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I
t’s Wednesday evening and Antonia 
Mariconda, 35, is heading to her 
local spray tan salon for an all-
over misting in advance of the 
weekend. It’s a regular occurrence 
for the health and beauty author, 

who pampers herself with twice-weekly 
applications. “I love the glow and 
confidence that a spray tan gives me,” 
she says. “I have spray tans as a safer 
alternative to tanning. I’m satisfied that I’m 
taking care of my skin. It’s an addiction   –
but a healthy addiction.”

And Mariconda’s not alone. The spray 
tan business is booming worldwide, 
thanks to an increased awareness of the 
dangers of overexposure to the sun. Every 
year, 200,000* people are diagnosed with 
malignant melanomas (the deadliest form 
of skin cancer) across the globe*, and in the *s
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In this UV-savvy age, an increasing number of UAE women are turning 
to self tan to get an all-over glow, but new research linking chemicals 

found in spray tans with lung cancer has sent shock waves through the 
beauty industry. Emirates Woman investigates...

WRITTEN BY AOIFE STUART-MADGE

IS YOUR SpRAY TAN

UAE the year-round sunshine undoubtedly 
brings an added risk. 

Little wonder then, that spray tan    
booths are becoming the only way for 
modern UAE women to tan – without fear 
of UV damage. 

Mariconda has more reason than many 
to opt for a salon tan over baking at the 
beach – 10 years ago she was diagnosed 
with a malignant melanoma after her 
husband noticed a mole on her back had 
changed shape. After having the mole 
removed Mariconda was given the all-clear, 
but the incident gave her a wake-up call. 
“Before that, I’d used sunbeds, especially in 
my early 20s, without a second thought,” 
she said. “Since then, I will only spray tan, 
or sunbathe with a high factor on. It’s not 
worth the risk to my health.”

But last month, a new report emerged 
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that will shock Antonia and 
thousands of women like her. 
Scientists have warned that, far 
from being the safe alternative, 
spray tans may lead to lung 
cancer and other serious 
health problems. 

It’s all to do with the main 
ingredient used in self tans 
known as dihydroxyacetone 
(DHA). While DHA has been 
approved for external use, 
it’s now believed that it could 
cause damage when inhaled 
during a spray tanning session 
– entering the lungs, where it 
could potentially cause tumours.

Dr Rey Panettieri, a lung specialist from 
the University of Pennsylvania’s Perelman 
School of Medicine, explains: “The problem 
with spray tanning is that DHA can now 
be inhaled. The safety of DHA when it’s 
inhaled onto mucus membranes has never 
been established in any real studies. But in 
vitro tests have shown these compounds 
can cause mutagenesis; that is abnormal 
growth – a marker of tumour development.”

Arthur Grollman, MD, a Distinguished 
Professor of Pharmacological Sciences at 
Stony Brook University School of Medicine, 
adds: “DHA has been tested as a chemical 
and it has been found to damage DNA. 
Anything that damages DNA can cause 
mutations and those mutations can cause 
diseases such as cancer.”

The report is particularly concerning, 
given that lung cancer – the most common 
cause of death from cancer worldwide – 
has an extremely poor survival rate (six 
out of ten people will die from lung cancer 
within one year of being diagnosed**) 
compared with skin cancer survival rates, 
which are higher due to awareness and                            
early diagnosis.

While occasional users (those who spray 
tan every few months) should have no real 
cause for worry, Dr Panettieri warns that 
habitual users like Mariconda could be at 
risk. To reduce DHA inhalation, he advises 
protecting the mucus membranes (eyes, 
mouth and nose) during a spray treatment. 
“Given the corroborative evidence, be 
prudent with exposure. And if you are using 
spray tans, then the use of a face mask and 
protection of mucus membranes is advised.”

Emirates Woman contacted five leading 
spray tan salons in the UAE to enquire if 
they had masks or nose plugs available for 
customers, and every salon told us that 
there was no need as the treatment was 
safe. One owner of a chain of beauty salons 

combat any risk, writing 
on their webpage: “If you 
are educated and prepared 
with nose filters for those 
concerned, proper ventilation 
and extraction fans, I don’t see 
the issue.” 

