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Environmental cancers 

According to the World Health Organization (2011) cancer is a leading cause of 

death worldwide. Globally, 19% of all cancers are attributable to the environment. 

The WHO has classified 107 agents, mixtures, and exposure situations as human 

carcinogens. External environmental causes of cancer are factors in the 

environment that increase risk of cancer such as air pollution, UV radiation, and 

indoor radon to name a few (WHO, 2011). Two examples of environmental 

associated cancers are:   

Benzene and Breast Cancer Risk 

Benzene is one of the largest-volume petrochemical solvents currently in 

production, and global production rates are expected to continue to grow over the 

next several years. Exposures to benzene come from inhaling gasoline fumes, 

automobile exhaust, cigarette smoke (primary and secondary) and industrial 

burning. Both the National Toxicology Program and the International Agency for 

Research on Cancer (IARC) have designated benzene as a known human 

carcinogen (NTP 2005 & IARC, 2005). 

Epidemiological studies of the effects of benzene on breast cancer risk are difficult 

to conduct, mainly because exposures to benzene occur in conjunction with 

exposures to other chemicals that are also released in combustion and 

manufacturing processes. In a study conducted by Costantini et al (2009) of a small 

sample of women for whom researchers have benzene exposure data from their 

work at a shoe factory in Florence, Italy, supports a relationship between exposure 

to benzene and later development of breast cancer. The largest studies implicating 

benzene and associated chemicals in breast cancer risk are occupational studies of 

men who have been diagnosed with breast cancer. Men who had worked in 

professions that involved exposures to gasoline fumes and combustion had 

statistically significant increases in rates of breast cancer (Villeneuve et al., 2010). 

In studies conducted by Houle et al (2006) it was found that when administering 

benzene to laboratory mice mammary tumors were induced. 

 

 

http://www.breastcancerfund.org/clear-science/radiation-chemicals-and-breast-cancer/tobacco-smoke.html
http://www.breastcancerfund.org/clear-science/low-dose-exposures-breast-cancer-risk/mixtures/


Second Hand Smoke and Lung Cancer 

Environmental tobacco smoke or second hand smoke also known as involuntary 

smoke or passive smoke has been proven to cause lung cancer to nonsmokers, and 

has been associated with heart disease, sudden infant death syndrome, and asthma 

in children (NCI, 2011). There are at least 69 chemicals in second hand smoke 

known to cause cancer which include arsenic, benzene, cadmium, beryllium, 1, 3 

butadiene, ethylene oxide, chromium, nickel, polonium (radioactive chemical), 

vinyl chloride, formaldehyde, and toluene. The U.S. Environmental Protection 

Agency, the U.S. National Toxicology Program, the U.S. Surgeon General, and the 

IARC have all classified secondhand smoke as a known human carcinogen (IARC, 

2005 & NTP 2005).  

Exposure to secondhand smoke irritates the airways and has immediate harmful 

effects to the lungs, heart, and blood vessels even in low levels. There is no safe 

level of exposure to secondhand smoke (NCI, 2011). Several laws have been 

passed nationwide; restricting smoking in public places such as in airline flights, 

buses, and trains as well as by local and state governments prohibiting smoking in 

schools, hospitals, and workplaces. The Pro-Children Act of 1994 prohibits 

smoking in federal facilities funding services for children The goal of the U.S. 

Department of Health Services Healthy People 2020 is to reduce the proportion of 

people exposed to secondhand smoke to 10 percent (NCI, 2011).   
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