The Sun, The South and The Skin

It is getting hot!  And with the rise in temperature, clothes get skimpier and bathing suits make their appearances.

We southerners, become divided between those who avoid the sun and the heat and those who become the “sun worshippers.”  The beaches begin to overflow and “lobsters” make their appearances at places other than restaurants.  You know those lobsters, the ones that are northerners who come down and think it is cool to burn all day.  Well, I don’t agree with them.

The truth of the matter is that the sun season really continues all year now.  Even during the coldest months here, when traditionally we have given our skins a break, young women, particularly, are laying  their money down to get into those tanning beds, buying a darker skin tone and receiving a boost in their chances of getting skin cancer at no extra charge.

Things have indeed changed from years ago.  When I was a child, there were no sunscreens.  I remember the burns I received associated with beach vacations.  I remember the pain I experienced then and I worry over the skin changes that are still developing as a result of that long-ago exposure.  The experiences of my childhood and those of so many others have set us up to be test dummies for skin cancer therapies.  The facts are in, even if you only had one bad sunburn as a child, you have increased your chances long-term of developing skin cancers.  These skin cancers are primarily seen on sun exposed surfaces, that is why you are seeing that older individuals have surgery to remove skin from their ears, noses and faces.  In truth, all of us should be watching for sores that don’t heal, scaly areas that persist, areas of skin discoloration or changes in any areas we would call moles.  While we know that the damage from the sun increases with the years, it is certainly a fallacy to think that the sun damage you receive today will not affect you anytime soon.  It is all cumulative.  When I think of the ill effects of the sun that I have seen, I realize that most of what I see now has been caused by the limited seasonal exposures of past years.  I wonder in the years to come, what will we see from this, all-year-around combined tanning bed and summer sun exposure.  The process of skin aging will no doubt accelerate.  The frequency of skin cancers and melanomas will no doubt increase even more so than what we are seeing now.  The American Academy of Dermatology (AAD) has stated the “skin cancer rates have reached epidemic levels ( and are projected to rise well into the next century”.  The incidence of skin cancer has increased between 4 percent and 5 percent annually, totaling more than a million new cancers a year now.  As of 2002, the AAD predicted that 44,200 Americans would be diagnosed with melanoma, up 6 percent from 1998; and that 7,300 would die of melanoma.

It is a strange country we live in, in some ways.  We allow people to smoke, knowing that it contributes to multiple medical problems and early death, then the government sues the tobacco company to pay for various programs.  We have tanning beds all over town, at the same time that we stress the use of sunscreens when we are outside.  Do the tanning bed manufacturers think that they are immune to the same factors that have led to liability for the tobacco dealers?

Whether we agree with these certain aspects or not, we must realize that we live in a free country.  Freedom allows inherent contradictions sometimes.  What you must concentrate on though, is using your freedom to make healthy choices.  You too, can become overweight by eating fast food everyday, get lung damage from smoking, or get skin cancer from overexposure.  I hope you choose rather to be healthy.

Avoid tanning beds and avoid direct sun exposure, especially in the heat of the day between 10 a.m. and 2 p.m.  When you choose to go to the beach, sit under an umbrella.  When you choose to enjoy the beautiful waters that surround us, consider wearing a brimmed hat, cover your arms, and seek shade whenever possible.  Protect your eyes as well from those UV rays that contribute to cataract formation.  Women, consider a make-up base that contains a sunscreen, as an essential, even if you will only be going outside from your car to the office.  It will help slow down those “laugh lines.”  Everyone needs to remember the sunscreen when planning to be outside.  Try to apply it about 30 minutes before you go outside, repeat applications about every 2 hours if you will continue to be in the sun, and especially reapply after being in the water to compensate for what may have washed off.

Remember, the factor on sunscreens tells you how many hours of sun exposure it will take, to get one hour’s effect from the skin.  This assumes that you continue to reapply the sunscreen.  For instance, if you use a factor 15 sunscreen and apply it every 2 hours, you will get one hour of skin damage after 15 hours in the sun.  You should use at least a factor 15 screen, and if you are really going to be out all day, a factor 30 would be best.  In addition, you should certainly take care of those who don’t know enough to care for themselves.  Make the kids wear the stuff --- you may be saving their lives.

I love the beach and the river.  I won’t avoid them and won’t ask you to.  We do need to be smart, though.  Limit your exposure, use your sunscreen and protect yourself; it only makes sense for your future!

