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ISSUE BRIEF:
PFAS - Toxic Nonstick Chemicals

PFAS (per and polyfluorylalkyl substances), best known for their use in non-stick Teflon pans, are 
commonly found in consumer products including food packaging such as microwave popcorn 
bags and fast food wrappers, stainproof textiles, waterproof outdoor gear, firefighting foams, 
and additional uses.1 
 
PFAS chemicals repel both oil and water, but with this special chemistry comes a special problem: 
they are so highly persistent that scientists call them “virtually indestructible.” Their widespread 
usage has made them global pollutants that threaten the health of people and our environment.
 
Due to health and environmental concerns, most chemical companies phased out the best-
known problematic PFAS chemicals - PFOS and PFOA. However, new research shows the newer 
manufactured PFAS chemicals may be just as problematic for our health and environment.

PFAS chemicals in food packaging are widespread. Recent testing, published in a peer-
reviewed journal, found nearly half of paper wrappers were treated with fluorinated chemicals.2 
Out of 248 samples from 27 restaurants in five states, 48% of paper wrappers used for 
sandwiches, burgers, and bakery items tested positive for fluorinated chemicals. 
 
PFAS chemicals can migrate from packaging paper to the food it holds. Migration can 
occur when food comes in contact with PFAS treated packaging. Migration has been found 
from microwave popcorn bags, paperboard for burgers, and food wrappers. Out of all tested 
products, microwave popcorn was found to have the highest levels of PFAS chemicals.3, 4  When 
eating these foods, consumers are also ingesting the migrated PFAS chemicals. And once they 
are in our bodies, some stick around with half-lives of at least three years.5
 
PFAS chemicals are found in bodies of water and are threatening Washington state 
drinking water supplies. The Washington state Department of Ecology sampled freshwater in 
Washington in 2008, finding PFAS chemicals in all water samples and elevated concentrations 
in water bodies impacted by wastewater treatment plant effluent.6 University of Washington 
scientists sampled 15 saltwater and four freshwater Puget Sound locations between 2009 and 
2011, detecting PFASs in all samples with the highest concentrations at sites near urban areas.7 
Current PFAS contaminated drinking water in communities in Washington include DuPont, 
Issaquah, Oak Harbor, and Spokane.
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Exposure to these compounds has been linked to a number of health concerns. These include 
cancer,8-10 hormone disruption,11,12 liver toxicity,8 harm to the immune system,13 and reduced birth 
weight.14

 
Now that we know PFAS chemicals are contaminating Washington’s drinking water, food, and 
people, what can be done? 
 
Washington state must act to phase out the widespread use of these chemicals. Right now, Toxic-
Free Future is mobilizing communities throughout Washington to advocate for city, state and federal 
protections that ban sources of these chemicals including its use in food packaging and fire fighting 
foams, and we’re calling for Governor Inslee and the State Department of Health to conduct a complete 
review of drinking water standards. 
 
Interested in joining the fight to protect your community from toxic chemicals? 
Contact: acallahan@toxicfreefuture.org (206) 632-1545 ex. 112 
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