
------- ADIRONDOC -------

The Ultimate Backcountry Mishap 

S
everal weeks ago, I was facilitating a first aid workshop for 

outdoor educators at a meeting in Boston. I asked the group 

my favorite trick question: "What injury accounts for the most 

fatalities in outdoor recreation?" 
I received the usual suspects for 

answers: avalanches (in the news 
lately, but not even close), heart 
attacks (hardly ever), drowning (not 
a bad guess, but more likely number 
2 or 3), some others. No one got it. 
What do you think? 

Sunburn. 
Yes, sunburn. Over 8000 Ameri

cans die annually of melanoma, a 
particularly nasty form of skin can
cer. That's more than one every hour. 

The number-one risk factor for 
developing melanoma is one or 
more blistering sunburns, especially 
in adolescence and young adult
hood. Most .. youngsters do not get 
their blistering sunburns wintering 
in St. Barts. They develop them sum
mering in places like the Adiron
dacks. Thus, although the precise 
number may be fungible, there is no 
question at all that sunburn is the 
most common antecedent to death 
associated with outdoor recreation. 
There just may be a few decades 
between cause and effect. 

The ultraviolet component of sun
light damages DNA, the genetic 
material in all body cells. Damaged 
DNA may not replicate itself normal
ly, a problem that eventually results 
in the development of a cancer cell. 
The higher risk to adolescents and 
children is simply because a seven
teen-year-old has more years ahead 
of her in which cancer can develop 
than does a seventy-year-old. The 
actual blisters of sunburn do not in 
themselves cause cancer; they are just 
a marker for a particularly heavy UV 
dose. 

We all know that the intensity of 
sunlight is highest at midday, a time 

of particular sunburn risk. It may 
come as a surprise to know that light 
intensity also increases with altitude, 
as much as 10 percent per 1000 feet 
of elevation. Thus, that refreshing 
shirtless rest atop Mt. Marcy could 
provide a nearly 50 percent increase 
in UV exposure than the same expo
sure at Coney Island. 

Prevention of sunburn begins 
with physical barriers : broad
brimmed hats and sunglasses. 
Sunscreens, however, are the main
stay of prevention. There is a lot of 
new information on sunscreens, so I 
can only touch on some. 

The "SPF" number is a rough 
assessment of the amount of UV pro
tection provided by the product. I see 
no reason to use a product with an 
SPF of under 15 . Products of 29 and 
over are often recommended in the 
mountaineering environment. Most 
sunscreens come off during heavy 
exercise and sweating, so frequent 
reapplication (every 20-30 minutes) 
during times of high exposure is 
wise. Some products (e.g. Derma
tone Ultimate Fisherman's Sun
screen) are particularly resistant to 
water wash -off (although pricey) . 
There is some evidence that sun
screens that include insect repellents 
may be somewhat less effective for 
sun protection. 

In situations with particularly 
intense sunlight (e.g. canoeing), the 
use of occlusive pastes rather than 
simple sunscreen is advised for 
prominences such as the lips and 
tips of the nose and ears. These prod
ucts usually contain a pigment such 
as titanium dioxide in petrolatum. 

The high-altitude snow and ice 

Adirondac 

environment (i.e., Western moun
tains in winter) requires some addi
tional precautions. Reflected sun
light from snow can be particularly 
damaging to the eyes, requiring 
high-efficiency sunglasses ("glacier 
glasses") . Although it seems unusual 
to stress sun protection while wear
ing down clothing, sunburn in this 
environment can be intense and can 
occur in unexpected locations. The 
latter (I can attest from experience) 
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even includes the inside of the 
nostrils. 

Finally, what are the best recom
mendations for older folks whose 
teen years included lots of unprotect
ed sun? Dermatologists recommend 
a complete skin examination look
ing for suspicious lesions for every
one. While I am an agnostic on the 
"everyone" part of this, it is highly 
advisable for those with sunburn his
tories. 

More information on this topic is 
available through the Skin Cancer 
Foundation (skincancer.org). 
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