PFAS and Backyard Gardening

Facts and Tips for Home Gardeners in Areas with
Known or Suspected PFAS Contamination

What are PFAS?

Per- and polyfluoroalkyl substances, or PFAS, are a large group
of human-made chemicals that have been used in industry and
consumer products worldwide since the 1950s. If environmental
contamination occurs near your home, PFAS may end up in
groundwater and in your municipal or private well water. This
guide will help home gardeners learn about how they can
protect their health by minimizing the levels of PFAS in their
garden soil and crops.

How can PFAS get into my garden plants?

PFAS can get into your garden plants if they are grown in soil
or water containing PFAS. Usually, this happens when PFAS-
contaminated water is applied to the plants. When this
happens, PFAS can be transferred from the water through the
soil, where they may be taken up by the plant’s roots.

What is known about PFAS in garden plants?

A lot is still unknown about PFAS uptake in plants and research
is ongoing. The amount of PFAS that builds up depends on a
variety of factors, including the type of plant, the type of PFAS
chemical, the type of soil, and the PFAS concentration in the
soil or water. Early research has shown that:

A Longer-chain PFAS tend to stay in the roots, while shorter-
chain PFAS tend to travel to other parts of the plant, such
as the leaves and fruit.”*

A The higher the PFAS levels are in the water used to grow
plants, the higher the PFAS levels may be in the plants.’

In general, eating garden plants containing small amounts of
PFAS is a minor source of PFAS exposure compared to drinking
water contaminated with high levels of PFAS on a regular basis.
Drinking water has been established as the major exposure
source in contaminated communities.”
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For more information on PFAS and health, visit dhs.wi.gov and search “PFAS.”

PFAS can affect health!

Exposure to unsafe levels of PFAS
may result in health effects
including:

» Increased cholesterol.

» Decreased antibody response.
» Decreased fertility in women.
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PFAS build-up in plants.

Not all PFAS are the samel®

PFAS come in all sizes, which are
determined by how many carbon
atoms are linked together in a
chain. This is known as the
“chain length.” The longer the
chain length, the larger the PFAS
compound. Research shows that
PFAS with shorter chain lengths
tend to leave the human body
faster than those with longer
chain lengths.
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https://www.dhs.wisconsin.gov/

How do | know if PFAS may be in my municipal or private well water?

If you do not live near a site of environmental contamination, it is unlikely that PFAS are a problem in
your water. Residents who live near a site of PFAS contamination should connect with their local
municipality and the Department of Natural Resources to learn about available resources for affected
residents. To find out whether you live near a PFAS site, view this map.

Private well owners Public water supply users

The only way to know whether PFAS are Connect with your local water utility
a concern in your water is to have a to learn about what they may be
sample tested at a certified laboratory. doing to minimize PFAS. While some
This could cost several hundred dollars. water utilities will voluntarily test for

PFAS, they are not required to.

Could | water my plants if the water has PFAS?

Use water with PFAS levels below DHS recommended groundwater standards for watering fruit and
vegetable gardens. Visit the DHS website to learn more about recommended groundwater standards.

What are other ways that | can safely garden?

PFAS are not the only contaminants that can be found in your soil. Soil may also contain metals,
pesticides, and germs such as bacteria and parasites. Practicing these safe gardening habits can help
lower exposure to all kinds of soil contaminants, including PFAS.®

Wash produce before eating to remove soil and dust particles.

Use more natural matter in your soil, which can lower a plant’s ability to take up PFAS and other
chemicals. Natural matter includes composts and manure.

Use raised garden beds with clean soil. Clean soil could be store-bought soil, topsoil, or clean fill
from certified soil sources. Contact your county UW-Extension office to learn more about clean soil.

Wear gloves and wash hands after gardening and before eating.

Avoid eating food, drinking, or smoking when working with garden soil to prevent the potential
transfer of contaminated soil to your mouth.

Take care not to track dirt from the garden into the house.

Peel root crops and remove outer leaves of leafy vegetables.
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Teach children to wash fruits, vegetables, and their hands before eating.
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