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MARINE CORPS AIR STATION CHERRY POINT, N.C. (NNS) -- As the warmer weather approaches, we all look forward to spending more time outside, enjoying the recreational activities available in our community.

Hopefully, when you reach for your tennis racquet, golf clubs or running shoes, you are also reaching for your sunblock and wide-brimmed hat.

With the incidence of all forms of skin cancer on the rise in our country, each of us must pay attention to how much and to what type of sunlight we are exposed.

The sun plays a major role in the three most common types of skin cancer. Basal cell carcinoma (BCC) is the most common form of skin cancer. It is estimated that more than 1 million new cases of BCC will occur in the United States this year. This slow growing tumor frequently occurs on sun-exposed skin of the face, neck and upper body. It will often appear as an enlarging bump that will bleed easily if rubbed or scratched.

Squamous cell carcinoma (SCC) is the second most common sun-related cutaneous malignancy. These tumors usually appear as persistent scaly or tender red bumps on sun exposed skin, and can be quite extensive and invasive at the time of diagnosis.

Melanoma is the most serious form of sun-related skin cancer. Our lifetime risk of developing melanoma has increased from one in 150 persons to one in 71 persons over the past 20 years. Sun exposure is a significant risk factor for developing melanoma, with blistering sunburns and outdoor summer jobs as a youth being identified as risk factors. A melanoma is characterized by a brown or black spot on the skin that changes in size, shape or color over weeks to months. 

The American Academy of Dermatology has established the ABCDs of melanoma, which identify the warning signs of melanoma as Asymmetry, Border irregularity, Color variation and Diameter greater than a pencil eraser (6 mm). If treated early, thin melanomas are curable with simple surgery. If the diagnosis is delayed, melanomas can rapidly spread throughout the body.

Since the sun plays a major role in the development of skin cancer, the majority of skin cancer is preventable. Sunscreens and sunblock play a vital role in keeping our skin safe from the harmful wavelengths of light emitted by the sun.

Tanning of the skin results from the effects of two components of sunlight within the ultraviolet spectrum. UVB, abundant in sunlight, is responsible for burning the skin and inducing the tan many of us enjoy. UVA, present in a much lower percentage that UVB, penetrates more deeply in the skin, has greater effects on the genetic material, but causes less tanning.

For many years, sunscreens have been rated with an SPF or ‘sun protection factor’ that evaluated the product’s ability to protect the skin from UVB. A properly applied sunscreen with an SPF of 30 would theoretically permit the wearer to remain in the sun 30 times longer before burning occurred.

Unfortunately, there is no similar scale for UVA and early products did not protect the skin from this type of light. Individuals who used these early sunscreens believed they were safe because they did not burn. In actuality, the increased exposure to UVA may have increased their risk of skin cancer.

Today, many sunscreens and sunblocks offer excellent UVB and UVA protection. Sunscreens labeled “broad spectrum UVA protection” with an SPF of 30 or greater are recommended for daily use. Sunblocks, most of which contain small metal particles, reflect the sunlight and offer the broadest and most complete protection from the sun.

Here are some recommendations for protecting yourself when from the sun’s harmful rays:
-Wear a broad-brimmed hat
-Use a broad-spectrum UVA sunscreen or sunblock with an SPF of at least 30
-Reapply sunscreen or sunblock frequently, even if it claims to be waterproof
- Avoid the midday sun
-Wear sunscreen beneath light cotton clothing

Gone are the days of drugstore displays for ‘dark tanning oils’ and ‘sun tan lotion.' Public awareness of the risks related to sun exposure has increased dramatically over the past several years and this awareness will hopefully have an impact on the incidence of skin cancer in our country.

Know the example we set matters. More than 80 percent of our lifetime sun exposure occurs before the age of 18. If we use sunscreen and wear a hat, our children are more likely to do the same.

For related news, visit the Navy Medicine Navy NewsStand page at www.news.navy.mil/local/mednews. 