For some salons, this 
doesn’t go far enough. France 
Baudet of Cannelle Beauty 
Salons (www.cannellebeaute.
com) in the UK has stopped 
her spray tan service 
completely, telling Emirates 
Woman: “I’m unprepared to 
take potential risks with my 

clients and staff. I stopped offering sunbeds 
years ago and I won’t offer spray tans until I 
am convinced they’re safe – especially when 
there are       such lovely cream tanning 
treatments we offer instead.”

However, many experts have called for 
action – not from the beauty industry, 
but from governing health bodies. Dr 
Grollman says: “The bottom line is that 
spray tans are potentially hazardous due                                   
to the mutagenic properties demonstrated 
for DHA in conjunction with the way 
they are administered... Because so many 
women are using them, proper testing 
should be done by the government, not just 
by the industry.”

And until further studies are carried out, 
Dr Tom Loney, an Assistant Professor of 
Occupational and Environmental Health 
at the United Arab Emirates University, 
urges both salons and clients to proceed 
with caution. He comments: “I would 
advise consumers not to receive a spray tan 
until we have more information about the 
toxicological effects of DHA via inhalation. 
I would urge beauty technicians that use 
spray tans to revert to using topical lotion-
based sunless tanning products until 
we have evidence-based guidelines for 
consumers and beauty technicians to use 
the product safely.”

For now, spray tanning addicts like 
Mariconda can only wait for further testing 
to determine just how safe the treatment is, 
but Yinka Ebo, a Senior Health Information 
Officer at Cancer Research UK, is 
insistent that faking it is still preferable                                                        
to sunbathing. “There isn’t enough 
evidence to link spray tan use and lung 
cancer risk, but there is strong evidence 
that overexposure to UV rays from the sun 
can cause skin cancer. Research tells us                                
that applying a fake tan product to your 
skin is safer than using a sunbed or tanning 
in the sun.” n

in Dubai said: “I believe if a product is 
that toxic, Dubai Municipality would have 
it banned. Up until now, we don’t advise 
clients to wear masks, as spraying the face 
is part of the complete treatment.”

But Dr Panettieri warns that without 
adequate protection salons could be putting 
not only their clients, but their staff in 
jeopardy. “The spray tan operators are at 
greatest risk for both the dose of DHA and 
the extent of exposure,” he says.

Also under threat from DHA inhalation 
are asthma sufferers and, with the UAE’s 
asthma rates among the highest in the 
world***, this is particularly concerning. 
“Anyone who has underlying lung disease, 
so asthma or COPD (chronic bronchitis) 
are going to be at greater risk of irritation 
and potential exacerbation of their 
diseases by the exposure to DHA,” says                            
Dr Panettieri.

The Professional Spray Tan Association, 
based in the States, has reacted by 
encouraging their member salons to invest 
in nose plugs and improve ventilation to 

“I bElIEVE If A 
prodUct Is thAt 

toxIc, dUbAI 
MUnIcIpAlIty woUld 

hAVE It bAnnEd. 
Up UntIl now, 

wE don’t AdVIsE 
clIEnts to wEAr 

MAsks, As sprAyIng 
thE fAcE Is pArt 

of thE coMplEtE 
trEAtMEnt”

How to get a glow and stay HealtHy
1.  Use a cream or lotion that is rubbed on, rather than sprayed. 

sisters Beauty lounge offers a full body rub-in treatment with 
exfoliation for dhs350. www.sistersbeautylounge.com

2. invest in a nose plug (www.spraytannosefilters.com), ensure the 
salon you visit is adequately ventilated and wear a lip balm to 
act as a mouth barrier.

3. ask your therapist to avoid spraying your face and wear a 
surgical face mask (available at all good pharmacies) during 
your treatment, then apply a self-tanning face cream afterwards 
instead. 

4. limit your spray tan sessions to one every few months and top-up 
with a cream or lotion at home in between.


