
Policy Brief
Be restrictive with derogations for 
uses of PFAS in the new EU-ban
An ambitious EU-ban on PFAS will be an important step 
toward a cleaner and safer EU, and is likely to have an 
impact on the use of PFAS worldwide. To be truly effective, 
it’s important that derogations from the ban are limited 
in time and scope and provided only to uses where there 
are no viable alternatives. As PFAS will contaminate the 
environment for decades, it’s important to provide fun-
ding and support for research and development of safer 
alternatives and technologies to remediate PFAS from 
contaminated water and soil.

Although industrial scientists were aware of widespread human 
exposure to PFAS already in the 1980s, manufacturers withheld 
this information, and awareness within the wider scientific com-
munity only grew in the early 2000s. Since then, some PFAS (such 
as PFOS, listed under the Stockholm Convention since 2009) 
and certain uses (such as food packing materials and firefight-
ing foams) have been regulated at EU or national level. However, 
PFAS comprise thousands of substances with similar extreme per-
sistence, making substance-by-substance regulation both imprac-
tical and ineffective. A class-based approach is therefore essential 
to ensure comprehensive protection for health and the environ-
ment and to prevent regrettable substitutions.

In 2015, a group of scientists proposed a global PFAS-group ban 
in the Madrid statement. The EU adopted this group approach 
as part of its Chemicals Strategy for Sustainability in 2020. Early 
in 2023 five European states (Sweden, Norway, Denmark, Ger-
many and the Netherlands) jointly submitted a PFAS restriction 
proposal to the European Chemicals Agency (ECHA) under the 

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
•	 Only allow time-limited derogations for PFAS uses 

where no viable alternatives exist and only to uses 
essential to health, safety, or the functioning of 
society. Derogations should be clearly defined and 
only allow sufficient time to transition to safer 
alternatives. 

•	 Don’t grant time-unlimited derogations, such as 
for manufacturing of PFAS, since emission controls 
can never fully prevent PFAS from entering the 
environment and posing risks to human health. 
Also, exported PFAS, being highly persistent and 
mobile, will return via atmosphere and oceans and 
in imported products and articles.   

•	 Provide continued funding and support for 
research and development of safer alternati-
ves and technologies to remediate PFAS from 
contaminated water and soil.

The material used in many water-repellent garments 
is one of many applications for PFAS.
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chemicals regulation REACH. Following a public consultation, a 
revised proposal was released in August 2025. 

The proposal introduces an EU-wide ban on all PFAS across 23 
sectors, however, with both time-limited derogations for many 
uses and time-unlimited derogations for several sectors as well as 
for manufacturing of PFAS. 

Following an evaluation by ECHA’s scientific committees for Risk 



Assessment (RAC) and Socio-Economic Analysis (SEAC), the Eu-
ropean Commission will decide on the restriction of PFAS in con-
sultation with EU Member States.

Widespread contamination and human exposure
PFAS enter the environment through emissions during produc-
tion, product use and disposal of PFAS-products (including from 
landfill leachate and wastewater discharges). Hotspots are often 
associated with fluoropolymer manufacturing and fire training 
facilities. In Europe alone, 23,000 PFAS-contaminated sites have 
been identified, with many more suspected. 

PFAS can also travel through the atmosphere, and have even been 
found in Arctic ice and soil, despite the long distance to emission 
sources. A study has shown that the concentration of ∑4PFAS  
(the sum of four PFAS) in rainwater often exceeds strict drinking 
water limit values.

Also, the ocean can act as a secondary source of PFAS when aer-
osols, formed when PFAS-enriched bubbles burst after waves 
break, carry PFAS into the atmosphere and onto land.  

Human exposure mainly occurs through ingestion of food and 
drinking water, inhalation of air and dust, contact with consumer 
products and through occupational exposure. In contamination 
hotspots, such as Ronneby and Kallinge in southern Sweden, se-
rum levels of PFAS in humans has shown to exceed health-based 
guidance values.

Derogations should be well defined and time-limited 
While the EU ban on PFAS could be an important step towards 
reducing PFAS contamination and exposure, it is crucial that the 
derogations are not too extensive.

The proposal states that for more than 80 uses of PFAS, the 
plausible alternatives are not yet readily available, and for this 
reason time-limited derogations from 5 to 12 years are proposed 
for these uses. It is important that these derogations are precisely 

defined and limited to certain uses and substances, as non-specific 
derogations risk creating years of uncertainties and counteracting 
interpretations.

