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The MDH Mission - Protecting, maintaining, and improving the health of all Minnesotans. 



PFAS in Washington County, Minnesota

PFAS manufactured in Cottage 
Grove, MN since the 1940s

PFAS wastes disposed of at plant 
and in three major off-site 
disposal areas

State has been investigating 
since 2002

Consent agreement and court 
settlement with 3M has funded 
PFAS assessment and response
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PFAS of Concern in Washington County

PFOS: C8F17SO3
-

Perfluorooctane sulfonate

PFOA: C8F15O2
-

Perfluorooctanoic acid

PFBA: C4F7O2
-

Perfluorobutanoic acid

PFHxS: C6F13SO3
-

Perfluorohexane sulfonate

Other PFCs detected:  PFPeA, PFHxA, PFBS; nearly always occur as a mixture
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Geology + Surface Water Transport + PFAS Persistence = Megaplume

• Over 130 mi2 of groundwater contaminated
• 4 major aquifers

• 8 municipal water supply systems

• >1,800 private wells

• 600+ drinking water advisories issued to date

• MUCH larger plume than models predicted

• PFBA most widespread

• Distribution controlled by:

• Bedrock features (buried valleys, faults/fractures, karst)

• Groundwater-surface water interactions

• Human interventions

• PFAS partitioning
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MDH Health-Based Values for PFAS Compounds
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 PFOS: 0.027 ppb

 PFOA: 0.035 ppb 

 PFBA: 7 ppb

 PFBS: 2 ppb

 MDH evaluates the additive effects of PFAS: Hazard Index (HI)

 Allows us to account for differing levels of toxicity in similar chemicals

 Protective for both long-term/lifetime and subsequent fetal exposures

 Based on animal studies showing slight liver and thyroid effects (adults) and 
immune system and developmental effects (infants/children) 

 Currently using PFOS value (0.027 ppb) as surrogate value for PFHxS



Risk Communication and Community Engagement
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Risk Communication is…
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Informed Decisions about Risks to Health

Information

Resources



Planning



MDH General Messages Used to Communicate Risk
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• We take a cautious public health 
approach

• This is a area of active scientific 
research – discuss scientific 
method

• As new knowledge becomes 
available, we will let you know.

• Acknowledge uncertainty

• Explain differences in health 
guidelines
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• Empathy and caring
• Competence and expertise
• Honesty and openness
• Dedication and commitment

(Covello, 1992, 1993))



MDH Risk Communication Tools
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MDH Risk Communication Tools
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MDH Risk Communication Tools
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Biomonitoring Data Shows Interventions are Working
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Conclusions

• PFAS pose a significant challenge to state and federal environmental and health agencies

• Human and ecological risks still unclear

• The varied uses of PFAS in consumer and industrial products and processes means many 
potential sources with differing PFAS mixtures

• The extreme persistence and unique chemical and physical properties of PFAS can result 
in unusual fate and transport and exposure pathways

• PFAS are an active area of scientific research 

• All of this makes for unique risk communication challenges
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Thank you!

James Kelly, M.S.

James.kelly@state.mn.us

651-201-4910

http://www.health.state.mn.us/divs/eh/hazardous/topics/pfcs/current.html
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