TO FRY OR NOT TO FRY, THAT IS THE QUESTION!

The sap is rising, the leaves are filling out, and the flowers are blooming.  Well that is how the plant world demonstrates the renewal of Spring.  Seems that we humans have our own rights of Spring.  So glad to be able to get out of the house, many of us start recovering our yards from the dud of Winter.  It is the wondrous time when our dreams are filled with potential and yet minimally impaired by reality.  Seems many of our younger people are also planning their own rights of Spring.  Here in our area, you know the youth, and even their elders, can’t separate the warmer months from the call of the pool and the beach.  

April has just begun and yet I am seeing late summer tans already.  The tanning beds have been broiling and the skins are bronzed.  It seems that many women are making cosmetic choices with significant medical risks.  I realize that we live in the South and that we will almost all pick up some tan just going back and forth with our daily activities.  As well, I am a reasonable physician and I know that you may want to have a little tan before you take the trip to the beach; that is – a LITTLE tan.  Leatheresque skin is not a little tan!

The simple truth is that we are living longer, into our 80’s and 90’s.  That is more time for the damage of skin to result in cancers: squamous cell, basal cell, and melanoma!  For those of us who played on the beach before the advent of sunscreen, we will just have to take our lumps from the early damage and do the best we can with protection now.  It seems to me just plain ridiculous, however, for those who have the choice, to choose a future life with needles, injections, skin biopsies, excisions, and possible death from melanoma.  
Who is at especially high risk?  Those, like me, who had sunburns as a child are right in there with high risk.  The worse the burns and the more the occurrences of burns, the higher the risk.  Kids need sunscreen applied before they get in the sun, to give it time to take effect.  And don’t forget that it needs to be reapplied frequently.  Make sure you get the nose and the ears, the favorite sights of future squamous cell cancers.  T-shirts over suits can also help protect the back and shoulders while it can cut down on irritation from climbing on rafts!
According to information from Dr. James Grichnik, a dermatologist, use of tanning beds increases the risk of melanoma by 75% if the individual begins use of the beds before age 35!  Are you allowing, or encouraging, your teenager to “fit in” through regular visits to the tanning bed?  Are you willing to sacrifice future health for some short-term cultural opinion of beauty?

Maybe the life of the successful has its consequence!  Women of higher socioeconomic status have a higher risk of melanoma.  Maybe they have more bikini opportunities!  More exposure begets more risk!  Those who actually work in the sun, such as laborers, tend to keep more of the torso covered, but suffer an increased risk of cancers about the face.  

Do you have blue eyes?  If you have lighter-color eyes or lighter-color skin and hair, you are at increased risk of developing a melanoma!  In fact, the risk of melanoma for a person with blue eyes is 47% higher than the risk for someone with brown eyes!  And… it is true, red hair and freckles definitely increase your risk!

How many moles, or nevi, do you have?  The more moles you have, the higher your risk!  In fact, if you have between 16 & 40 moles, when you count all of the moles on your entire body, you have an increased risk of 47% from this, as well.  As the number of moles increases further above 40, your risk of melanoma increases linearly.  Additionally, if you have ever been identified to have a “Dysplastic Nevus”, your risk of melanoma goes up by 60%!
What do all these numbers mean?  They mean that you shouldn’t flaunt your risk.  They mean that you should show sun-sense, not nonsense!  The World Health Organization has listed tanning beds as a known cancer-causing apparatus.  The FDA is currently debating the recommendation of an expert panel that is encouraging further warning and/or restriction of the use of tanning beds.  Let me make this clear, there is nothing inherently worse about tanning beds, when compared with the sun.  The point is, though, that it is a fallacy to think that frying in a tanning bed is safer than frying in the sun!  
You can control much of your risk!  Restrict or avoid the use of tanning beds; it just makes sense!  When you are outside, use your high SPF sunscreen!  Daily use of lotions and make-up that incorporate sunscreens protect you from on-going exposure, as you walk between car and buildings.  Hats can set off outfits and provide coverage; consider them.  If you are wise enough to sit under a beach umbrella, make sure it is opaque with a high SPF.  For the risk you can’t control, or as you deal with the results that occur from prior exposure, be sure to regularly check you skin for moles that are growing or changing.  You can use a mirror or have a friend to check your back.  If a mole is getting bigger, irregular, or raw, get it checked and don’t put it off.  Take care of yourself; it is a great life, in and out of the sun!