When it comes to environmental regulation several studies have 
shown that the costs of action are often overestimated, while the 
costs of inaction are underestimated. Evaluations of comparable 
regulatory processes also show that companies typically adapt 
more quickly and at lower cost than anticipated when clear rules 
and timelines are established. Hence, the number of derogations 
and the time limits should be kept as low as possible. One way of 
keeping the number of derogations low is to only grant deroga-
tions for uses that are proven to be essential for health, safety or 
for the functioning of society. If limited data exist to sufficiently 
evaluate uses and alternatives to PFAS in certain sectors, deroga-
tions should by default not be granted.

In addition to the suggested time-limited derogations, the pro-
posal contains options for time-unlimited derogations and the 
continued use of PFAS under controlled conditions in seven sec-
tors such as transport and energy. Within these sectors, a ban was 
deemed disproportionate after weighing up the benefits of risk 
minimisation against the socio-economic consequences.

Also, manufacturing of PFAS, with strict emission controls, is pro-
posed to be continously allowed to prevent a shortage of materi-
als necessary for the uses for which time-limited derogations are 
proposed, and also to enable the export of PFAS from the EU. The 
evidence of impacts from PFAS manufacturing sites at both local 
and global scales is, however, compelling.

Emission controls will never be able to fully stop PFAS from enter-
ing the environment and eventually human bodies, and exported 
PFAS will return to Europe through air and water. All time-unlim-
ited derogations should therefore be avoided.

The bulk of PFAS – fluoropolymers and fluorinated gases 
Polymeric PFAS (mainly fluoropolymers) and fluorinated gases 
are the PFAS groups with the highest volume use in the European 

WHAT ARE PFAS?
PFAS – per- and polyfluoroalkyl substances – is an 
umbrella term for over 10,000 man-made chemicals. 

The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development (OECD), defines them as substances 
containing at least one fully fluorinated methyl (-CF3) or 
methylene (-CF2) carbon atom, without any hydrogen, 
chlorine, bromine, or iodine atom attached to it. Indepen-
dent researchers have confirmed that this definition is 
scientifically grounded, unambiguous, and well suited to 
identify them.   

PFAS exist as solids, liquids, and gases and encompass a 
vast diversity of chemical structures, leading to differences 
in toxicity and bioaccumulation. However, they all share 
one critical characteristic: extreme persistence. Therefore, 
they do not degrade in nature but can transform into 
other PFAS (e.g., trifluoroacetic acid, TFA), which remain 
highly persistent and accumulate in the environment.

Certain PFAS are known to cause adverse health effects, 
including increased cholesterol, liver damage, immune 
system impacts, reduced fertility, pregnancy-related com-
plications, and elevated risk of kidney and testicular can-
cer. Given the vast number of PFAS, only a small fraction 
has undergone comprehensive risk assessment.

PFAS owe their widespread industrial use to unique 
properties such as exceptional resistance to heat and 
chemicals, water and oil repellency, low surface energy, 
and long-term durability. These characteristics enable a 
wide range of consumer and industrial applications ran-
ging from non-stick cookware and waterproof textiles to 
grease-resistant packaging, high-performance electronics, 
medical devices and firefighting foams.

Trifluoroacetic acid (TFA) is the degradation product of many 
other PFAS, such as F-gases and fluoropolymers. 
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Economic Area. It is therefore not surprising that their proposed 
inclusion in the ban has sparked much debate.

Fluoropolymers are high molecular weight PFAS polymers used 
primarily in industrial applications, and in some consumer prod-
ucts. Unlike smaller PFAS, they behave as stable plastic-like  
materials, are not bioaccumulative, and are generally considered 
to have low toxicity. However, their life cycle remains problem-
atic as the manufacturing results in large emissions of fluorinated 
gases, processing aids as well as multiple by-products, and their 
waste management and recycling processes are associated with 
major knowledge gaps and environmental concern.   

Fluorinated gases are most commonly used in heat pumps, air 
conditioning, commercial refrigeration and as foam-blowing 
agents for insulation materials. While many of the refrigeration 
systems are designed to be sealed, leaks occur during transport, 
installation, maintenance and disposal.

Some fluorinated gases are are already regulated due to their 
ozone-depleting effects or high global warming potential. How-
ever, most fluorinated gases are not yet regulated and it is impor-
tant that the EU ban on PFAS ban includes these substances, as 
proposed.

