Identifying agents of cancer   
By Heather Logan, Director, Cancer Control Policy, Canadian Cancer Society 

The Hamilton Spectator (Aug 11, 2006) Re: 'We're all facing chemical dangers; Many harmful products untested' (Aug. 3) 

Cancer-causing substances in household products is an important issue and the Canadian Cancer Society knows Canadians are concerned. Media reports such as the one that appeared in The Hamilton Spectator help increase public awareness about this issue and to spark action. However, there is an inaccuracy in the article that we wish to address. 

We agree with the International Agency for Research on Cancer (IARC) that about 80 per cent of cancers are linked to environmental factors such as exposure to chemicals at home and in the workplace, as well as tobacco smoke, obesity, smoking and inactivity. The article implied we did not. 

The issue is the definition of environmental factors that cause cancer. The percentage attributed to the Canadian Cancer Society was a number based solely on environmental causes such as exposure to pesticides or chemicals in the workplace; it didn't include tobacco smoke, obesity and inactivity. If we're looking at the broader definition of environmental factors that cause cancer, the society agrees with the 80 per cent figure attributed to IARC. 
While we believe it's important to correct this information, we don't want to lose sight of the core of the issue --people's concern about being exposed to cancer-causing substances, including those in the environment and in consumer products. 

The Canadian Cancer Society believes people have the right to know if they are being exposed to substances that cause cancer. Canadians must be able to make informed decisions and take knowledgeable action about their work and living conditions. As part of this, we strongly support a move toward labelling on all consumer products. 
In addition, we believe it's important that an easily recognizable symbol be used so people can clearly and quickly identify whether a product has cancer-causing agents. We're moving ahead with work on this symbol, and we are committed to advocating where appropriate about this important aspect of cancer control. 
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