
Light Bulb Issue Heating Up
For People With Lupus

n the last several months, the issue of the phasing out
and elimination of incandescent lighting in favour of
compact fluorescent lighting has come up in Canada,

and some people from the lupus community are quite
worried about the developments. Incandescent lights are
the traditional light bulbs that we use at home, the in-
vention of Thomas Edison over 125 years ago. Florescent
bulbs are generally thought of as the long thin bulbs that
we see in offices, malls andmost public places. Compact
Fluorescent Lighting, or CFL, are the somewhat smaller
bulbs that are used in typical lamps and light fixtures
found in our homes.

Here are some facts to best describe the present situation:
•Fluorescent lighting is more energy efficient than incan-
descent bulbs. When comparing the two types of bulbs
with equivalent brightness, the fluorescent bulb uses a
greater proportion of its energy for power, and less is con-
verted into heat. Therefore, the fluorescent bulb uses less
energy to operate, runs cooler and doesn’t warm up the
surrounding area.Aswell, the fluorescent bulb lasts about
10 to 20 times longer than the incandescent bulb.

•With regards to disposal of the bulbs, an incandescent
bulb can generally be thrown away in household garbage,
whereas a fluorescent bulbmust usually be disposed of in
other ways. This is due to themercury that is contained in
fluorescent bulbs, even when the bulb has burned out. If
you happen to break a fluorescent bulb, there are several
clean up precautions that are suggested in order to reduce
mercury exposure, while a broken incandescent bulb can
be disposed of much easier.

•Fluorescent bulbs at this point cost more than incandes-
cent bulbs. However the price of these bulbs, especially if
their utilization increases, is expected to drop.

•Fluorescent bulbs emit UVA and UVB rays. They also
“flicker” at a high frequency, sometimes about 60 to 100
times per minute.When a fluorescent bulb is turned on, it
has a big burst of light (compared to the incandescent
bulb) that can be hard on the eyes.

Why are the Provincial and Federal Governments “hot”
on this issue?
Earlier this year, the Ontario government announced they
will ban the sale of inefficient incandescent light bulbs by
2012, in favour of lowwattage fluorescent bulbs. This gov-
ernment anticipates that replacing the 87million incandes-
cent bulbs used each year in the province would save six
million megawatt hours every year – enough energy to
power 600,000 homes. As well, the fluorescent bulbs will
reduce greenhouse emissions, an even greater benefit for
the Ontario environment.

Ontario is not alone in this initiative. Other provinces, in-
cludingNova Scotia andBritishColumbia, are considering
similar initiatives, and others are likely to follow. TheGov-
ernment of Canada announced in April that they will set
national performance standards for efficient lighting that
could result in the limited use of incandescent lighting to
be replaced by fluorescent lighting. Canada will also be
following in the footsteps of countries further along on this
issue, such as Australia, the United States and the United
Kingdom in adopting this new lighting standard.

From the point of view of both the environment and en-
ergy consumption, the idea seems to be worthy. But for
those with specific health concerns who are impacted by
light sensitivity and fear the possibility of increased lupus
flares, this is a very fearful step to take.

What are the health issues?
Fluorescent bulbs are brighter, flicker and emit UVA and
UVB rays. This poses problems for peoplewith health con-
cerns such as:

•Many people with lupus have photosensitivity – gener-
ally sensitivity to the sun (which emitsUVAandUVB rays)
but fluorescent bulbs can be just as hard to tolerate. People
may experience burning eyes, blurred vision, dry or
scratchy eyes, skin sensitivity or rashes or other symptoms
including increased lupus symptoms. The increased expo-
sure to UV rays could cause lupus flares.
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•Many peoplewith lupus have sensitivity to brightness in
general, and fluorescent bulbs can frequently be too bright
on the eyes. People with this sensitivity generally prefer
lowwatt incandescent bulbs

•The fluorescent lights flicker and can cause excessive eye
fatigue and headaches with long exposures – people with
lupus report these anecdotal experiences.

•People with other health conditions may also have diffi-
culties with fluorescent lighting. There are again some an-
ecdotal reports that people with autism, attention-deficit
disorder and Tourette Syndrome have troubles with the
brightness, flickering and UVA/UVB rays emitted from
this form of lighting. As well, people with cancer who are
going through (or who have completed) radiation treat-
ments have indicated that fluorescent lighting is hard to
tolerate. We are not alone in the health struggles we expe-
rience from this form of lighting.

