Your Health…Your Health… 

ARE YOU AT RISK FOR SKIN CANCER?

May is National Melanoma/Skin Cancer Detection and Prevention Month.  Skin cancer is a key issue for both firefighters and their families.  During their working days, many firefighters spend a great deal of time outside in the bright sunshine and years of sun exposure can add up to increased risk of skin cancer.  In addition, family members who spend time outdoors or on tanning beds are also exposing themselves to an increased risk of this condition.  

Do you have teenagers with an affinity for tanning beds?  Well, it may be time to rethink the wisdom of this practice.  While tanning beds are suspect at any age for causing skin cancer, the World Health Organization (WHO) recently issued a recommendation that no person under age 18 should use a tanning bed – a guideline strongly endorsed by the American Academy of Dermatology.   

Clay J. Cockerell, M.D., President of the American Academy of Dermatology, noted that “While many health issues are complex and involve multiple factors, we know that ultraviolet light is the primary cause of skin cancer and avoiding excessive exposure to the sun and other forms of ultraviolet radiation is the solution.  Indoor tanning is particularly troubling because it is so unnecessary.  It is not associated with playing sports or other activities, but is practiced solely for cosmetic reasons.  Individuals who utilize tanning beds are intentionally putting their health at risk.” 

In addition, according to the American Academy of Dermatology, this year more than one million new cases of skin cancer will be diagnosed in the United States, which exceeds the incidence of all cancers combined.  It is estimated that there will be about 105,750 new cases of melanoma (the deadliest form of skin cancer) in 2005, which represents a 10% increase in new cases of melanoma from 2004.  

There are three types of skin cancer: basal cell carcinoma, squamous cell carcinoma and melanoma.  The first two are considered nonmelanoma skin cancer.  They are the most common forms of skin cancer, but are easier to cure than melanoma.  The National Cancer Institute states that studies have shown reducing exposure to ultraviolet radiation decreases the incidence on nonmelanoma skin cancer.  Ultraviolet radiation is a stream of invisible high-energy rays coming from the sun.  Artificial sources such as tanning beds and sunlamps also produce ultraviolet radiation and thus may increase the risk of skin cancer. 

Although the precise cause of skin cancer is unknown, the following may be risk factors: 

    Skin color – Individuals with light-colored eyes and skin are at a higher risk than those with brown eyes and naturally darker skin. 

    History of sunburns – A history of severe blistering sunburns, particularly  during childhood and teenage years, is a recurrent theme among those diagnosed. 

    Overexposure to ultraviolet radiation – Excessive tanning bed exposure and    sunbathing puts the skin at higher risk. 

    Moles – An increased presence of moles may be a warning sign of higher risk. 

Prevention guidelines for nonmelanoma skin cancer include: 

    Reducing time of exposure to high-intensity UV radiation (the sun is strongest from 11 a.m. to 3 p.m.).  This may not always be possible for those who are working outdoors.  Yet it should be taken into consideration on your days off. 

    Wearing protective clothing (such as sleeves and hats)… PPE for the sun.  Fortunately, full firefighter uniforms provide this protection. 

    Using adequate amounts of sufficiently protective sunscreen.  Apply sunscreen about 30 minutes before going into the sun so it has a chance to be absorbed by the skin.  Reapply often, as swimming and perspiration will remove it.  

Apply sunscreen liberally.  

Teach your children to apply sunscreen before they go out to play. 

 Research shows that regular use of sunscreen during the first 18 years of life could reduce the lifetime incidence of skin cancer by 78%.  

People whose skin tans poorly or burns easily after sun exposure are particularly susceptible to nonmelanoma skin cancer.  They may particularly benefit from the guidelines listed above.  

Now is a great time to make a commitment to yourself and your family to place skin cancer prevention as a top priority in your life.  A good start might be to educate your teenagers that indoor tanning salons are not a good substitute for sunbathing on the beach.  Tanning beds produce the same UV-A radiation as the sun.  No tan is a safe tan for anyone.  

Additionally, see your physician if you suspect any changes in your skin that look suspicious.  Carefully examine all moles and birthmarks, looking for asymmetry, border irregularity and color variation.  Also, contact your physician if the moles or birthmarks seem to be enlarging.  Take a proactive approach to your healthcare and start enjoying a sunny summer.
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