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Gardeners Risk Developing Skin Cancer

By Jeanna C. Godfrey, DVM

Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardener

More than 1 million cases of skin cancer are expected to be diagnosed in 2012, according to the American Cancer Society. Texas ranks fourth in the nation for newly diagnosed cases of melanoma, the most deadly form of skin cancer.  Skin cancers are the fastest growing cancers in the United States, surpassing lung, breast, colorectal, and prostate cancers.

One in three Texans will develop skin cancer over the course of their lifetime, especially those who spend long hours in the sun, either due to work environments or in pursuing a favorite pastime such as gardening.  However, many cases are easily preventable by limiting exposure to the damaging rays of direct sunlight.

Sunburn or excessive sun damage is the single biggest risk factor for developing skin cancer, especially damage that occurred in childhood or as a teenager.  For many of us Baby Boomer gardeners who slathered oil and iodine on our youthful bodies in search of a “healthy tan”, skin cancer is a reality.  Other risk factors include using indoor tanning beds, a family history of skin cancer, and having fair skin (especially with freckles and/or blue eyes and light hair).  Having chronic, non-healing wounds or the presence of childhood moles may also predispose an individual to skin cancer.

There are 3 major forms of skin cancer.  Most types diagnosed are either basal cell carcinoma or squamous cell carcinoma.  These cancers can be locally disfiguring, but rarely metastasize (spread) to other areas of the body.  The most dangerous skin cancer, malignant melanoma, can be fatal if not treated early as it can spread rapidly to the major organs such as the liver and brain.  Fortunately, malignant melanoma is the least frequently diagnosed skin cancer.

Skin cancers can be the great pretenders and may be insidious in onset, often starting as a simple discoloration of the skin or a sore that fails to heal.  Sometimes childhood moles suddenly become darker, larger, or irregular in shape.  Each type of skin cancer has unique characteristics.  Basal cell carcinoma often has a smooth, raised appearance and frequently occurs on the head, neck, or shoulders.  Some people describe it as a “skin pearl”.  With time, the center of the pearl may develop a crust or bleed.  Squamous cell carcinoma is often scaly and red.  It may bleed easily and develop into a large mass if not treated.  Melanomas are usually brown to black and can look like a dark freckle or mole.  The appearance of a new freckle or mole during adulthood or pain, itching, bleeding, or change in appearance of an existing mole warrants an exam by a dermatologist as soon as discovered.

Thankfully, most skin cancers can be treated by removal of the mass plus additional surrounding skin to ensure the margins are fee of cancer cells.  This can often be done under local anesthesia, if caught early.

As gardeners, we may not be able to change our genetic predisposition to skin cancer or our history of sun damage as children or teens, but we can certainly do things to reduce further exposure to strong UV radiation.  When gardening, try to avoid being out in direct sunlight between 11am and 3pm, when the sun’s rays are most intense.  Wear protective clothing, covering arms and legs as well as your head and face.  Apply sunscreen of at least SPF 30 liberally and reapply frequently.  Avoid tanning beds, as artificial UV exposure is as harmful, or worse, than direct sun exposure.

Gardening offers many health benefits, including increased exercise, beneficial social interaction, and relief from the stresses of everyday living.  Recent research from MD Anderson suggests gardening may actually help to protect people from other types of cancers as it has a stimulating effect on the immune system. There is joy in creating something unique and beautiful with plants, so take the necessary precautions to keep your gardening endeavors happy, healthy, and skin cancer free.
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