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1. Introduction
I submit this contribution as a sociologist (University of Toulouse, France) working on environmental health, social movements, and the sociology of ignorance, with empirical research conducted since 2024 on PFAS contamination and collective responses in Italy (Veneto) and France. My work examines how affected communities, NGOs, and local authorities mobilise around PFAS contamination, and how public institutions and corporations produce and maintain ignorance about chemical risks.
This contribution responds in particular to the Special Rapporteur’s interest in:
· PFAS exposure and impacts on human rights, and
· Institutional response measures and access to justice.
I approach PFAS contamination not merely as a technical or environmental issue but as a configuration of power, knowledge, and inequality. PFAS pollution exemplifies what Rob Nixon calls “slow violence”—a form of harm that unfolds gradually and invisibly, eroding health, ecosystems, and trust across generations. Understanding PFAS as a human-rights challenge therefore requires analysing how social institutions mediate exposure, recognition, and accountability over time.
PFAS pollution raises concerns under multiple human rights: the rights to life, health, and physical integrity; the right to a clean, healthy, and sustainable environment; the rights to information, participation, and effective remedy; and the right to non-discrimination. The persistence of PFAS makes these rights inherently intergenerational, extending beyond current populations to future ones. Understanding PFAS as a human-rights challenge requires looking beyond toxicology to the social structures that determine who is exposed, who is informed, and who is heard.


2. PFAS exposure, impacts, and inequalities
PFAS exposures are socially structured. The fact that PFAS are found “everywhere” can obscure the reality that some places and groups bear far greater burdens than others. Contamination is concentrated around specific industrial and infrastructural sites—chemical plants, airports, waste facilities, incinerators—disproportionately affecting residents and workers in those areas. PFAS degradation products like TFA are increasingly found in water and food and may be even more mobile and pervasive than earlier PFAS.
The Veneto case (Italy)
In the Veneto region, the Miteni chemical plant in Trissino contaminated groundwater and drinking water supplies for an estimated 300,000 people. For decades, emissions of perfluorooctanoic acid (PFOA) and related PFAS went largely unmonitored and uncommunicated. Comprehensive biomonitoring and public disclosure only followed years of local mobilisation and independent research.
In his country visit to Italy (2021), the Special Rapporteur on toxics and human rights already documented serious shortcomings by the Region of Veneto in providing timely and transparent information to affected residents. He highlighted delays in risk communication and the absence of effective participation mechanisms for exposed populations. These criticisms remain highly relevant today, as local institutions continue to rely on technical and legal management strategies that exclude citizens from decision-making (for example in remediation measures).
Beyond health and environmental impacts, the Veneto case reveals a deep sense of betrayal and loss of trust in public institutions. Residents often describe discovering contamination through the media rather than official communication and interpret institutional silence as a breach of moral and civic duty.
The Rhône valley (France)
In France, PFAS emissions from Arkema and Daikin in the “vallée de la chimie” near Lyon have contaminated soil and surface water, prompting local authorities to issue restrictions on consumption and to file legal complaints against companies. National investigations later identified many potential PFAS-emitting industrial sites. As in Veneto, public recognition of contamination came only after years of industrial secrecy and civil-society pressure.
Inequality dimensions
Across both countries, PFAS exposure intersects with social inequalities:
· Territorial inequalities: pollution is often concentrated in working-class areas with limited political influence and economic alternatives, resulting in “sacrifice zones”. Yet PFAS exposure also affects some wealthier industrial areas, as in parts of Veneto where tanneries and manufacturing clusters coexist with higher-income communities, showing that economic prosperity does not guarantee protection.
· Socio-economic inequalities: wealthier households can afford bottled water, home filtration, or relocation; lower-income residents remain “locked in” place.
· Occupational inequalities: chemical workers, firefighters, and waste-sector employees face high exposure risks, often without adequate information, monitoring or compensation.
· Informational inequalities: communities with less scientific or legal capital struggle to access or interpret complex toxicological data and to protect themselves.
At times, affected residents and activists have also faced “blame-the-victim” narratives, being portrayed as alarmist or ungrateful toward local industries. Such stigmatization discourages civic participation and erodes democratic accountability. Whistleblowers who expose contamination or data suppression often face social and professional retaliation, underscoring the need for their explicit protection.
These inequalities translate directly into unequal enjoyment of the rights to health, information, and a healthy environment. They also shape who can claim rights and pursue remedies.

3. Institutional responses and institutionalised ignorance
My research indicates that PFAS governance in Italy and France is marked by institutionalised ignorance—a pattern in which regulatory agencies, expert bodies and companies delimit what counts as knowledge, delay monitoring, and communicate selectively to minimise perceived urgency.
Three mechanisms are recurrent:
1. Regulatory invisibility. 
Monitoring programmes initially covered only a narrow range of PFAS, often limited to PFOA and PFOS. Broader screening and human biomonitoring were implemented only after citizen pressure and international attention.
2. Communicative opacity.
Information to residents has been technical, fragmented, and often delayed. In Veneto, affected communities were not promptly informed about PFAS levels in drinking water or blood test results. In France, residents learned about PFAS emissions largely through investigative journalism, not official channels.
3. Governance fragmentation and blame-shifting.
Responsibilities are dispersed between environmental, health, and industrial authorities, as well as between regional, national and EU levels. Each actor tends to defer action to another jurisdiction, reinforcing inaction.
Institutional ignorance does not imply total absence of knowledge but rather a selective vision—what sociologists call strategic ignorance. It allows institutions to appear compliant with risk management while avoiding structural change. Such ignorance protects industrial interests and exposes citizens to long-term contamination without informed consent, violating the rights to information and to a healthy environment.

