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Massachusetts Breast Cancer Coalition 
founded Silent Spring Institute in 1994

Silent Spring Institute is 
a nonprofit research 
organization dedicated 
to identifying the links 
between the 
environment and 
women’s health, 
especially breast 
cancer.

“A lab of our own”



Silent Spring Institute Research Areas

Study chemicals that are 
mammary gland carcinogens

Study chemical exposures from 
everyday products

Study endocrine disrupting 
chemicals in water sources

Develop best practices for 
sharing results with community
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What makes Cape drinking water vulnerable?

• Rapid development

• Sand and gravel sole 

source aquifer 

• 85% of homes have

septic systems

• All residents drink 

groundwater, including 

20% on private wells

Barnstable County
population growth
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“I think what concerns me most is the mixture — that there’s 
not just one chemical, that we’re getting a mixture that we 
don’t really understand,” says Julia Brody, executive director 
and senior scientist at the Silent Spring Institute. “And that’s a 
reason why federal guidelines may be inadequate, because 
they’re taking the chemicals one at a time, but that’s not how 
they show up in your glass of water.”
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Our 2010 public wells study was the first 
to find PFASs in Cape Cod water

 Highest levels found in 
Hyannis wells

 AFFF from county fire 
training area and 
municipal airport

 Other sources
 Septic systems
 Wastewater treatment 

plant
 What else?
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Mass. drinking water (UCMR3 data)

• 170 public water supplies tested in Mass.

• PFASs detected in 5 supplies

PFAS concentrations (parts per trillion)

Water system PFOS PFHxS PFOA PFHpA

Danvers 22–25 14–16

Hudson 40–50 10

Hyannis 60–430 32–270 20-62 12–58

Mashpee 33

Westfield 120–160 100–170 43 11

Note: these are concentrations in individual sources 
and may not reflect concentrations in tap waterS I L E N T   S P R I N G I N S T I T U T E
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Other potential sources of PFASs

• In Hyannis
– Wastewater from treatment plant and septic 

systems

• Joint Base Cape Cod
– Private wells from plume of firefighting foams

• Gasoline spills
• Other fire training activities
• Landfills
• Septic systems from homes and businesses
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Our 2011 private wells study found older 
and replacement PFASs

 5 PFASs detected in 
half of wells, 
including both long 
and short chain

 Septic systems likely 
main source

Schaider et al. 2016.  Science of the Total Environment.S I L E N T   S P R I N G I N S T I T U T E
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PFASs associated with nitrate

Silent Spring Institute, private wells study, 2011 

Sum of 5 
fluorinated
chemicals
(parts per

trillion,
ng/L)

under 0.5
ppm

0.5 to 2.5
ppm

over 2.5
ppm

Nitrate

For most private 
wells we tested, 

there’s a relationship 
between nitrate and 

total fluorinated 
chemicals, suggesting 

septic systems as a 
source

Average
One well

Schaider et al. 2016
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…and other sources of PFASs?

Are these coming from
other sources?

Silent Spring Institute, private wells study, 2011 

Sum of 5 
fluorinated
chemicals
(parts per

trillion,
ng/L)

under 0.5
ppm

0.5 to 2.5
ppm

over 2.5
ppm

Nitrate

Landfills and commercial 
wastewater may be 
contributing to these 
two wells

Other studies have 
shown fluorinated 
chemicals in landfill 
leachate

Average
One well
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“Even without exceeding health guidelines, who wants landfill 
leachate, firefighter foams or wastewater in their drinking 
water? The big question is how to address all these different 
emerging contaminants that have the potential to enter our 
drinking water and cause health effects, including cancer and 
developmental and reproductive problems.”
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Questions I hear

• Is my water safe?

• Should I filter my water?

• Did my water make me / my neighbors sick?

• My friends and I have had breast cancer, can 
you study us?

S I L E N T   S P R I N G I N S T I T U T E
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www.silentspring.org/water


