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PFOS and PFOA in Drinking-water: Background document for development of WHO

Guidelines for Drinking-water Quality
A draft background document on PFOS and PFOA for the WHO Guidelines for drinking-water quality, was

offered for public consultation from 29 September to 11 November 2022. Below are WHO's responses to the

most common comments received during this period.

Comment: The WHO's conclusion that the scientific uncertainties are too significant to derive a

health-based value for PFOS and PFOA is incorrect. Addressing scientific uncertainty is inherent to the
practice of risk assessment and is not a justifiable reason for not establishing a health-based guideline

value.

Response: The derivation of health-based guideline values for PFOS and PFOA is technically
possible and is not necessarily precluded by scientific uncertainty. The uncertainty in this case
refers principally to a lack of consensus on key issues raised below, rather than uncertainty
which could be characterized. The draft background document cites health-based values
derived by multiple authoritative agencies, including: Health Canada, U.S. Environmental
Protection Agency, European Food Safety Authority, U.S. Agency for Toxic Substances and
Disease Registry, and others. The draft document also points out that health-based values
established previously span orders of magnitude. Therefore, recognizing that multiple health-
based values for PFOA and PFOS have already been established, and further recognizing the
lack of scientific consensus on the key end point and risk assessment approach for these
compounds, WHO proposed for its draft background document, a provisional guideline value
based on technical achievability, while emphasizing the need to achieve contamination levels
as low as reasonably practical. In parallel the background document emphasized the need to
prevent contamination of water sources and to stop non-essential uses of PFAS.

However, in response to multiple requests from stakeholders, recognizing the value of
assessing the evidence beyond PFOS and PFOA and to ensure that the latest evidence is taken
into account since the background document was drafted, WHO will be undertaking a more
comprehensive review on PFAS that will include further examination of whether international
health-based guideline values can be established.

Comment: The provisional guideline value of 100 ng/L for PFOA and PFOS proposed in the WHO draft
background document is not sufficiently health-protective because it is significantly higher than other
health-based values recently derived by other agencies. Further, treatment technologies are available
to achieve much greater removal efficiencies than those suggested in the draft document.

Response: The provisional guideline value of 100 ng/L for PFOA and PFOS proposed in the draft
background document is not a health-based value and the draft background document does
not suggest this is a safe level of exposure. Therefore, the WHO’s proposed provisional
guideline value should not be compared to health-based values established by other agencies.

The draft background document found that high pressure membrane processes, adsorption
and ion-exchange can reduce PFOS and PFOA contamination levels by > 90%, and that these
technologies can consistently and reliably reduce PFAS-contaminated waters to below 100
ng/L. However, the draft background document did not intend to suggest that these
technologies couldn’t reduce PFOS and PFOA contamination to concentrations lower than 100
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ng/L. Therefore, the provisional guideline value should not be interpreted as the lowest
concentrations of PFOA and PFOS that can be achieved with available treatment technologies;
in fact, it is expected that well-operated treatment processes designed for PFAS removal are
able to achieve concentrations well below this value.

Instead, the provisional guideline value of 100 ng/L was proposed recognizing that achieving
lower levels is unlikely to be feasible globally, especially for resource limited countries and
contexts that do not have these systems in place or do not have the ability to consistently
operate them effectively. WHO guideline values are developed to inform the establishment of
national standards and regulations, and therefore take into account that there is limited
benefit in establishing requirements that cannot practically be achieved. It should also be
noted that WHO guideline values usually consider “reasonably practicable treatment”, where
this is usually interpreted as conventional water treatment (coagulation, flocculation, filtration
and chlorination). Nevertheless, the draft document emphasizes that the provisional guideline
values “should not be considered as licenses to allow contamination (up to these levels)”, and
further advises that Member States “should strive to achieve concentrations that are as low
as reasonably practical, even when lower than the provisional guideline value.”

It is recognized that this is an area of active research with new data continuing to emerge and
therefore WHO will keep the state of science on treatment achievability under review.

Comment: The WHO draft background document did not incorporate a systematic review of the
literature, and therefore attempts to draw conclusions on health effects without considering all the
relevant data.

Response: WHOQ'’s draft background document was prepared in line with WHOQO's Policies and
procedures manual for developing the Guidelines for drinking-water quality. In preparing
chemical background documents for the Guidelines for drinking-water quality, WHO does not
usually carry out stand-alone systematic reviews. Instead, the background documents,
including the drinking-water guideline values are, where possible, based on up to date
assessments carried out by WHO (e.g. monographs in the Environmental Health Criteria or
CICAD series). In the absence of a suitable WHO assessment, the background documents may
instead be based on one or more recent high-quality peer-reviewed national assessments.
Accordingly, in the absence of a WHO assessment on PFAS, the background document
considered the evidence reviews conducted by multiple national and regional agencies,
providing a summary of the literature for each health endpoint of concern with details on a
subset of the data. This intent was stated in the background document; for example, in section
4 on human health effects, it states: “Although this section highlights several studies related
to the toxicological effects of PFOA and PFOS exposure in humans as illustrative examples, it
is not intended to be a comprehensive summary of all the data available.”

Comment: The names and dffiliations of those who contributed to the document are not transparent
and there is concern about potential conflict(s) of interest.

The development of the document was overseen by an expert working group and included an
external peer review process. All peer reviewers, working group members, and contributing
authors were required to declare any potential conflicts of interest and signed a declaration of
interest form. None of these individuals disclosed any interests that precluded their
involvement in the development of the background document. Traditionally, WHO has


https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/WHO-HSE-WSH-09.05
https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/WHO-HSE-WSH-09.05
https://www.who.int/about/ethics/declarations-of-interest
https://www.who.int/about/ethics/declarations-of-interest
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published the names of all those who are involved in preparation of a background document
for the Guidelines for drinking-water quality only in the final background document. In
response to concerns raised post the public review process, WHO has made available the
names of key contributors to the background document. Specifically, the names of the lead
authors, chemical working group members who guided document development and peer
reviewers are included on the WHO webpage: PFOS and PFOA in drinking-water: background
document for development of WHO Guidelines for drinking-water quality. As noted on the
webpage, these contributors disclosed interests related to PFAS and it was determined that
no interests were declared that precluded involvement in development of the draft
background document.

WHO will continue to only engage experts in its work on PFAS, including the wider assessment
on PFAS, who have signed WHQ's declaration of interest form and have been determined to
not have any conflicts that would preclude involvement. Furthermore, the names of all experts
who will be involved in the wider WHO assessment on PFAS will be posted on WHQO's website
throughout the development process.


https://www.who.int/teams/environment-climate-change-and-health/water-sanitation-and-health/chemical-hazards-in-drinking-water/per-and-polyfluoroalkyl-substances
https://www.who.int/teams/environment-climate-change-and-health/water-sanitation-and-health/chemical-hazards-in-drinking-water/per-and-polyfluoroalkyl-substances