Citizen exclusion from remediation
Remediation responses so far have been technocratic and exclusionary.
In Veneto, large-scale activated carbon filtration systems have been installed to treat drinking water, but citizens and local associations have not been included in planning or oversight. These technologies are expensive, energy-intensive, and not fully effective for all PFAS compounds; they address symptoms rather than causes. Yet decision-making remains confined to technical experts and regional agencies, with no participatory evaluation of alternatives or social impacts.
Similarly, in France, remediation and monitoring are managed by the state and the private sector with minimal community participation. Citizens are treated as passive recipients of information rather than partners in governance.
Such exclusion contradicts the human-rights principle of participation, recognised in international environmental law and in the Special Rapporteur’s mandate. Participation is not only a procedural right but a condition for rebuilding trust, legitimacy, and effective long-term solutions.

4. Access to justice and accountability
Legal actions and obstacles
In Italy, the Miteni criminal trial in Vicenza resulted in the conviction of 11 former managers for environmental crimes and groundwater contamination. The decision recognised the scale of pollution and its health risks, yet it came after nearly a decade of mobilisation, independent studies, and judicial delays. The burden of proof remained heavily on affected communities and public prosecutors, while compensation for individual health damages is still limited.
In France, legal accountability is only beginning. The Lyon Metropolitan Authority and several NGOs have filed complaints against Arkema and Daikin for endangering life and polluting water resources. However, individual residents face high costs, evidentiary barriers, and prolonged proceedings. These challenges exemplify the structural inequality between corporations and citizens.
Inequality in access to remedies
Access to justice is deeply unequal:
· Wealthier or more educated groups can more easily navigate administrative and legal procedures.
· Local authorities with financial resources can litigate; small municipalities cannot.
· Workers dependent on PFAS-producing employers may fear retaliation if they speak out.
The result is a system in which rights are formally recognised but substantively inaccessible for those most affected. The persistence of institutional ignorance—limited epidemiological studies, secrecy on industrial discharges, lack of cumulative-risk assessments—further undermines the evidentiary base for justice.

5. Recommendations
Drawing on field research and a sociological analysis of inequalities, I would like to propose the following recommendations to strengthen the human-rights approach to PFAS:
(a) Knowledge, transparency and standards
· Ensure comprehensive and publicly accessible monitoring of PFAS in air, water, soil, food, and human biomonitoring, with disaggregated data for vulnerable communities.
· Establish independent observatories with participation of citizens, NGOs, and trade unions.
· Recognise and support citizen science initiatives that have played a crucial role in uncovering PFAS contamination.
· Oblige companies to disclose PFAS standards, uses, emissions, and waste transfers across supply chains, and ensure that PFAS toxicity data cannot be treated as industrial secrets.
(b) Prevention and regulation
· Apply the precautionary principle and shift the burden of proof to producers and importers.
· Adopt class-based regulation for PFAS rather than a one-by-one substance approach, which is too slow and perpetuates contamination.
· Support the EU proposal to phase out all non-essential PFAS uses, ensuring that replacements do not lead to regrettable substitutions or increased risks.
· Require cumulative impact assessments for communities facing multiple pollution sources.
(c) Participation in remediation
· Make citizen participation a formal requirement in designing and evaluating remediation strategies such as activated carbon filtration, reverse osmosis, or soil decontamination.
· Establish community advisory boards for PFAS management, including affected residents, health professionals, and scientists.
· Integrate local knowledge and social impact assessments into technical planning.
· Evaluate the social sustainability of remediation options, including affordability, transparency, and long-term maintenance.
(d) Access to justice, whistleblower protection and remedy
· Facilitate collective redress mechanisms for PFAS victims and reduce evidentiary burdens by introducing presumptions of causation where exposure is proven.
· Create medical surveillance and compensation funds financed by PFAS producers, applying effectively the polluter-pays principle.
· Protect and legally recognise whistleblowers and community informants who expose PFAS contamination or data suppression.
· Hold public institutions accountable for negligence or suppression of information.
· Recognise institutional ignorance as a rights issue: failure to inform, monitor, or act on known risks should itself be subject to scrutiny and remedy.

6. Concluding remarks
From the perspective of my research, the core human-rights challenge of PFAS is not only their chemical persistence but the persistence of social and institutional arrangements that normalise unequal exposure and silence affected voices.
The Special Rapporteur’s previous visit to Veneto exposed critical weaknesses in transparency and participation. Yet, despite subsequent technical interventions, the governance of PFAS remains largely expert-driven and exclusionary. True protection from forever chemicals requires redistributing knowledge and power—ensuring that those who bear the burden of contamination are also those who shape the solutions.
Protection from exposure cannot simply become a politics of exposure management.
Remediation and regulation should aim to eliminate sources, not merely to monitor or contain them. Addressing PFAS also demands confronting legacy pollution—the long-term contamination already embedded in soils, water systems, and human bodies—and integrating intergenerational justice into decision-making. 
The right to a clean, healthy, and sustainable environment will remain aspirational as long as remediation, regulation, and justice are produced for citizens rather than with them. PFAS governance can become a test case for making participation, precaution, and equality the guiding principles of environmental human rights.
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