What do we know scientifically?
Unfortunately there isn’t lots of hard scientific proof that
exists to illustrate that people with lupus are at risk from
the lighting, or that photosensitivity symptoms are expe-
rienced or intensified with exposure. There is some
thought that theUVA/UVB raysmight be cancer-causing,
but again hard evidence is lacking. Dr. Richard D. Son-
theimer, an expert lupus physician wrote in the Summer
2007 edition of the Lupus Nowmagazine that “The issue
of lupus photosensitivity is a complex one and one of the
least scientifically studied clinical aspects of cutaneous and
systemic lupus… if a person with lupus is exposed to un-
shielded fluorescent lighting at close distances for pro-
longed periods of time, then the cumulative exposure to
UVB and UVA could be a problem” * Physicians might
note increased symptoms due to UVAand UVB exposure
in patients who experience photosensitivity. But ask peo-
ple with lupus who have photosensitivity, and most will
say that fluorescent bulbs are just way too hard on the
eyes, evenwith brief exposure. Come to the LupusCanada
office and findmost of the fluorescent bulbs turned off and
replaced with small lamps.

Without research and evidence to prove the health impact
of the lighting, experts and physicians are unable to defin-
itively say that fluorescent lighting has a negative effect.
However, it is and will be a valid concern for people with
lupus if and when incandescent lighting is restricted or
banned.

What’s likely on the horizon?
In the next couple ofmonths, and probably the next couple
of years, further action will undoubtedly happen on this
issue. Efforts to help our environment stay healthy need to
be exploredandaddressed. Some likely actionswill include:

•Further debate as towhether this ban is even an effective
environmental move. Some people in the environmental
field believe there are otherways to reduce energy use and
greenhouse emissions that should be addressed first. Oth-
ersworry about the impact on the environmentwithmore
bulbs needing safe disposal, and increased exposure to
mercury in the household.

12



Light Bulb Issue Heating Up
For People With Lupus

•Increased effort to gain public and political support for
this issue, and hopefully create opportunities for people to
come forward and address the negative health issues expe-
rienced from fluorescent lighting. In theUnitedKingdom,
a group called SPECTRUM has formed to make their
views known to elected officials and the general public.
This group represents several health charities- including
Lupus UK –working on behalf of people with light sensi-
tivity to raise the concerns of moving solely to fluorescent
lighting. Lupus UK has noted that approximately 60% of
theirmembers indicate they have light sensitivity.Aswell,
Lupus UK is reaching out to various government min-
istries and departments to alert them to the problem, even
stating that banning incandescent light bulbs (effective in
the UK by 2010) is in breach of the Disability Discrimina-
tion Act. Lupus UK and other organizations are posed to
continue with their advocacy efforts.

•More research into photosensitivity, UVA and UVB ex-
posure and the impact of fluorescent bulbs on the health of
those who are adversely affected. Let’s hope for that ac-
tion, as all peoplewith lupuswill benefit from this kind of
research.

•Better products developed. Already the GE Consumer
and Industrial Lighting division in the USA has an-
nounced they are developing incandescent bulbs that will
be just as effective as compact fluorescent bulbs but will
be more energy efficient and produce less greenhouse gas
emissions than existing incandescent bulbs. This kind of
product invention might give people the opportunity to
choose between fluorescent or incandescent lighting.

What you can do
Presently, people canpurchase a specific acrylic diffuser that
covers fluorescent tube lights and diffuser covers for other
light styles. Theymaynot be the easiest to find, but they are
available. Dr. Sontheimer from the Lupus Nowmagazine
stated thatwith shielding, the fluorescent light sourceposed
no significant risk for people with systemic lupus.
The other action we can take is to stay informed and cur-
rent on the topic. As the governments and environmental
groups move forward with the idea, it will be important
for peoplewith lupus and other health concerns that expe-

rience photosensitivity to weigh in on the topic. Like all
advocacy initiatives, we need to raise awareness to the
negative impact that removal of incandescent lighting can
have. Many may not even be aware of how these bulbs
hurt people’s health.We need to ensure our voice is heard.
Andwe need to join forceswith otherswho experience the
same concerns as there is more impact when we have
strength in numbers.

If you have any thoughts about this topic, please let Lupus Canada
know. Send us an e-mail at lupuscanada@bellnet.ca

Other Informative Resources:

Lupus UK – www.lupusuk.com

Lupus International
(also following this topic closely)
www.lupusinternational.com

Lupus Foundation of America
www.lupus.org

Spectrum – an alliance addressing light sensitivity
in the United Kingdom

www.spectrumalliance.org.uk

Government of Canada EcoAction website
www.ecoaction.gc.ca

*Quote from Dr. Sontheimer from page 11 of article Ask
the Experts, Summer 2007, Lupus Now magazine pub-
lished through Lupus Foundation of America. To read
more, contact Lupus Foundation of America or visit
www.lupus.org
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