
 

 
 

HMAS Cairns 
Human Health and Ecological Risk Assessment 

PFAS Investigation and Management Program 

 

Background to the Investigation 

In September 2018, Defence commenced a detailed 

environmental investigation to identify the nature and 

extent of per- and poly-fluoroalkyl substances (PFAS) on 

and in the area surrounding HMAS Cairns.  

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 will assist in 

developing strategies to minimise exposure should this be 

required. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Investigation sampling  

The HHERA primarily used data obtained as part of the 

DSI. In addition to existing data, further surface water and 

biota (fish and crustacean) samples were collected. 

 

 

Investigation Update 

A Human Health and Ecological Risk Assessment 

(HHERA) has been completed. The aim of the HHERA 

was to evaluate the potential risks of PFAS exposure to 

people and the environment on and off-base in the 

Investigation Area.  

 

 

 

The HHERA involved a detailed scientific process to 

analyse the results of sampling. The scope of the 

assessment included: 

 An evaluation of PFAS concentration levels in 

groundwater, surface water, soil and sediment. 

 Collection and evaluation of samples of fish and 

crustaceans caught within Trinity Inlet. 

 Further refinement of the Conceptual Site Model 

described in the DSI, based on additional data. 

 An estimate of the level of potential PFAS 

exposure for people in various scenarios.  

 Evaluation of potential exposure risks to land and 

water-based plants and animals potentially 

affected by contamination. 

The HHERA and other investigation reports 

completed to date are available to view at: 

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

What are PFAS? 

PFAS are man-made 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. Find out more about PFAS on our website. 

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

Management & Remediation 

Ongoing 

 

Preliminary Site Investigation 

March 2019 

Detailed Site Investigation 

December 2019 

Human Health and  

Ecological Risk Assessment 

August 2020 

Community Information Session 

August 2020 

PFAS Management Area Plan 

August 2020 

http://www.defence.gov.au/environment/pfas/Cairns/
http://www.defence.gov.au/environment/pfas/
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HHERA Key Findings 

Overall the exposure risks identified in the HHERA are 

categorised as low. The identified exposure risks in the 

HHERA are summarised in Table 1 (see right) with risk 

categories ranging from:  

Low and acceptable exposure risk: estimated 

exposure to PFAS is below the relevant tolerable 

daily intake or guideline screening value 

Potential for exposure risk to be elevated: 

estimated exposure to PFAS is above the relevant 

tolerable daily intake or guideline screening value. 

This does not necessarily mean that adverse 

health or ecological effects will occur, but action 

may be required to reduce exposure as a 

precaution.  

Table 1: Summary of Risks by Exposure Scenario 

Exposure Scenario Exposure 

risk 

Investigation Area On-Base – People 

Incidental contact with PFAS in soil, 

sediment and water  

Investigation Area Off-Base – People 

Incidental contact with PFAS in soil and 

sediment  

Incidental contact with PFAS in water 
 

Recreational use of water in Trinity Inlet 
 

Consumption of fish and crustaceans 

caught from Trinity Inlet within the 

recommended dietary intake1 
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Exposure Scenario Exposure 

risk 

Investigation Area (On & Off Base) – Plants and Animals 

Land-based plants and animals that 

come into contact with PFAS impacted 

soil, sediment and water. 

Water-based plants and animals that 

come into contact with PFAS impacted 

sediment and water.  

Animals that are exposed to PFAS 

through the food chain (eating water-

based plants or animals that contain 

PFAS) 2 

Table notes: 

1 Food Standards Australia New Zealand (FSANZ) recommends that 
adults and children should eat a maximum of 2-3 serves per week of 
seafood (fish/crustaceans) due to the presence of mercury 
(https://www.foodstandards.gov.au/consumer/chemicals/mercury/do
cuments/mif%20brochure.pdf). Consumption of fish in excess of the 
quantities recommended by FSANZ may also lead to elevated PFAS 
exposure.  
2 Elevated PFAS exposure is possible for animals that consume PFAS 
impacted fish and crustaceans in the Investigation Area. Further 
management measures will be developed as part of the PFAS 
Management Area Plan (PMAP). 

Government Health Advice 

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\ 

Next steps 

Defence has used the findings of the investigation to 

develop a PFAS Management Area Plan (PMAP) which 

recommends actions to manage and reduce the risks of 

PFAS exposure identified in the HHERA. We will now 

focus on implementing the PMAP recommendations. 

Keeping the community informed 

Defence is committed to regularly updating the community 

throughout the investigation. Updates are provided through 

community information sessions, the project website, 

newsletters and factsheets as new information becomes 

available. Contact the investigation team if you’d like to 

receive regular updates. 

Contact the HMAS Cairns Investigation Team 

Information line: 1800 365 414

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

PFAS.Enquiry@defence.gov.au

Sampling Guidance Values

Sampling results were compared to the guidance

values published in the PFAS National

Environmental Management Plan. 

Health Based Guidance Values have been 

developed for drinking water and recreational

water use (i.e. swimming). 

Guidance values have also been developed for 

various soil uses, including growing vegetables.

Results below the guidance values

https://www.foodstandards.gov.au/consumer/chemicals/mercury/documents/mif%20brochure.pdf
https://www.foodstandards.gov.au/consumer/chemicals/mercury/documents/mif%20brochure.pdf
http://www.health.gov.au/pfas/
http://www.defence.gov.au/environment/pfas/Cairns#/



