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PROTECT YOURSELF FROM THE SUN WHILE GARDENING
By Jeanna C. Godfrey, DVM, Master Gardener

Gardening offers many health benefits, including increased exercise, social interaction, and relief from the stresses of everyday living. There is joy in creating something unique and beautiful with plants, but we must take precautions to reduce our chances of developing skin cancer.

As gardeners, we may not be able to change our genetic predisposition to skin cancer or our history of sun damage as teenagers, but we can certainly do things to reduce our exposure to UV radiation. When gardening, try to avoid being out in direct sunlight between 11 am and 3 pm, when the sun’s rays are most intense. Wear protective clothing that covers arms and legs as well as a broad-brimmed hat. Apply sunscreen of at least SPF 30 liberally and often, especially during the spring and summer months. (You should wear some type of sunscreen every day, even during the winter.) Avoid tanning beds. Artificial UV exposure is just as harmful as sun exposure.

Skin cancers are the fastest growing cancers in the United States and represent the most commonly diagnosed malignancy, surpassing lung, breast, colorectal, and prostate cancer.  Each year, over 2 million people are diagnosed with some form of skin cancer in the United States.  It is estimated that by 2015, 1 in 50 Americans will develop melanoma, the most serious skin cancer, in their lifetime. One out of every three cancers diagnosed originate in the skin. Gardeners who spend long hours in the sun pursuing their favorite pastime face an increased risk of developing skin disease.

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 ‘Baby Boomer’ gardeners who slathered oil and iodine on our youthful bodies searching for the perfect tan, skin cancer is a reality. Other risk factors include chronic non-healing wounds and the presence of moles or “nevi” that people are born with or that appear within 6 months of birth. Large moles, especially those greater than ½ inch in diameter are at high risk for becoming cancerous.

There are three 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, although rates for new melanoma cases have been rising on average 2.6% over the last 10 years.

Skin cancers can be the great pretenders and are often deceptive in the way they begin. Sometimes they start as a simple sore that fails to heal. Other times they appear only as a discoloration of the skin. Occasionally, moles that have been unchanged since childhood suddenly become darker, larger, or irregular around the border.

The three common skin cancers each have unique symptoms. Basal cell carcinoma usually looks like a smooth, raised bump on the skin of the head, neck, or shoulders. It can look like a tiny pearl embedded in the skin. With time, the center of the bump may develop a crust and occasionally bleed. Squamous cell carcinoma, unlike basal cell, is scaly and red. It often ulcerates and bleeds, and can develop into a large mass if not treated. Melanomas are usually brown to black.  Moles can develop into melanomas. The appearance of a new mole during adulthood, or pain, itching, bleeding or other change in an existing mole should be evaluated by a dermatologist as soon as discovered. Melanomas can develop anywhere on the body, so if you have risk factors make sure to schedule a thorough yearly exam with your dermatologist. Thankfully, most skin cancers can be treated by removal of the mole or mass plus additional surrounding skin to ensure the margins are free of cancer cells. Cancers which have spread (metastasized) beyond the original site usually require additional treatment which may include further surgery, chemotherapy or radiation.

Fortunately, using sunscreen and covering skin with clothing and a hat are simple practices to follow, and we can still get out and enjoy our gardens.  
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