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Study Links Agent Orange Exposure 
to Higher Risk of Rare Melanoma

new study found U.S. veterans exposed to Agent Orange face a higher 
risk of developing a rare and often overlooked form of melanoma that 
appears on the hands and feet, and under the nails.

Researchers reported in “JAMA Dermatology” that veterans with documented 
exposure to the herbicide had significantly higher odds of developing acral 
melanoma, a subtype of skin cancer that forms on the palms, soles and nail 
beds.

Unlike most melanomas, which are associated with ultraviolet radiation, acral 
melanoma develops in areas not typically exposed to the sun. It can resemble 
a bruise under a toenail or a dark patch on the bottom of a foot - locations 
that are easily missed and not commonly associated with skin cancer.

Because of its unusual appearance and location, acral melanoma is often 
diagnosed at later stages, when treatment is more difficult and survival rates 
are lower.

The researchers analyzed 20 years of Veterans Health Administration data, 
comparing more than 1,200 veterans diagnosed with acral melanoma with 
more than 5,000 veterans without melanoma. Veterans exposed to Agent 
Orange had about 30% higher odds of developing the disease.

The findings suggest Agent Orange may be an underrecognized risk factor for 
acral melanoma, particularly for veterans who may not view themselves as at 
risk for skin cancer because of limited sun exposure or darker skin tones.

“Identifying exposures that may increase risk can help inform earlier recogni-
tion and, ultimately, earlier diagnosis when treatment is most effective,” said 
Marc Hurlbert, chief executive officer of the Melanoma Research Alliance and 
a principal investigator on the study.
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