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What is this Action Plan?  

The Colorado Department of Public Health and Environment action plan summarizes how the department 
will protect Coloradans from risks posed by a family of PFAS chemicals (scientifically referred to as per- 
and polyfluoroalkyl substances). PFAS from firefighting foam, personal products, and other sources can get 
into water, especially groundwater, and contaminate drinking water supplies. These chemicals have 
created an emerging, urgent public health challenge requiring enhanced action to avoid future 
contamination and ensure safe drinking water for all Coloradans. This action plan outlines how we will 
minimize new contamination and respond to any communities where these chemicals are found at levels 
that could affect health.  

What is the concern?  

PFAS chemicals are a challenge nationally and 
in Colorado, as they have been discovered in 
groundwater in El Paso County, South Adams 
County, Arapahoe County, Denver County, and 
Boulder County. We expect further testing will 
reveal contamination in other locations 
throughout the state. 
 
Thousands of these chemicals have been used 
for decades in food packaging, carpets, 
personal care items, ski waxes, other 
household items, and firefighting foam due to 
their ability to resist heat, oil, stains, grease, 
and water. Human contact with these 
chemicals is widespread, and nearly all people 
have some measurable levels of the chemicals 
in their blood. Human health toxicity 
information is only available for about ten of 
the thousands of these chemicals. However, 
despite the limited information, this toxicity 
information suggests that exposure to some 
PFAS can cause a range of negative health 
outcomes. Health effects from these chemicals 
may include pregnancy complications, liver 
damage, high cholesterol, and others. More 
research is underway to better understand 
these health consequences. 
 
Several Colorado communities have 
groundwater contamination from the use of 
firefighting foams containing PFAS. The 
department has ensured that no one in these 
communities is currently drinking water that 
contains levels above a health advisory limit 
set by the U.S. Environmental Protection 
Agency. However, there are gaps in our 
knowledge about possible contamination in 
other communities, especially smaller water 
systems and private wells. We are requiring 
and developing means to further sample for 
these chemicals around the state. 

Online resources 

Below are available resources to 
learn more about PFAS. 

 www.colorado.gov/cdphe/pfcs 

 www.epa.gov/pfas 

 pfas-1.itrcweb.org/fact-sheets/ 

Firefighting foam used on petroleum 

fires is a leading source of toxic foam 

releases. Not all fire fighting foam 

contains PFAS. We plan to coordinate 

with fire departments to make sure the 

safest foam is used in order to continue 

to serve and protect all Coloradans.  

Colorado Department of Public Health and Environment 

Action Plan for Toxic Firefighting Foam  
and Related Chemicals 
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Risk Reduction 
The department will minimize further PFAS 
contamination in the environment, and subsequent 
risks to Coloradans, as resources and authorities 
allow, by: 

 Protecting public health with a prioritized 
assessment and mitigation efforts in the highest  
risk areas.  

 Developing requirements, best management 
practices, tools, and resources for risk management 
for entities that use toxic firefighting foam or other 
PFAS sources. 

 Advising affected communities on how to  
protect residents. 

 Providing technical consultation to water providers 
and oversight of cleanup activities and other 
regulated activities. 

 Equipping fire departments and others who have 
been in close proximity to those chemicals with 
tools and guidance to help them understand health 
effects, legal requirements, and how to reduce the 
risk of environmental releases. 

 Working with the EPA on their PFAS-related efforts 
to map and track contamination.  

Core Components for Addressing Contamination in Colorado 

Drinking Water Protection 
Our most critical goal when any chemical is 
released into the environment is to make sure 
drinking water is safe. We first test to determine 
if there are any impacted drinking water sources 
near a release. If drinking water has been 
impacted, the department works with local 
authorities, water providers, local public health 
agencies, EPA, the public, and others to 
communicate information, find an alternate 
water supply, or treat the water if these 
chemicals are above EPA’s health advisory level.  

Cleanup 
Once the department is sure that drinking water 
is safe, we investigate the site as resources 
permit to find the most efficient way to clean it 
up. Factors vary significantly depending on the 
site and the chemical being released. The first 
priority is to stop any continued releases.  

Community Involvement 
As we implement the department’s action plan, 
we will ensure robust stakeholder and 
community involvement and strive for two-way 
communication. The department will be 
transparent and connect with the people who 
live in these communities to listen and respond 
to community needs. We are committed to being 
available and keeping communities updated 
through regular meetings, website postings, and 
other communication channels.  

