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Background 

In March 2019, the Department of Defence finalised a 

Preliminary Site Investigation (PSI) into the use and 

storage of legacy firefighting foam at the Wide Bay 

Training Area (WBTA).  

Based on the findings of the PSI, it has been 

determined that a detailed environmental 

investigation is required, to assess the nature and 

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

on, and in the vicinity of, the WBTA. 

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.  

Detailed Environmental Investigation 

The investigation aims to identify the nature and 

extent of PFAS contamination and any potential 

exposure risks to people and the environment.  

Understanding potential PFAS exposure risks will 

assist Defence to develop strategies to minimise 

exposure, should this be required. 

Defence has contracted AECOM, an independent 

environmental consultant, to undertake the 

investigation in accordance with the National 

Environment Protection (Assessment of Site 

Contamination) Measure 1999 (NEPM). 

There are three stages to the detailed environmental 

investigation: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Upon completion of the detailed environmental 

investigation, a PFAS Management Area Plan 

(PMAP) will be developed, to identify potential 

management options, if required.  

Stage 1: Preliminary Site Investigation (PSI): 
Involves reviewing the use and storage of legacy 
firefighting foam at the WBTA and, developing a 
preliminary Conceptual Site Model to understand how 
PFAS moves in the environment. This information is used 
to develop a Sampling Plan for Stage 2. 

Stage 2: Detailed Site Investigation (DSI): 
Involves comprehensive on-Site (within the WBTA) and 
off-Site sampling to further assess the extent of PFAS 
contamination. This includes sampling and analysis of 
groundwater, surface water, soil, sediment, plants and 
animals. 

Stage 3: Human Health and/or  
Ecological Risk Assessments (HHERA): 
If required, a Human Health Risk Assessment and 
Ecological Risk Assessment may be conducted, to identify 
if there are pathways for humans, animals and plants to be 
exposed to PFAS. 
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What are Per- and Poly-Fluoroalkyl Substances (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. As a result, most people living in developed nations have some PFAS in their body. 

PFAS

PFOS PFOA PFHxS

 PFAS 

Perfluorooctane sulfonate (PFOS), Perfluorooctanoic 
acid (PFOA) and Perfluorohexane sulfonate (PFHxS) 
belong to the PFAS group of chemicals. 

Legacy firefighting foams containing PFOS and 
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.  

 

 

Types of PFAS 

PFHxS is also commonly found in the 
legacy firefighting foam as an impurity in 
the manufacturing process.  

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 such this is a legacy 
issue for Defence. 

 

 

Wide Bay Training Area: PFAS Investigation Area 
 

Based on the findings of preliminary on-site sampling (within the WBTA), an Investigation Area 

has been established.   

The Investigation Area is the area being assessed for potential PFAS impacts, resulting from 

possible historic use of firefighting foam at the WBTA. The Investigation Area, outlined in the 

below map, extends to the south and west of the Site, including part of the suburb of Wallu. It may 

be updated as the investigation progresses and additional data becomes available. 

Detailed Site Investigation 
A Detailed Site Investigation (DSI) has now commenced and is expected to be completed in the fourth-

quarter of 2019. The DSI will involve: 

• On-site (within the WBTA) and off-site water, soil and sediment sampling, to understand the extent 

of potential PFAS migration pathways 

• Refining the Investigation Area, based on results from samples collected as part of the PSI and DSI. 

• If required, assessing exposure risks to people and the environment  
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Land and Water Use Survey 

Residents in the Investigation Area will be invited to 

complete a Land and Water Use Survey, to understand 

local bore and surface-water use.  

This voluntary survey will help determine if additional 

sampling needs to be conducted as part of the 

investigation.  

Supply of Alternative Water 
As a precaution, Defence may provide alternative 

drinking water to residents within the Investigation 

Area, who fulfil certain criteria.  

Returned Land and Water Use Surveys, will be used to 

inform the provision of alternative drinking water. Bore 

water sampling may also be undertaken, to determine 

the extent of potential PFAS contamination, and inform 

the decision-making process. 

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. 

For further information
1800 365 414 

 www.defence.gov.au/Environment/PFAS/WideBay 

pfas.enquiry@defence.gov.au

Media enquiries should be directed to Defence Media 

on (02) 6127 1999 or media@defence.gov.au 

Health Advice 
The Environmental Health Standing Committee 

(enHealth) of the Australian Health Protection Principal 

Committee (AHPPC) 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.  

This precautionary advice takes into account the 

uncertainties in the current scientific evidence (i.e. the 

lack of causation data on human health effects) and the 

ability of these chemicals to persist in humans and in 

the environment.  

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 
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