
Sun safety

Skin cancer

Skin cancer is the most common cancer in the UK and the number of people who get it is increasing. Skin cancer is caused by UV radiation from the sun. The greater your exposure, the higher your risk. Most skin cancers could be prevented by protecting ourselves from the sun’s damaging rays.

Skin cancer develops when genes in skin cells are damaged by ultraviolet radiation. Most skin cancers are the result of excessive exposure to the sun. Many are caused by sun damage in childhood.

Who is most at risk?

· People with fair skin that tends to burn or freckle easily. 

· Red or fair haired people with pale eyes.

· Children and babies.

· Anyone who spends long periods of time in the sun.

Sunscreens

A sunscreen’s ability to filter out UVB rays is called the SPF (Sun Protection Factor). The higher the SPF number, the more protection you get. 

Choose a sunscreen:

· with an SPF of at least 15

· labelled ‘broad spectrum’ (protects against UVA and UVB

· that is water resistant

· with a valid ‘use-by’ date

Using sunscreen properly

· Try to apply it 15-30 minutes before going out in the sun

· Apply to clean, dry skin and rub in lightly

· Use generous amounts

· Re-apply every 2 hours or more frequently if washed, rubbed or sweated off

· Put on before make-up, moisturiser, insect repellent etc

· Do not store sunscreens in very hot places, as extreme heat can ruin their protective chemicals.

Cost is no indication of better protection. You may simply be paying for a brand name. All types are tested and the cheaper brands are just as effective if used properly.

UVR

UVR is invisible and cannot be felt on the skin. It penetrates deeply into cells, causing changes that can lead to sunburn, skin ageing, eye damage and skin cancer. 

UVR is most dangerous when the sun’s rays are most direct and intense. This is affected by:
· Time of year – the highest risk months in the UK are usually May to September. Near the equator, UVR remains high all year round.

· Time of day – UVR is most intense when the sun is high in the sky, around midday.

· Reflection – UVR can be reflected back from surfaces such as snow, sand, light paint, tiles, cement and water. These reflected rays could reach your face even under a hat.

· Cloud cover – you can still burn on a day when there is thin cloud, but heavy cloud does offer some protection.

· Altitude – UVR is greater at higher altitudes.

Isn’t a tan a sign of good health?

There is no such thing as a safe tan, unless it comes out of a bottle! Tanned skin is damaged skin. A tan today means wrinkled, rough and leathery skin in later years. More importantly, it increases your chance of developing skin cancer.

Our bodies need sunshine to make vitamin D, but most of us get all the sun we need from our daily routine. We don’t generally improve our health or skin by seeking out the sun.

Remember that fake tan is not a sunscreen! And tanning lamps and sunbeds are a bad idea – they are likely to increase your risk of skin cancer.

Babies and children

Young skin is delicate and easily damaged by the sun. Many skin cancers result from sun damage acquired during our early years.

Use a high factor sunscreen or sunblock and reapply regularly and always after swimming. Keep them in the shade, particularly between 11am and 3pm when the sun’s damage is most intense.

Make sure babies and children wear wide-brimmed sunhats and drink plenty of fluids to prevent dehydration.
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