Response provided to journalist
12 December 2017
Question
I was present at today's community info session on PFAS contamination in Sale.
I would like to ask the following questions:
1. Is compensation likely to be paid- or has it been paid - to any landholders if
PFAS contamination is verified?
2. What biosecurity issues does the levels already found pose for farmers?
3. Are you, or will you, advise people with bore water not to drink it?
4. If there is a chance that contaminated soil will be removed and contained, is
there also the potential for any of the Heart Morass water to be drained?
When is the management plan likely to be released to the public?
5. If the dangers of PFAS have been known since the 1980s, why did Defence
continue to use it?
6. How has the jurisdiction divide, with Defence being Commonwealth and EPA
being state, affected the speed and extent of the investigation and will it affect
any potential clean up projects?
7. Although the EPA has not required it, will Defence investigations include
blood tests of people who have had significant exposure to areas that are
known to be contaminated?
Response
Defence is conducting an environmental investigation into per- and poly-fluoroalkyl
substances (PFAS) on and near RAAF Base East Sale. As part of the investigation,
Defence is conducting a Human Health and Ecological Risk Assessment (HHERA)
to evaluate potential PFAS exposure pathways to people and the environment within
the RAAF Base East Sale Investigation Area. To collect information for analysing
and evaluating pathway risks, a range of sampling is conducted including that of soil,
water, grass and aquatic plants and animals (including fish and ducks from the Heart
Morass).
Defence is committed to providing the community with prompt advice on the
progress and findings of the investigation. In order to keep the community informed,
Defence released an Interim HHERA on 8 December 2017 at the investigation
website, following a presentation of the key findings at a community walk-in session
on 7 December 2017.
The Interim HHERA findings have been provided to the relevant state government
agencies. Questions regarding biosecurity should be directed to the Victorian
Environment Protection Authority (EPA).
The Interim HHERA advised that drinking water supplies on-base and off-base are
not impacted by PFAS, including bore water. The risks associated with the majority
of PFAS exposure pathways were assessed as low and acceptable including:
• drinking water
• consumption of milk, meat (excluding duck) or offal
• livestock health
• contact with drain water

•
•
•
•

water contact through recreational use of Heart Morass (people and pets)
consumption of chicken eggs
contact with soil and water (e.g. gardening or non-potable domestic water use
consumption of home-grown fruit and vegetables.

Following the final HHERA in early 2018, the next step will involve the development
of a site specific strategic management plan, which will outline the management and
remediation activities best suited to the region.
The PFAS environmental investigation at East Sale has benefited from close
collaboration between Defence, EPA and other government Agencies. Defence will
continue to work closely with EPA Victoria and relevant State agencies throughout
the investigation. Defence will consult with the relevant agencies during the
development and implementation of the strategic management plan.
The community’s health and safety is Defence’s primary concern. Currently, the
Australian Government is conducting voluntary blood testing programs in the
Williamtown, Oakey and Katherine communities because the extent of contamination
and exposure pathways is well understood.
Once further investigations of other areas have been completed, and the extent of
the contamination and exposure pathways are better understood, the Australian
Government will be in a position to consider whether it would be appropriate to
expand the voluntary blood testing program, epidemiological study and additional
mental health and support services to these investigation areas.
Defence became aware that a specific PFAS, perfluorooctane sulfonate (PFOS) and
perfluoroctanic acid (PFOA), were emerging persistent organic pollutants from 2003.
In 2004, Defence commenced phasing out the use of fire-fighting foams containing
PFOS and PFOA as active ingredients and transitioned to a more environmentally
safe foam.
In the 1980s the knowledge of the the potential for long range environmental
transport of PFAS, its persistence in the environment or propensity to bioaccumulate
were not known. The science on those aspects was not developed at that time. What
was known was that the release of large amounts of foam could result in the
suffocation of living organisms if settled over waterways. In 1987 Defence published
an Environmental Management Plan for RAAF Base Tindal. One part of this plan
covered risks associated with the release of fire-fighting foam to the environment.
Based on the scientific understanding of the time, the plan stated that “AFFF and its
components are not considered to be dangerous substances, nor are they harmful to
the aquatic environment after proper treatment” and “Because of the small proportion
of fluorocarbons in AFFF and of the high degree of dilution during treatment and in
receiving waters, fluorocarbons are not significant environmental contaminants”.
Defence now understands the then recommended methods of treating fire-fighting
foam in sewage treatment plants did not remove PFOS and other persistent
chemical residues in the foam.

Due to the national use of firefighting foams, the matter of property compensation is
being considered by the Government and cannot be addressed by the Department of
Defence.
In the event that an individual or business considers they have suffered a loss or
injury as a consequence of Defence activities, it is open to that individual or business
to make a claim. Claims for compensation will be considered on a case-by-case
basis.
Further information on claims is outlined at:
http://www.defence.gov.au/Environment/PFAS/FinancialClaims.asp

