Tanning devices listed as carcinogenic July 30, 2009

LOUISE HALL

International cancer experts move tanning beds and ultraviolet radiation into the top cancer risk category.

USING a solarium increases a person’s risk of developing melanoma by 15 per cent and the risk rises to 75 per cent for those who used them when they were younger than 30, a major review has found.

The International Agency for Research on Cancer has raised ultraviolet-emitting tanning devices to the highest category of cancer risk: carcinogenic to humans.

The professor of public health at the University of Sydney, Bruce Armstrong, sat on the IARC working group reviewing ionising and solar radiation, and said much of the evidence linking artificial sources of UV rays to cancer was not available when the previous review was held in 1992.
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Young in danger . . . An international report on solariums confirms the cancer risks associated with the tanning devices and suggests the risks are higher for the under-30s. Photo: AP
The IARC, which lists and reviews causes of cancer for the World Health Organisation, has until now classified the use of sunlamps and sunbeds as ‘‘probably carcinogenic to humans’’.

“We can now say unequivocally that artificial sources of solar radiation – including ultraviolet (UV)-emitting tanning devices – can cause both skin and eye melanomas,’’ Professor Armstrong said.

The reclassification means all types of ultraviolet radiation (UVA, UVB and UVC) are listed as carcinogenic to humans, the same category as tobacco, asbestos and alcohol.

The UV light in tanning units can be several times stronger than the midday Australian summer sun.

In May the NSW Government introduced regulations banning people with very fair skin and people under 18 from using solariums.

All operators must be registered and trained to conduct skin assessments, clients must sign a consent form acknowledging the risks and individual tanning sessions must be at least 48 hours apart.

Melanoma is the most lethal form of skin cancer and is responsible for 30 per cent of all cancers in people aged 15 to 30 in NSW.

The IARC report, published in Lancet Oncology yesterday, also found substantial evidence that arc welding caused ocular (eye) melanoma, and has urged a full review of the carcinogenic hazards of welding.

“Because welders are exposed to other harmful agents such as fumes we couldn’t conclusively say UV radiation from arc welding causes melanomas of the eye,” Professor Armstrong said.

In the review all types of ionising radiation were classified as carcinogenic to humans, including radon gas, which seeps from soil and rocks, plutonium, radium, phosphorous-32 and radioiodines.
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