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 Background to the Investigation 

In September 2018, Defence commenced a detailed 

environmental investigation into per- and poly-fluoroalkyl 

substances (PFAS), on and in the surrounding area of, HMAS 

Cairns and the former World War II (WWII) Royal Australian 

Navy fuel installation, located near the Tanks Arts Centre and 

Cairns Botanic Gardens on Collins Avenue, Edge Hill. 

This environmental investigation is a part of Defence’s review 

of a number of its properties around Australia that used legacy 

firefighting foam containing specific types of PFAS, 

perfluorooctane sulfonate (PFOS) and perfluorooctanoic acid 

(PFOA), as active ingredients. 

The objective of the investigation is to identify the nature and 

extent of PFAS in the environment and any PFAS exposure 

pathways to people, animals or the environment.  

Understanding potential PFAS exposures assists in developing 

strategies to minimise exposure should it be required. 

 

  
 

 
 
 

What are PFAS?  

PFAS stands for per- and poly-fluoroalkyl substances and are 

manufactured chemicals used in products that resist heat, oil, 

stains and water. The chemicals have been used in Australia 

and around the world in many common household products 

and specialty applications. As a result, most people living in 

developed nations have some PFAS in their body. 

Legacy firefighting foams containing perfluorooctane sulfonate 

(PFOS) and perfluorooctanoic acid (PFOA) as active ingredients 

were once used extensively worldwide and within Australia, 

including at Defence bases, due to their effectiveness in fighting 

liquid fuel fires.  

Perfluorohexane sulfonate (PFHxS) is also commonly found in 

the legacy firefighting foam as an impurity in the manufacturing 

process. PFOS, PFOA and PFHxS belong to the PFAS group of 

chemicals.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In 2004 Defence commenced phasing out its use of legacy 

firefighting foam containing PFOS and PFOA as active ingredients 

and transitioned to a more environmentally safe product. The 

release of PFAS into the environment has become a concern, 

because we’ve learned these chemicals can persist in humans, 

animals and the environment. There was little understanding of 

impacts for PFAS at the time of use of legacy firefighting foam 

and as such this is a legacy issue for Defence. 

 
  

 

 

 Preliminary Site Investigation (PSI) 

Completed March 2019 

  Preparing Draft Sampling Plan 

Completed March 2019 

  Community Water Use Survey  

From 1 November 2018 

  Community Walk-in Session  

27 March 2019 

  Detailed Site Investigation (DSI) 

Expected third-quarter 2019* 
 

 Human Health and Ecological Risk 

Assessment (HHERA) 

(if required) 

 
*Dates may be subject to rescheduling 
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Media Samples Results 

Groundwater (on 

base) 

11 Nine (9) above recreational 

water guidelines 

Groundwater 

(off-base Bore*) 

1 Below drinking water 

guidelines 

Surface Water 

(on-base Drains) 

2 One (1) above recreational 

water guidelines 

One (1) above drinking 

water guidelines 

Surface Water 

(Trinity Inlet) 

7 All below drinking water 

guidelines 

Media Samples Results 

Groundwater 2 One above Drinking water 

guidelines 

Surface Water 

(Saltwater Creek)  

3 All below drinking water 

guidelines 

Figure 2 - HMAS Cairns Investigation Area 

Figure 1 - Former WWII Royal Australian Navy Fuel 
Installation 

Investigation Areas 

The Investigation Areas define the current extent of the 

investigation focuss on the potential people, animals and 

environment that may be exposed to PFAS. The Investigation 

Areas may be revised as the investigation progresses and 

additional data becomes available. 

The findings of the Preliminary Site Investigation have been 

used to define Investigation Areas around HMAS Cairns and the 

Former WWII Royal Australian Navy fuel installation as shown in 

Figure 1 and Figure 2. 

 

Investigation Update 

The first stage of the investigation, the Preliminary Site 

Investigation, has now been completed. This stage involved the 

historical review of legacy firefighting foam use and storage to 

identify where and when the foam was used (sources), how 

PFAS moves in the environment (migration pathways) and 

people, animals and the environment that may be exposed to 

PFAS (receptors). 

Initial sampling of surface water and groundwater was 

conducted at HMAS Cairns and near the Former WWII Royal 

Australian Navy fuel installation in late 2018 and early 2019. 

Sampling results are as follows:  

 

HMAS Cairns Investigation Area 

 

* Registered bore 600 meters to the west of the base 

 Former WWII Royal Australian Navy Fuel Installation 
Investigation Area 

 

Next Steps 

The findings of the Preliminary Site Investigation have been 

used to develop a Conceptual Site Model. The Conceptual 

Site Model develops the understanding of sources of PFAS 

and their potential pathways to people and the environment 

as well as assist in prioritising works for stage two, the 

Detailed Site Investigation. 

The Detailed Site Investigation will involve sampling and 

analysis of soil, sediment, surface water, and groundwater 

on-and-off the Base.  Animals (i.e. fish / crustacean) will also 

be sampled off-base.  

 A detailed report will be prepared and shared with relevant 

government and regulatory bodies and will also be made 

available to the wider community.  

If required, a more detailed Human Health and/or Ecological 

Risk Assessment may be conducted to evaluate the potential 

PFAS exposures to people and the environment.  

 Image: HMAS Cairns 
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Water Use Survey 

The Base and surrounding properties are serviced by reliable 

mains water supplied by Cairns Regional Council as the primary 

water source.  

This is important as the primary route of exposure to PFAS in 

humans occurs through the ingestion of impacted water or 

through the consumption of food which has been exposed to 

impacted water or soil.  

While the Base and surrounding properties are serviced by 

reliable potable mains water (town water) supply, as part of the 

investigation, information is being collected through a Water 

Use Survey to find out more about water use near the Base.  

The voluntary survey aims to collect information about how 

bore and surface water is used and will determine if additional 

sampling needs to be conducted as part of the investigations.  

If you live within the Investigation Areas, it would be 

appreciated if you could please complete the Water Use Survey 

and indicate if you would like your bore water tested. 

Government Health Guidance 

All detailed environmental investigations are undertaken by 

experienced environmental services providers in accordance 

with the National Environmental Protection (Assessment of 

Site Contamination) Measure 1999 (NEPM).  

The NEPM was established by Commonwealth legislation and 

incorporated into the laws of each of the States and Territories 

to provide a nationally consistent approach in the assessment 

of site contamination. 

The Department of Health established an Expert Health Panel 

(the Panel) to advise the Australian Government on the 

potential health impacts associated with PFAS exposure and 

identify priority areas for further research.  

The Panel’s findings support the previous Environmental 

Health Standing Committee’s (enHealth) advice in 2016 that 

there is no consistent evidence that exposure to PFAS causes 

adverse human health effects. However, because these 

substances persist in humans and the environment, enHealth 

recommends that human exposure is minimised as a 

precaution.  

Further information can be found at the Commonwealth 

Department of Health PFAS webpage and via the community 

hotline: 

Phone: 1800 941 180 

Web: http://www.health.gov.au/PFAS 

Keeping the community informed 

Defence is committed to regularly updating the community 

throughout the investigation. As well as community 

information sessions, updates are provided through the project 

website, newsletters and factsheets as new information 

becomes available. 

Contact the HMAS Cairns Investigation Team 

1800 365 414 

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

PFAS.Enquiry@defence.gov.au

Media enquiries should be directed to Defence Media on (02) 

6127 1999 or media@defence.gov.au 

http://www.health.gov.au/PFAS
http://www.defence.gov.au/environment/pfas/Cairns/
mailto:media@defence.gov.au

