Debate on Public Health etc (Scotland) Bill
Ken Macintosh (Eastwood) (Lab):

My remarks will address part 8 of the bill, on the regulation of sunbeds. Following my participation in this morning’s rather divisive debate on education cuts, I am relieved—possibly unlike Margaret Curran, I am pleased—to be able to thank members from all parties for their support over the years for my proposed member’s bill. It has been a long slog from the idea of a sunbed bill being first suggested by the cross-party group on cancer to today’s successful—and, I hope, unanimous—adoption of it by the Scottish Parliament.

I joked with colleagues earlier that I hope that the level of support that has been shown for the proposals does not reflect the fact that they have been worn down over the years, but reflects the strength of our arguments. What matters is that the Scottish Parliament has shown yet again its willingness to tackle Scotland’s biggest health problems head on. We are taking charge of our own health. We are taking responsibility and rising to the challenges that we face. Skin cancer is a particular Scottish problem—there is no doubt about that. Fair skin, blue eyes and freckles are some of the factors that put people in a high-risk category when it comes to developing skin cancer. I am proud that Scotland is leading the way in the United Kingdom in this cancer prevention measure.

Sunbeds are, however, only part of the problem. As a country, we must change our attitudes to tanning more generally. Nevertheless, the regulation of sunbeds will be an important step in our attempts to reverse the rising incidence of this devastating disease. Thousands of Scots have lost their lives—often, at a cruelly young age—as a result of skin cancer, and many more have faced the trauma of intrusive surgery.

As I have said before, I hope that the measures will work in the same way as a health warning on a pack of cigarettes. They will be of particular benefit to the young, offering protection to those under the age of 18 whose very youth makes them vulnerable to developing the disease. I hope that the new laws will eradicate the all-too-frequent abuses of coin-operated sunbeds or unstaffed salons. 

It is the issuing of information on the dangers of tanning to their health that will begin to change the attitudes and behaviours of sunbed users. The Minister for Public Health has promised to revisit the question of licences, should the evidence support the case, and I was very pleased to hear that commitment. I agree with her that the purpose of part 8 of the bill is not to damage our health in the UK’s best-run salons, but to encourage all of us to be more careful about our health in the first place.

My colleague Margaret Curran made the important point that skin cancer is an equalities issue. The salons often target the most vulnerable people and can be found in particularly deprived communities. Unfortunately, individuals from those communities are less likely to pick up on signs of cancer at an early stage. Therefore, unfortunately, they experience poorer outcomes. 

I ask you to indulge me, Presiding Officer, as I thank those who really made the proposals on sunbeds happen today. I am grateful to so many people for helping us to get where we are. Jamie Inglis, formerly of Health Scotland, first brought the idea to the attention of the cross-party group on cancer. Professor Jimmy Ferguson and Harry Moseley from the photobiology unit at Ninewells hospital and the University of Dundee, Professor Colin Munro from the Victoria infirmary and the Southern general hospital in Glasgow, as well as all their colleagues in Scotland’s dermatology community, gave me so much of their time and expertise. 

I thank John Sleith from the Royal Environmental Health Institute of Scotland, who has done so much work over so many years to provide evidence from local authorities about the operation of sunbed salons. I have special thanks for the campaigners who are with us in the gallery. Vicky Crichton from Cancer Research UK is here, and she can pass on our thanks to Sarah Woolnough and other colleagues from CRUK. I thank Leigh Smith and Ian Nicol from the melanoma support group Scotland. Their personal testimony and experience will have done so much to engage and win the sympathy of MSPs and people outside the Parliament.

I should thank not only the Health and Sport Committee clerking team, who were typically supportive and helpful, but—unusually for an Opposition MSP—the officials in the bill team, who I think took a very constructive attitude. All the campaigners were struck by the way in which we felt engaged in a common endeavour for the public good.

In a similar vein, it would be ungracious of me not to thank the Minister for Public Health herself. I know that she was one of the signatories to my proposed member’s bill and that she was an active member and supporter of the cross-party group on cancer over many years. Although this might be an all-too-rare occasion—despite the supposed new politics in this country—I genuinely wish to thank her and colleagues from all parties for the support that they have given my proposals. 

I was encouraged to hear the minister’s words on how to deal with some of the unresolved issues in the bill, particularly those around health and safety and the prohibition on the making of false or dubious health claims. I particularly look forward to the public health campaign that will accompany the legislation as it is enacted. 

Sunbed regulations might have been a long time coming, but in many ways the journey has been as important as the destination. We are winning the battle on lung cancer, on cervical cancer and on bowel cancer. I hope that, from today, we will win the battle on skin cancer, too.

