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18. Malignant melanoma 
of the skin

Malignant melanoma of the skin is a relatively rare
tumour in the EU. Its impact on the general mor-
tality of Europeans is low. It is responsible each year
for only three deaths out of 1 000, half of which
occur before 65 years.

It affects men more often than women, but ex-
cess mortality is less marked than for other types
of cancer and is not present in all the regions of
Europe, since some exceptionally have higher fe-
male rates.

Excess male mortality might partly be explained by
the fact that survival rates for this cancer, which de-
pend mainly on how advanced the disease is, are
more favourable for women.

Major regional contrasts

While the impact of this cancer is low throughout
the EU, it displays a very uneven pattern across the
European regions. Both female and male mortality
rates vary considerably.

On the whole, the northern countries of the EU ex-
cept Ireland and, for men, Belgium have higher
rates than the southern countries. The situation of
the southernmost countries contrasts with that of
the northern countries, since most of the lowest
regional rates are to be found in Greece, Portugal
and Spain.

Denmark has considerable excess mortality. The
male rates in the southern regions of Sweden are
also high. More generally, all the Scandinavian re-
gions except for Pohjois-Suomi have excess mor-
tality. The Netherlands, the southern United King-
dom, particularly Cornwall, and the Austrian



Länder also stand out from the rest of the EU by
virtue of their relatively high rates.

In Germany and northern Italy, most of the regions
have intermediate rates. However, the German and
Italian regions which border on Austria (Bayern,
Friuli-Venezia-Julia) have higher rates which are
closer to those of the Austrian Länder.

In some French regions, mainly in the north, the im-
pact of melanoma is greater. For men, Alsace
stands out clearly, while for women the western re-
gions (Bretagne, Pays de la Loire) are the most
affected.

A clearly identified risk factor

Ultraviolet radiation is the main risk factor for this
cancer, but the determining factor is the sensitivity
of skin type. People with fair skin who are exposed
to sunlight are most at risk. This probably explains

why the populations in the north of the EU are the
most affected.

Mortality from melanoma has increased in most Eu-
ropean countries over the past decades. Intermit-
tent exposure to strong sunlight, for example dur-
ing leisure activities, would seem to be more
dangerous than prolonged exposure (outdoor
jobs). The increase in this type of activity may part-
ly explain the rise in mortality. Regional differences
within the northern countries might also be due to
the variable frequency of such practices.

The reduction in the ozone layer, with the resulting
increase in exposure to ultraviolet rays, is also
thought to increase the risk of melanoma.

However, it is likely that the mortality situation will
improve, since the risks and vulnerable populations
are well identified and the possibilities of preven-
tion are therefore favourable.
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