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8 February 2022 

 

Dear City of Wausau Common Council Members and Members of the Wausau Water Works 
Utility Commission,  

In January Wausau Waterworks worked with the Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources 
and Department of Health Services to voluntarily test every city well for per- and 
polyfluoroalkyl substances, also known as PFAS. All six city wells contained levels of PFAS that 
are less than the EPA Health Advisory but exceed the proposed DNR drinking water standard. 
The levels of PFAS range from 23 parts per trillion to 48 parts per trillion depending on the well.  
The treated water has similar results and that tells us that the current treatment facility is not 
removing PFAS.  PFAS testing results are available here on the city website.  

Wausau Water Works is not in violation of any drinking water standards or regulations and has 
taken actions proactively to inform and protect the health of its customers. 

I am writing this memo for two main reasons:  

1) Inform you about the testing that found PFAS in Wausau’s water. 
2) Respectfully request meetings as quickly as feasible of both the Wausau Water Works 

Commission and Wausau City Council to begin the process of putting solutions in place 
for removing PFAS from Wausau’s water supply. We have already begun investigating 
temporary options for PFAS removal but they will require policy body action and 
budgeting. 

What are PFAS? 

PFAS are considered emerging contaminants. According to the Environmental Protection 
Agency, PFAS are a group of manufactured chemicals that have been used in industry and 
consumer products since the 1940s. There are thousands of different PFAS. Perfluorooctanoic 
Acid (PFOA) and Perfluorooctane Sulfonate (PFOS) are two of the most widely used and studied 
chemicals in the PFAS group.  

PFAS are found in non-stick cookware, water-repellent clothing, stain resistant fabrics and 
carpets, some cosmetics, some firefighting foams, and products that resist grease, water, and 
oil. 
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According to the DHS, over half of our contact with PFAS comes from food including, eating 
food that was packaged in material that contains PFAS, eating fish caught from water 
contaminated by PFAS, drinking contaminated water, or accidentally swallowing contaminated 
soil or dust. 

Why are we concerned about PFAS? 

PFAS break down very slowly and can build up in people, animals, and the environment over 
time. The EPA, the Wisconsin DNR, the Centers for Disease Control, the Wisconsin Department 
of Health Services,  

and the current body of scientific research are aligned and indicate that high levels of PFAS 
exposure are hazardous to human health. However, research is still ongoing to determine the 
level at which exposure to different PFAS would lead to adverse health effects.  

What are the current PFAS regulations?  

There are technically no PFAS regulatory standards from state or federal authorities. However, 
the science is still emerging and PFAS are considered a hazard. Both the DNR and the EPA have 
issued health advisories about PFAs that are found in the water supply. The EPA currently 
advises remediation if 70 parts per trillion are found. The DNR currently advises remediation if 
20 parts per trillion are found. Both state and federal levels are working on regulatory 
standards but the reality is that it could be anywhere between 70 parts per trillion, 20 parts per 
trillion, or even lower based on the continued research. The federal government appears 
poised for a recommendation by October 2022. The DNR board will discuss their suggested 
regulatory standard at their meeting later this month.   

What can we do to address PFAS in our water? 

Here’s what we’ve already done:  

1) The City has been discussing PFAS in utility and economic development meetings since 
the DNR, DHS, and EPA issued health advisories. When the DNR and DHS made that 
PFAS health advisory, the Wausau Fire Department immediately ceased buying and 
using firefighting foam that contains PFAS, switching to a more expensive but PFAS-free 
foam.  

2) Wausau Water Works also voluntarily tested in 2019 and again this year, 2022.  
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3) Wausau Water Works is working with the current Drinking Water Treatment Facility 
(DWTF) engineer design team to plan and implement a pilot study for the removal of  
PFAS.  The engineering team would prepare 2-3 PFAS removal processes and run them 
in parallel at the existing treatment facility.  One treatment process would be using the 
proposed resin media for the DWTF.  

There are several potential solutions for the Wausau Water Works Commission and the Wausau 
City Council to consider. They range from setting up mobile carbon filtration systems that could 
connect to our plant, to purchasing and distributing water filters or bottled water, to 
establishing drinking water filling stations.  

Each one of these options require policy body action and budget authorization. I am currently in 
contact with state and federal officials about potential funding sources in addition to other 
solutions. The federal government authorized $10 billion in the infrastructure bill for PFAS 
remediation, but congress hasn’t established the criteria for usage yet. In the short term, the 
Wausau City Council and Wausau Water Works are likely looking at funding from utility and/or 
city resources.  

My goal is to provide city residents with drinking water below the DNR’s advisory of 20 parts 
per trillion as quickly as possible. It is critical that we act quickly to ensure we’re meeting the 
public’s expectations for health and safety, even though there is no federal or state regulatory 
standard.  

If you encounter questions from constituents, the Marathon County United Way will be briefed 
and ready to begin answering community questions about PFAS in drinking water by 11am 
today. You can encourage folks to call the 211 line.  

Thank you for your swift action on this.  

 

 

 


