DGCSkin Cancer 


INTRODUCTION

Did you know that Australia has the highest rate of skin cancer in the world and that the cost to the community is estimated at over $150 million annually?  

Today we will briefly discuss:

· who is most at risk of developing skin cancer;

· what causes it;

· how it can be prevented; and

· how it can be detected and treated.

THE risk of getting skin cancer

Australians are particularly at risk of getting skin cancer for a number of different reasons.


“Why do you think Australians have a high risk of getting skin cancer?”


To begin with, our country is located close to the equator where the sun is very intense.

Many Australians also have very fair skin that is easily damaged by the sun.

We work, go to school and relax in the sun for long periods of time.

Some Australians also falsely believe that having a suntan is healthy.

All of these facts place Australians at risk, and research shows that skin cancer results from exposure to the sun throughout our lives.  The more exposure, the more likely you are to get skin cancer.

The good news is that, almost all skin cancers can be prevented.  Before we talk about prevention let’s discuss what causes skin cancer.

THE causes OF skin cancer


“What is the main cause of skin cancer?”


Ultra violet radiation from the sun is the main cause of skin cancer.  This type of radiation damages the skin by causing individual cells to swell.  Only ten minutes in the sun can result in damage to unprotected skin.

Ultra violet radiation also:

· leads to premature aging of the skin;

· causes sunburn; and

· stimulates production of melanin, which is the colouring agent in the skin.

We are exposed to ultra violet radiation throughout our lives and the damage that we do to our skin when we are children and adolescents can develop into skin cancer later on. Each time we are sunburnt we increase our chances of getting skin cancer. So, if you work or spend a lot of time in the sun you are more likely to get skin cancer.

The most dangerous time to be exposed to the sun is between 10am and 3pm, because the sun is at its most intense at this time of day.

It is also important to remember that we still need to protect ourselves during winter, as some radiation does reach the earth’s surface at this time of year.

Another important fact is that the ultra violet radiation reflects off many surfaces such as sand, concrete, grass and water.  So even if you are sitting in the shade your skin can still be permanently damaged.

Finally, because of the pollutants that have damaged the earth’s atmosphere, the amount of ultra violet radiation which reaches the earth’s surface, has increased, so we need to be more careful than ever.

Preventing Skin Cancer


“How do you think you might prevent skin cancer?”


The best way to avoid skin cancer is by reducing your exposure to the sun’s rays. You can achieve this by taking a number of simple precautions.

1.  Avoid the sun between 10am and 3pm
Ultra violet radiation is at its most intense between the hours of 10am and 3pm so it is best to avoid the sun at this time.  If possible, outdoor activities should be scheduled for early morning or late afternoon.

2.  Make use of shaded areas

Take advantage of trees and other shaded areas within the environment to gain protection from ultra violet radiation. While shade doesn’t block out all radiation, it does reduce it dramatically.  In the workplace, shade covers should be installed on plant and equipment.

3.  Wear a hat

Wearing a hat is simple way to protect ourselves from the sun.  To get the highest amount of protection from a hat it should provide shade to your nose, ears and the back of your neck.  Hard hats can be fitted with a brim and back flap to provide as much protection as possible.  As a general rule the brim of your hat should be eight to ten centimetres wide.

4.  Wear protective clothing

Protective clothing is also a useful form of prevention and should cover as much of the body as possible.  Long sleeved shirts with collars, trousers, long skirts and long shorts, provide good protection from ultra violet radiation.  

If this clothing is relatively loose fitting the air will circulate freely and movements will not be restricted.  Fabrics should also be of a relatively close weave so that ultra violet radiation does not pass through the fabric and onto the skin.  

Wearing sunglasses also protects the eyes from sun damage and these should comply with Australian Standard AS 1067. People working in hazardous environments should where sunglasses which comply with the Australian Standard for eye protection, AS 1337.

5.  Use SPF 15+ Sunscreen

While the best protection comes from staying out of the sun and wearing protective clothing, the use of sunscreen can also be helpful.  Sunscreen does not completely block all ultra violet radiation but will provide some protection.  It forms a chemical barrier by absorbing the ultra violet radiation and a physical barrier by reflecting the sun’s rays.  

