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Backcountry Health and Hygiene

The Greatest Health Risk in the Outdoors

always have an exciting time at

i I meetings of the Wilderness Medical

i cancer recently.

Society. Discussions of helicopter
evacuations, technical extractions from
canyons, new approaches to immersion
hypothermia and the like can really get
the adrenaline flowing.

Listening to such presentations,
however, it would be hard to keep in
mind what the Society has recently
classified as the most serious health
risk facing outdoor recreationists. This
risk is present in almost all outdoor
sports, and may be responsible for as
may as 7,000 to 8,000 deaths annu-
ally. It is hardly as dramatic as becom-
ing trapped in a slot canyon, yet it takes
more lives in a year than mountaineer-
ing does in a couple of decades.

The danger? Sun exposure.

Sure, most of us have experienced a
sunburn at some point in our lives.
While a nuisance at the time, we prob-
ably did not regard it as life threaten-
ing. We now know, however, that sun-
burn is one of the major contributors
to a particularly nasty form of skin can-
cer, melanoma. The most common
form of cancer in Caucasians between
the ages of 25 and 29, melanoma has
nearly doubled in incidence during the
last two decades. ’

Much has been learned about this
In particular, it is

| known that simply having a history of

three or more severe (blistering) sun-
burns before age 20 is a major predis-
posing factor. Although genetic factors
apparently play a role in the disease as
well, many of these cancers must be
considered completely preventable.
Prevention of damaging sun expo-

. sure begins with accepting the fact that

the concept of a “healthy tan” is an oxy-
moron. Sun-induced skin injury is
cumulative, so prevention needs to be
a continuing process. Many forms of

i outdoor recreation popular with read-

ers of this magazine are particular risks
for sun exposure. Canoeing on an open

; lake, for example, provides exposure
" both to direct sun and to radiation re-

This paddler is exposed to both direct sun and
radiation reflected from the water. bavw Houvan

flected from the water and (for the alu-
minum fan) the canoe bottom. Hitting
an open summit on a warm day can be
particularly problematic. In addition
to the obvious lack of shade, the hiker
may be overheated from a long climb
and anxious lo shed clothing to expose
as much skin as possible. The pres-
ence of a cool summer’s breeze may be
just enough to take one’s mind off of
the ongoing sun exposure. Clouds are
not always protective; ultraviolet expo-
sure can actually be increased on an
overcast day.

The first step in sunburn protection
is proper clothing. A wide-brimmed
hat. for example, really helps protect
two parlicularly problematic areas: the
nose and ears. The real key to sun pro-
tection, however, is the use of a sun-
screen. There are a variety of these on
the market, virtually all of which are
based on para-aminobenzoic acid
(PABA). Sunscreens are identified by
their “sun protection factor” (SPF). An
SPF of 10, for example, means that an
individual protected by the product
could spend ten times as long in the
sun as an unprotected person while
receiving the same amount of solar ra-
diation. The cost of sunscreens varies
widely; from a practical standpoint,
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however, there is no appreciable differ-

ence between sunscreens with the same |

SPF.

An SPF of 15 is probably the best
for most outdoor activities. Higher SPF
products tend to be more expensive.
Reapplying the 15 SPF product after a
few hours may be just as effective as
using a higher SPF preparation. Even
“waterproof” sunscreens are lost with
heavy sweating and wiping; frequent re-
application during the high radiation
times of the day {10 AM to 2 PM} is pru-
dent.

There are also a variety of specialty
sunscreens to consider. Lips may be
particularly sensitive to sun exposure,
and combination lip balm/sunscreen
products are available. For particularly
severe exposures (e.g.. very high alti-
tudes, snow and glacier travel, lengthy
open water exposure) there are prod-
ucts which completely block the sun’s
rays. These contain pigments such as
titanium dioxide or zinc oxide, and are
useful on the nose, ears, and similar
areas. They are colorful, and also make
a fashion statement!

Do not neglect your eyes while pro-
tecting your skin. Ultraviolet exposure
can cause both acute (e.g., snow blind-
ness, a temporary but disabling afflic-
tion) and long term injury (e.g., cata-
racts}) to the eyes. Sunglasses with
adequate ultraviolet protection are criti-
cal items of equipment. As with sun-
screens, there is little relationship be-
tween the cost of sunglasses and their
function in filtering ultraviolet light.

Finally, there is some new informa-
tion about other risk factors for mela-
noma. These risks (in addition to hav-
ing a history of three sunburns, dis-
cussed above) include: blond or red
hair; a family history of melanoma; a
“premalignant” skin lesion called solar
keratosis; atypical moles; extensive
freckling of the back; working three or
more summers at an outdoor job as a
teenager. An individual with one or two
of these risk factors has a threefold in-
crease in lifetime melanoma risk. Hav-
ing three or four of these risk factors
increases this risk by a factor of 20 to
25. At risk individuals should prob-
ably have a regular complete skin ex-
amination by a der-
matologist.

More informa-
tion on mela-
noma preven-
tion and
b screening is
available from
the Skin Cancer
Foundation, 245
Fifth Avenue, Suite
1403, New York, NY
10016 (212-725-5176).
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44-page magazine

lists our wide range

of superb

models,

but also

explains

how all

canoes are

designed,

and tells @
-how to find ¥

the ideal

one for you.

PO Box 247, Winona, MN 55987
E-mail: wenonah @ luminet.net

There Ore many fi he reasons to go
canoeing But wheiher you seek
fellowship or solitude, excitement
or serenity, challenge or reward,
the canoe itself must excel for
your time to be best served. B A
We-no-nah Canoe certainly

excels. We design each for
superior handiing, and buiid all to
a supreme level of quality. Most
importantly, we tailor canoes to

- individuals, so that yours will be

E “=jdeal for you. B A We-no-nahisa

" _ highly personal cratt. It will deliver
_great utility, of course. Beyond
that, it will enhance the pleasure
of your time. B To learn more,
~Visit ¢ a dealer, request our

mformahve free magazme orsee

Phone: (507) 454-5430
Fax: (507) 454-5448

Exceptional canoes built from Kevlar,* Royélex,“’ and other advanced ma’i:erials

ADVERTISING REVENUE HELPS BRINGS YOU
THIS MAGAZINE.

PLEASE TELL OUR ADVERTISERS YOU SAW THEIR AD IN
ADIRONDAC