“Now that we are learning more about  
toxic firefighting foam and how it can 
cause us harm, the department and our 
public health partners must act swiftly to 
protect Coloradans. We know enough to 
know that we have to be aggressive in 
further implementing statewide strategies 
to address its risks.”  

   - Jill Ryan 
       CDPHE Director 
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State-wide Inventory 

The department is working on a statewide 
inventory of sites where PFAS have been 
found, or believed to have been released, to 
understand the extent of contamination 
statewide. We are inventorying: 

 Any known locations of contamination. 
 

 Sites where we can use current regulatory 
authority to require testing.  
 

 Sites that have used and disposed of surface 
water, groundwater and drinking water that 
may be contaminated, areas that require 
sampling, and sites that need to be cleaned 
up.  

 

We will explore fire training areas/schools, 
airports, landfills, hazardous and solid waste 
sites, Superfund sites, manufacturing 
facilities, petroleum and refining sites, and 
any known sites of fires where toxic foam 
products were used.  

Activities and Priorities 
The department has several actions planned in order to protect Coloradans from the negative health 
consequences of PFAS chemicals. These include the following, which are discussed in more detail below: 
 

2019 Survey 

By January 1, 2020 the department will 
conduct a survey of all fire departments 
across the state. As now required by state 
law, this survey will identify: 
 

 Amount, type, and manufacture date of 
fire fighting foams that contain PFAS.  

 

 How, where, and when fire departments 
used foam for training. 

 

 Whether the fire departments are 
served by wells or public drinking water 
source. 

 

 Whether the fire departments have used 
firefighting foam containing PFAS in the 
last five years and where has it been 
used. 

 

 How much foam was used and released 
to the environment and the methods for 
such disposal. 

 Conducting a survey of fire departments and their use of foam containing these chemicals.  
 

 Initiating a statewide inventory including a partnership with the EPA on data collection. 
 

 Pursuing new statewide regulatory standards for water.  
 

 Ensuring proper disposal of contaminated materials. 

 

 Studying health impacts. 
 

 Continuing to engage at a national level and learn from other states. 
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Regulatory Authority 

The department is continuing our efforts 
while the EPA works on regulatory 
changes at the federal level. We already 
are working internally and with external 
stakeholders to find temporary and 
permanent regulatory and legal 
approaches to manage contamination in 
our state. Ideas include: 
 

 Working with the department’s boards 
and commissions and other state 
agencies to identify which chemicals  
in the PFAS family to monitor, and 
what standards and policies need to be 
created to protect public health by 
reducing PFAS releases and keep 
drinking water safe. 

 

 Identifying possible legislative changes 
to ensure the availability of resources 
and tools for protecting public health. 

 

 Requiring certain entities who have 
authorization to discharge water and 
wastewater into the environment to 
monitor for these chemicals as part of 
their normal business operations. 

 

 Integrating approved restrictions, such 
as firefighting foam containing PFAS, 
into permit renewals or amendments  
as appropriate. 

 

 Continuing to engage with external 
stakeholders to comment on and 
review any proposed standard(s). 

Understanding Health Impacts 

Researchers are conducting studies across the 
nation and locally to better understand PFAS 
exposure and health consequences. We currently 
are supporting local studies that will explore: 
 

 Exposure and health effects in El Paso County 
(conducted by the Colorado School of Public 
Health's PFAS Aware Project). 

 

 Exposure generally (managed by the Center  
for Disease Control and the Agency for Toxic 
Substances and Disease Registry). 

 

 Transport and bioaccumulation to better 
understand potential exposures (led by  
the Colorado School of Mines). 

 

The department continues to seek opportunities 
to examine potential health effects on residents 
and workers and is exploring ways to support 
and/or partner with researchers in Colorado. 

Engaging at a National Level 

We work with other states to better understand 
health effects, the development of health 
standards and the mitigation, treatment, and 
remediation of contamination.  

The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency has 
also recently announced efforts to undertake 
rulemaking regarding these chemicals. The 
department will continue to follow and 
contribute to these efforts. However, given that 
this federal process may take years and the 
ultimate outcome is uncertain, it is important to 
accelerate state efforts to ensure the protection 
of public health as soon as possible.  

Disposal  

Proper disposal of contaminated 
materials is challenging right now 
because only a few facilities in North 
America accept PFAS-contaminated soil 
and waste, which can make disposal 
more costly.  
 

We will evaluate possible disposal 
options and work with facilities 
disposing of PFAS contaminated waste 
to make sure it is done safely. 
 

We will track barriers and challenges 
to effective disposal and provide 
guidance on disposal to fire 
departments, airports, wastewater 
facilities, and other entities that have 
these chemicals on site. 


