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Facts about solar panels: PFAS
contamination

By Dr. Annick Anctil, Michigan State University

Q: Do solar panels contribute to PFAS contamination?

Multiple states have raised concerns about PFAS contamination from solar farms,
largely citing academic research on how PFAS could potentially be used in
photovoltaic (PV) solar panels.” The fact is that PFAS is not customarily used in

solar panels because safer, effective alternatives have already been developed and
commercialized. Moreover, no studies have shown the presence or leaching of PFAS
from PV panels—either while they are in active use or at the end of their life (e.g., in
a landfill).

Anatomy of a solar panel
These three parts of a solar panel cause confusion about the presence of PFAS.

Self-Cleaning Coat

A self-cleaning coating on the top of a solar panel helps reduce dust, pollen, and snow
adhesion, extending both the power output and the lifetime of the panel.? Multiple
self-cleaning coating options are available on the market, many of which make use

of non-hazardous silicon-based chemistry.* Confusion comes from the fact that some
other commercialized self-cleaning coating options do make use of PFAS-based
chemicals, although even those do not degrade under normal use.

Adhesives

PV panels are sealed from the elements to maximize power output and lifetime. While
PFAS chemicals are found in certain adhesives, such as carpentry glues, they are not
typically used in sealant adhesives for solar panels.* Instead, solar adhesives are based
on silicone polymers, which are well known for their lack of negative health impacts
and remarkable stability.
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Substrate

PV modules are housed in a weather-resistant substrate that offers additional
protection from the elements. Thin-film PV units use glass as the substrate, while
crystalline silicon PV units use a polymer substrate, which has led to the rumors of
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potential PFAS use in solar panels. The most common polymer used in silicon PV units
is Tedlar, a weather resistant polymer that is not a PFAS compound itself and makes
no use of PFAS during its manufacturing process.® Far more common materials, like
those used in construction projects and weather resistant fabrics, present a higher

risk of PFAS exposure than PV. In fact, a recent study found that these more common
materials release PFAS under conditions where solar panels do not, indicating that
PFAS exposure risk may be higher sitting on outdoor furniture, for example, than living
next to a solar farm.”

What is PFAS anyway?

Per/Poly Fluoro-Alkyl Substances, PFAS for short, are a class of chemical compounds.
PFAS are used in several industries for their unique properties, notably their ability to
create coatings that are highly water repellent.

PFAS are extremely persistent within the environment, not breaking down over time.
Certain PFAS compounds have been linked to human health issues—notably low infant
birth weights, increased risk of certain cancers, and thyroid issues. As a result of their
persistence and toxicity, those PFAS compounds that pose a significant risk have been
banned from use and production, and subsequently replaced with safer alternatives.

It's important to note that not all PFAS compounds are dangerous. Some PFAS
compounds, such as Teflon, are much more stable and present no risk to human
health under normal conditions of use.®
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