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 About the Investigation 

Defence has completed a detailed environmental 

investigation to identify the nature and extent of per- and 

poly-fluoroalkyl substances (PFAS) on, and in the vicinity 

of, HMAS Cairns and the former WWII Royal Australian 

Navy (RAN) Fuel Installation, Edge Hill, as a result of the 

historical use of legacy firefighting foams at these 

locations.  

The outcomes of the investigation have been used to 

develop a PFAS Management Area Plan (PMAP) for 

HMAS Cairns, the former WWII RAN Fuel Installation and 

surrounding areas.  

About the PMAP   

The PMAP recommends actions to manage and reduce 

the risks of PFAS exposure identified in the investigation.  

The PMAP outlines how Defence will further investigate 

how PFAS is moving in surface water and groundwater. 

Defence will use this information to: 

 Manage key sources of PFAS contamination; 

 Reduce the amount of PFAS in the environment; 

and 

 Reduce PFAS migration from the Base into the 

surrounding area. 

What exposure risks are addressed by the PMAP? 

The investigation assessed the majority of PFAS exposure 

risks to be low and acceptable. The only elevated PFAS 

exposure risk identified was for animals that are exposed 

to PFAS through the food chain (eating water-based 

plants or animals that contain PFAS). This exposure risks 

was identified in both the HMAS Cairns and Edge Hill 

Investigation Areas. The PMAP includes 

recommendations to manage this exposure risk.  

PMAP Recommendations 

The PMAP focuses on limiting the movement of PFAS 

from HMAS Cairns to Trinity Inlet. Defence is considering 

a number of options to achieve this including: 

 Removing contaminated material then either treating 

it or disposing of it at a licensed facility.  

 Limiting the movement of PFAS from source areas on-

base by isolating contaminated material from 

stormwater or groundwater.  

 Improving drainage on the Base. 

Identifying the most effective management option at 

HMAS Cairns requires the following studies to be 

completed in the first instance: 

 A stormwater study to locate PFAS sources within the 

base stormwater system and their relative contribution 

to PFAS leaving the Base by the stormwater system.  

 A groundwater study to determine how much PFAS 

from groundwater is moving from the base into Trinity 

Inlet. 

The PMAP will be updated following these additional 

studies. 

PMAP Scope 

HMAS Cairns is located in an industrial area with multiple 

potential sources of PFAS. The investigation found that 

there are sources of PFAS outside of HMAS Cairns which 

are likely contributing to PFAS on the Base and in Trinity 

Inlet via groundwater and stormwater. While external 

PFAS sources were considered in the PMAP, the focus of 

the PMAP is on reducing the movement of PFAS off the 

Base.   

The PMAP is available at:  

www.defence.gov.au/environment/pfas/Cairns/ 



 

 

 

Table 1: Ongoing Sampling Summary 

What Where When 

HMAS Cairns    

Monitoring of 
groundwater wells  

On-base at HMAS 
Cairns  

Biannual sampling for 3 years, 
followed by a review 

Surface water and 
sediment monitoring 

Stormwater outlets at 
HMAS Cairns  

First flush of wet season and wet 
weather events for a three year 
period, followed by a review  

WWII RAN Fuel Installation 

Monitoring of 
groundwater wells  

Cairns Botanic 
Gardens 

Biannual sampling for 3 years, 
followed by a review 

Surface water and 
sediment monitoring  

Saltwater Creek and 
Centenary Lakes 

Biannual sampling for 3 years, 
followed by a review 

 

Figure 2 Management Area of WWII RAN Fuel Installation 
Figure 1 Management Area of HMAS Cairns 

Ongoing Monitoring Plan 

As part of the PMAP, an Ongoing Monitoring Plan (OMP) has been 

prepared. This outlines the sampling program that will be undertaken by 

Defence to monitor and track PFAS contamination over the coming 

years. The sampling will look at changes in concentration and 

geographical spread. 

The sampling undertaken under the OMP will help Defence and the 

community understand whether actions being undertaken as part of the 

PMAP are effective, or to identify where more might need to be done.  

The OMP will be regularly reviewed and, if required, changes to the 

monitoring frequency or locations of sampling may occur.  

 

Proposed sampling locations 

The locations indicated in Table 1 and Figures 1 and 2 have been 

selected to periodically monitor changes in PFAS concentrations in 

groundwater, surface water and sediment. 

Not every location in the Management Area needs to be sampled to 

understand changes in PFAS concentrations. Sampling locations 

will be confirmed as part of the OMP implementation.  
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How was the PMAP developed? 

A review of the investigation findings was undertaken to 

support the PMAP. Specifically, the PFAS source areas 

on the Base and the ways PFAS is migrating into the 

surrounding community. The development of the PMAP 

involved undertaking a comparison and evaluation of a 

range of potential PFAS management activities to identify 

options to remediate the site. 

Defence will review the PMAP annually, or more 

frequently, if new information or technologies become 

available that have the potential to impact the PMAP 

objectives. 

Next Steps 

Ongoing monitoring will start in late 2020. 

The additional studies recommended in the PMAP will 

commence in late 2020 to identify the most effective 

PFAS management actions. 

Keeping the community informed 

Defence will continue to update the community on the 

progress of ongoing monitoring, management and 

remediation activities. Updates will be provided through the 

project website, factsheets and direct correspondence to 

the community.  

Government Guidance 

The Environmental Health Standing Committee (enHealth) 

has released guidance statements to help assess public 

health risks when PFAS have been released into the 

environment. In July 2019, the statements were updated to 

reflect the most current evidence relating to PFAS.  

The Expert Health Panel for PFAS found that although the 

scientific evidence in humans is limited, reviews and 

scientific research to date have provided fairly consistent 

reports of an association with several health effects.  

The health effects reported in these associations are 

generally small and within normal ranges for the whole 

population.  

There is also limited to no evidence of human disease or 

other clinically significant harm resulting from PFAS 

exposure at this time.  

As a precaution, enHealth recommends exposure to PFAS 

be minimised wherever possible whilst further research is 

undertaken on the potential health effects of PFAS 

exposure.  

If you live or work in a PFAS contaminated area, your state 

or territory health department can provide you with local 

advice on how to minimise exposure to PFAS.  

For more information, contact the Commonwealth 

Department of Health. 

Phone: 1800 941 180 

Web: www.health.gov.au/pfas/ 

Contact information 

Information line: 1800 365 414 

www.defence.gov.au/environment/pfas/Cairns/ 

PFAS.Enquiry@defence.gov.au

The locations indicated in Table 1 and Figures 1 and 2 have been

selected to periodically monitor changes in PFAS concentrations in 

groundwater, surface water and sediment.

Not every location in the Management Area needs to be sampled to

understand changes in PFAS concentrations. Sampling locations

will be confirmed as part of the OMP implementation. 

http://www.health.gov.au/pfas/

