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PFAS TREATMENT

Slow progress on Australian PFAS handling 
pushes systems suppliers to look abroad
Environmental company OPEC Systems is celebrating a first step in a pivot to Europe and the US after domestic opportunities dried up.

Australian environmental remediation 
company OPEC Systems has secured 
a first contract outside its home mar-

ket to remove per- and polyfluoroalkyl sub-
stances (PFAS) from contaminated water, 
after claiming the domestic market had 
taken its eye off the ball over the issue.

OPEC has designed and patented a 
technique called surface active foam frac-
tionation (SAFF) to remove PFAS con-
tamination (see picture, right). This process 
attracted the attention of Swedish treat-
ment firm EnvyTech, which took deliv-
ery of its first PFAS cleaning system from 
OPEC Systems this month. Another is 
currently in production, and a further five 
systems are in the pipeline to be shipped 
out in the coming months. Each contain-
er-based system costs in the region of 
US$600,000-1 million, depending on size 
and functionality.

OPEC is now looking to secure further 
references overseas, with the company eye-
ing up opportunities elsewhere in Europe, 
the US, and beyond. It has established dis-
tribution partnerships in the US, the Neth-
erlands, and Germany.

The issue of PFAS management has 
grown in prominence around the world 
in recent years, particularly in the US and 
Europe.

“We are also in advanced discussions 
with a few other nations, but the Swedes 
have really jumped ahead with it,” the com-
pany’s co-owner and managing director 
Peter Murphy told GWI.

He added that while the addressable 
market in Australia is still significant, the 
slow pace at which many organisations 
have dealt with PFAS issues pushed the 
company to look to expand internationally.

“Every landfill, every fire training area, 
every airport, every refinery, and a huge 
number of industrial and defence complex-
es and installations all have water quality 
issues with PFAS contamination. They’re 
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BLOWING BUBBLES TO SEPARATE CONTAMINANTS

OPEC Systems’ surface active foam fractionation (SAFF) process uses air bubbles in a water column to float 
PFAS out of a solution. The company has just secured its first overseas reference.

ultimately going to have to deal with it, but 
it’s a bit of a slow grind here,” he said.

“We made a conscious decision about 
two years ago to focus on the international 
PFAS remediation market. Australia was 
at the forefront, but I think they’ve kind of 
baulked a little bit recently around invest-
ing in remediation projects. The [govern-
ment-run] PFAS taskforce has been wound 
right back, and a lot of the heat has gone 
out of the conversation from agitated resi-
dents’ groups and special interest groups. 
There’s been some class action settlements 
out of court, so the urgency has slowed 
down locally.”

He added that the SAFF process offers 
a more cost-effective method of treatment 
compared to some more established PFAS 

treatment solutions.
“A lot of the other techniques either use 

absorbent media, like granular activated 
carbon or ionised resins,” he said. “These 
consumable sorbent media ultimately 
saturate and then need to either be regen-
erated or replaced. With the SAFF, we’re 
just using air bubbles, so obviously there’s 
pretty much an infinite availability of air, 
and the process works with astonishing 
efficiency to remove C6 PFAS chemistry 
and above.”

Problem compounds, such as PFOA, 
PFOS, PFHxS and 6:2 FTS, are removed 
down to trace detection levels of about one 
part per trillion, which is equivalent to one 
nanogram per litre.

“It’s working pretty well, but it took 
us a long time to get it right. The biggest 
hurdle we still need to overcome is that 
people don’t believe that such efficacy can 
be achieved simply by using air bubbles, 
but that’s just because everyone is familiar 
with a lot of the old technology, and not so 
familiar with this idea,” Murphy said.<

The biggest hurdle we still need to overcome is 
that people don’t believe that such efficacy can 

be achieved simply by using air bubbles.
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