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LASER POINTERS

The Issue

Hand-held laser pointers are popular in
Canada. Unfortunately, users are not
knowledgeable about the intensity of the
light and the effect it may have on the
eye.

If you look directly into the beam from a
laser pointer for more than a minute and
a half in a very steady manner, or shine
the beam into your eyes with binoculars,
you could end up with permanent eye
damage.

Background

Laser technology was first developed in
the 1960s, and has grown to touch our
lives in many ways. We use laser tech-
nology in space-age medical equipment,
office printers and light shows at rock
concerts.

A laser is the strongest source of light
ever created by scientists. The beam

that comes out of a simple hand-held

laser pointer is at least a million times
brighter than the average light bulb in
your home.

The letters in “laser” stand for Light
Amplification by Stimulated Emission of
Radiation

Concern about Laser
Pointers

These pointers are not dangerous when
used with care, but the brightness of
laser light can damage the eyes of any-
one who looks directly into the beam for
more than a minute and a half.

A split-second look can result in a condi-
tion called flashblindness. This is similar
to the effect you get during flash photog-
raphy, where the image of the flash
remains in your eyes for a few seconds,
and then fades away.

Flashblindness is temporary. Your vision
returns to normal after a few moments,
and there are no long-term effects.
However, a longer look can cause seri-
ous damage to your eyes. It's worse if
the laser beam is being projected
through a piece of optical equipment,
such as a telescope or a pair of binocu-
lars. In these situations, the laser beam
could actually burn a tiny spot, or cut
open a blood vessel, on the retina at the
back of your eye. In a worst-case sce-
nario, you could go blind.
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Use Common Sense

Laser pointers are not toys. Use
them with caution, and only for
their intended purpose. So far,
there have been no reports of
permanent eye damage caused
by the use of laser pointers in
Canada. We can keep it that way
if we use our common sense. By
following a few guidelines you
can make sure no one gets hurt
by a laser pointer. For example:

*When you buy a laser point-
er, choose one that has a
clear warning on the label
about the potential to cause
eye damage. Read the
instructions carefully, and fol-
low them closely.

» Choose a laser pointer that
stays on only when you apply
pressure with your fingers.
That way you can never
leave the beam on by acci-
dent.

* Never point a laser beam at
anyone, and never look
directly into the beam your-
self.

* Never aim a laser pointer at
surfaces that would reflect
the light back, such as mir-
rors or mirrored surfaces.

* Never leave a laser pointer
where children might get their
hands on it.

Need More Info?

For further information, or to
report any concerns or accidents
caused by

exposure to laser light, contact:

Health Canada,
Healthy Environments and
Consumer Safety Branch
Consumer and Clinical
Radiation Protection Bureau
6301B, 775 Brookfield Road
Ottawa, ON, K1A 1C1.
Or call: (613) 954-6699

For additional information see:
Canadian Centre for
Occupational Health and Safety
http://www.ccohs.com/
oshanswers/phys_agents/lasers.
html



