Epidemiological study into cancers in Gibraltar: Dr Julia Wilson, Head of Research Programmes & Projects, Breakthrough Breast Cancer
This is a well researched study written by two experts in environmental toxicology based in Denmark. The study looks at the role of environmental factors and assesses their contribution to cancer risk for all types of cancer including breast cancer.

The incidence rate of breast cancer in Gibraltar is similar to other western European countries, particularly those with similar high socio-economic status. 
The authors comment on the increased diagnosis of breast cancer since 2006; while numbers of breast cancer cases are increasing throughout the world, this apparent sharp increase in Gibraltar also reflects improved services in Gibraltar. In this time period, a cancer registry was established which collects information on cases at diagnosis rather than registering death and since the introduction of a one-stop breast clinic many more women are now both diagnosed and treated in Gibraltar. 
Scientific evidence indicates that breast cancer is caused by a complex combination of factors – some to do with lifestyle, some genetic (inherited), some hormonal and some environmental. These factors act at many stages of life, probably starting before birth and continuing to the menopause and beyond. Breast cancer is not one disease, there are currently 17 different subtypes recognised by the World Health Organisation. Scientists believe that each of these may have slightly different risk factors.

Getting older is an important risk factor for many diseases including cancer. As you get older your risk of breast cancer increases – for most women age is the biggest risk factor for breast cancer. After age it is thought that the majority of the risk factors for breast cancer are related to the female sex hormones oestrogen and progesterone. A woman’s lifetime exposure to these hormones is thought to influence the chance of developing breast cancer. Factors that contribute to this include the number of periods you have (which can increase the risk of developing breast cancer) and pregnancy (which can decrease the risk of developing breast cancer).
There has been some concern that chemicals in the environment may have a role in increasing breast cancer risk. Lots of studies have looked at the link between chemicals in our environment and breast cancer but overall there is currently no good evidence that normal exposure to environmental chemicals increases the risk of breast cancer. 

It is thought to take many years for most breast cancers to develop and it is very difficult to work out what chemicals women with breast cancer have been exposed to 10, 20 or even  30 years before their breast cancer is detected. It is also very difficult to isolate the effects of individual chemicals on breast cancer risk when we are exposed to low levels of thousands of chemicals during our lifetime.
