines 
The US EPA and Health Canada have published standards and objectives for PFAS in drinking 
water that are not directly linked to measurable health outcomes (i.e. they have not been 
derived using traditional methods based on known health end points, as is typically done when 
establishing a MAC) but rather based on expected treatment achievability. Regulations that lack 
clarity and robust evidence risk diverting resources from more impactful environmental and 
public health interventions. Ontario must adopt a data-driven regulatory framework that 



 

2 
 

prioritizes the most harmful PFAS compounds, such as PFOA and PFOS, while allowing time for 
the development of scalable technologies for PFAS destruction. 

Implications for Biosolids Management 
The regulation of PFAS in biosolids is particularly complex and requires urgent attention. 
Current practices, such as land application of biosolids, may no longer be viable under stricter 
PFAS regulations. However, alternatives such as landfilling or incineration often result in PFAS 
being recirculated or reintroduced into the environment. These unresolved challenges risk 
turning municipalities into waste generators without addressing the root causes of PFAS 
contamination. The MECP must clarify its plans for regulating biosolids and provide guidance on 
sustainable disposal or destruction options. 

Financial and Operational Impacts on Utilities 
Ontario’s water and wastewater utilities are already grappling with affordability challenges, and 
additional PFAS regulations will exacerbate these pressures. Implementing advanced treatment 
technologies such as granular activated carbon, membrane filtration, or ion exchange will 
require significant investments in infrastructure and ongoing operational costs. These 
measures, while technically effective, may yield limited or uncertain improvements to public 
health and environmental outcomes. Without provincial funding and support, municipalities 
will struggle to meet the requirements of PFAS regulations. 

The Need for Collaboration and Innovation 
A sustainable approach to PFAS management must involve collaboration across all levels of 
government, industry stakeholders, and the research community. Ontario should work closely 
with federal agencies, including Health Canada and Environment and Climate Change Canada, 
to align regulatory efforts and leverage resources. Investing in research and development of 
cost-effective PFAS destruction technologies is essential to reduce long-term environmental 
risks while mitigating financial impacts on municipalities. 

 

Recommendations 
1. Ban PFAS at the Source: 

Collaborate with federal partners to implement a ban on PFAS production and use, 
addressing the problem before it enters water systems. 

2. Pause Onerous Regulations: 
Delay broad PFAS regulations for water, wastewater, and biosolids until there is sufficient 
evidence and commercially scalable technologies available for their effective management. 



 

3 
 

3. Support Municipalities and Utilities: 
Provide funding and technical assistance to municipalities for PFAS testing, treatment, and 
alternative biosolids management strategies. 

4. Encourage Research and Data Collection: 
Develop a robust PFAS monitoring framework and invest in research to: 

a) Quantify the distribution and concentration of PFAS in drinking water supplies; 
b) Advance destruction technologies; and  
c) Inform adaptive regulatory strategies. 

5. Communicate Transparently: 
Ensure public communication about PFAS risks and regulatory measures is clear, 
transparent, and grounded in science to build trust and engagement. 

 

Conclusion 
The regulation of PFAS in Ontario must strike a balance between protecting public health, 
safeguarding the environment, and ensuring financial and operational sustainability for 
municipalities. OWWA and WEAO urge MECP to focus on upstream controls, robust data 
collection, and targeted investments to support utilities in managing this complex issue. 
Together, we can build a regulatory framework that is both effective and sustainable for 
Ontario. 

 