The poster child of persistence – TFA 
TFA (trifluoroacetic acid) is the smallest PFAS and a common 
degradation product of other PFAS, including certain fluorinated 
gases and pesticides. Until recently, TFA has not be considered 
very toxic. However, the German Environment Agency has re-
cently submitted a dossier to ECHA with evidence that TFA is 
toxic to reproduction.

Environmental levels of TFA are rapidly increasing across mul-
tiple matrixes in the environment, including plants, groundwa-
ter, food and human blood. Its small molecular size makes TFA 
difficult and extremely costly to remove from wastewater or the 
environment. 

History has repeatedly shown that persistence is a key driver for 
environmental contamination as seen with substances such as 
dichlorodiphenyltrichloroethane (DDT) and polychlorinated bi-
phenyls (PCBs). Even though they have been banned for decades, 
these chemicals continue to pollute the environment, contaminate 
food and harm wildlife. Without an ambitious PFAS-ban, TFA 
risks becoming the next long-term contaminant under our watch.

Many companies will benefit from a comprehensive ban
A clear and ambitious legislation, without broad derogation ex-
ceptions and loopholes, will benefit companies that have already 
transitioned away from PFAS, and stimulate further innovation 
and development within the industry. 

Studies show that companies resistant to regulatory change are 
often more vocal in policy debates, which can mislead policymak-
ers into thinking they are helping the broader industry, when in 
fact they may disadvantage more progressive companies. 

This dynamic is likely the case also for PFAS, where forward- 
looking companies have already developed alternatives for many 
applications. Such alternatives include not only chemical substi-
tutes but also material innovations, process changes, and new 
technologies which are often both safer and more sustainable.

However, continued and predictable research funding and co-
ordinated innovation efforts at both EU and national levels are 
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Transportation of PFAS in the environment

In 
the sea,  

sediments act as a 
sink for PFAS, while PFAS 

also accumulate at the sea 
surface. When waves break, 
PFAS are released into the 

atmosphere via sea 
spray aerosols.

PFAS move easily through water, air, and soil, spreading from factories, landfills and sewage into rivers, groundwater, and even rain. The ocean can 
function as a secondary source, from where PFAS that accumalate at the surface can be transported back to land.



CONTACT
Romain Figuiere, Stockholm University 
romain.figuiere@aces.su.se
Lutz Ahrens, Swedish University of Agricultural Sciences 
lutz.ahrens@slu.se
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At the Baltic Sea Centre, scientists, policy analysts and communication 
experts work together to bridge the gap between science and policy.

We compile, analyse and synthesise scientific research on Baltic Sea  
related issues and communicate it at the right moment to the right actor.
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essential to ensure that PFAS-free solutions reach the market. 

By leading the transition to a PFAS-free future, European com-
panies can gain a competitive advantage in the global markets. 
Without an EU-wide ban, European companies risk a patchwork 
of national PFAS legislations being introduced as seen in countries 
such as France, Belgium and Denmark, which will be difficult to 
navigate.

Remediation of PFAS will still need to improve 
Remediation of PFAS is challenging because of their chemical, 
thermal and biological stability and the complexity of PFAS mix-
tures.

Known contamination

Presumptive contamination

Known industrial user

PFAS manufacturing facility

Each treatment technique to remove PFAS from both contami-
nated soils and drinking water has its advantages and disadvan-
tages, and often a combination of approaches is required for 
effective treatment. Most methods are also energy-intensive and 
costly. Moreover, even when PFAS are successfully removed and 
concentrated, they are rarely fully destroyed and typically break 
down into short-chain PFAS molecules such as TFA. 

For elevated PFAS levels in surface water, groundwater and sea-
water, no feasible large-scale remediation technologies currently 
exist. Hence, in addition to banning the use of PFAS, it’s impor-
tant that research and development of new remediation tech-
niques continues. 

Contamination of PFAS is widespread in Europe, shows data from the PFAS Data Hub (PDH), which is a research project run by the CNRS Humanities 
& Social Sciences, but the data also give an idea of which countries have put an effort in analysing PFAS and which have not. At the sites indicated as 
“contaminated”, PFAS concentrations ≥10 ppt have been detected. In addition, concentrations <10 ppt have been detected at numerous locations. The 
data can be found at pdh.cnrs.fr/en/map/
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