The best type of sunscreen is one with a SPF 15+ rating or greater.  These sunscreens protect the skin from all types of ultra violet radiation.  It is also important to layer sunscreen on the skin rather than rubbing it in.  For the best results, sunscreen should be applied fifteen minutes before exposure and should be reapplied every two hours or as it is washed off the skin.  Water-resistant sunscreen is also useful if you are swimming or perspiring, as it will not wash off.

Detecting and treating skin cancer


“What happens when skin cancer develops?”

Sunspots on the skin’s surface are not skin cancers.  They show us however, that the sun has damaged the skin and that further exposure could be harmful.  Sunspots are usually brown or red scaly spots.

Sometimes, the cells within our body change or distort as they grow and a tumour or mass of tissue is formed.  Skin cancer is known as a malignant tumour.

The different types of skin cancer

There are a number of different types of skin cancer.  These include:

· BCC (Basal cell carcinoma); 

· SCC (Squamous cell carcinoma); and

· Melanoma.

BCC

BCC is the most common type of skin cancer, (70 – 80%) and most commonly occurs on the face, ears and torso.  It rarely causes death, but If left unattended it can spread to surrounding tissue and cause damage or disfigurement 

BCC usually occurs as a lump or a scaly, area and is red, pale or pearly in colour.  It can become ulcerated, as it grows, similar to a sore that will not heal.  

SCC

SCC is less common than the BCC and accounts for 15 – 20% of skin cancer. SCC grows rapidly over several months and occurs on areas of the body that are exposed to the sun.  If left untreated, it may spread to other areas of the body and can lead to death.

SCC is a thickened,red, scaly spot that may ulcerate or bleed.

Melanoma

The most dangerous type of skin cancer is the melanoma.  It is also the most aggressive form of skin cancer and can occur anywhere on the body.  The danger with this type of skin cancer is that once it has begun to grow, pieces may break off and spread through the blood system to other body parts.  The good news is that it is the least common form of skin cancer.

The melanoma can appear on the skin as a new spot, freckle or mole, or as an existing freckle or mole which changes shape or colour.  These skin cancers usually have an irregular outline and are more than one colour.

Approximately 95% of cases of Melanoma can be cured if detected early.

Close to 100% of BCC and SCC skin cancers are curable.
Identifying skin cancer


“What do you need to do when checking for skin cancer?”


When checking for skin cancer it is important to:

· realise that a skin cancer is not usually painful;

· check the skin for new growths on a regular basis;

· get the help of your partner, or use a mirror to check areas you can not see clearly; and 

· check areas such as the soles of your feet and the palms of your hands.


“What should you do if you find something which you suspect is a skin cancer?”

If you do find a mark or spot on the skin which you feel is suspicious, visit your doctor as soon a possible.  Your doctor has experience in this area and can refer you to a skin specialist if necessary. 

Remember though, that over 95% of all skin cancers are curable if detected and treated in the early stages. 
Summary


As Australians we are at risk of skin cancer due to:

· the amount of time we spend in the sun;

· the location of our country;

· the social value placed on a suntan; and

· the fact that many of us have fair skin.

Ultra violet radiation causes skin cancer and is most dangerous during the hours of 10am to 3pm. 

We are exposed to ultra violet radiation throughout our lives and each time we are sunburnt we increase our chances of getting skin cancer. 

You can avoid skin cancer by:

· avoiding the sun between the hours of 10am and 3pm; 

· making use of shaded areas wherever possible; 

· wearing clothing to protect the skin’s surface;

· wearing a wide brimmed hat; and 

· using sunscreen as a last line of defence against the sun’s rays.

Finally, it is important to be familiar with the different types of skin cancer and what they look like.  It is also essential that you check all areas of your body for skin cancer on a regular basis, as skin cancer is more often seen than felt on the body.
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Hand out sheet 1 – Skin cancer in Australia
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Hand out sheet 2 - Ultra violet radiation








Hand out sheet 3 - Preventing skin cancer








Hand out sheet 4 –Checking for skin cancer 








Hand out sheet 5 - Summary








Further references for the Supervisor





Cancer Foundation of Western Australia


“Be SunSmart and Save Your Skin” speakers kit.


Phone:  9381 4515


Web site: WWW.cancerwa.asn.au
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