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WHO advises ••• 
Protect yourself from the sun 

Sunshine may brighten our life but 
too much of it is not always a good 
thing. Sunlight contains ultraviolet 
rays that not only tan pale skin but 
also increase the risk of health prob
lems. Even more critically, research 
shows that ultraviolet radiation may 
damage DNA and could have ge
netic effects. 

Exposure may speed up the develop
ment of AIDS in people who are 
seropositive. Ultraviolet radiation 
also cuts down the effectiveness of 
vaccines. 

Too much sunlight damages the 
eyes too. Ultraviolet rays can harm 
the cornea - the transparent front 
part of the eye - and can cause some 
kinds of cataract. Although direct 
sunlight is the main problem, re
flected sunlight can also be damag-

The "slip, slop, slap" education campaign in Australia uses humour to warn the public of danger 
from excessive exposure to the sun 's rays. Photo Still Pictures/M. Edwards© 

The sun is not the only source of 
ultraviolet rays, but it is the main 
one that affects all of us . Levels of 
solar ultraviolet radiation are going 
up as a result of depletion of the 
earth 's ozone layer. At the same 
time, more people are developing 
malignant melanoma and other 
forms of skin cancer, even in coun
tries where sunscreens are widely 
used. 

Ultraviolet radiation not only 
causes cell mutation but also alters 
the body 's immune responses and 
makes it more susceptible to infec
tions. Many genes and several 
viruses, from herpes simplex to HIV, 
are activated by ultraviolet radiation. 

ing. Conditions such as snow blind
ness, for instance, are thought to be 
due to ultraviolet rays in sunlight 
reflected off snow on the ground. 

There's nothing wrong with 
enjoying the sun, but it makes sense 
to take a few precautions. Protecting 
young children is particularly impor
tant since too much ultraviolet 
radiation can have long-term conse
quences. Skin cancer affects light
skinned people much more than 
those with darker skins. It is best to 
stay out of the sun around noon, or 
wear protective clothing, hats and 
sunglasses. Tightly woven fabrics, 
such as cotton denim, give the best 
protection from ultraviolet rays . 

An authoritative review of the en
vironmen tal and health effects 
of ultraviolet radiation is con
tained in Ultra violet radiation 
(no. 160 of W HO'S series 
En vironmental Health Criteria) 
w hich describes the effects of ra
d iation from both artificia l and 
natu ral sources, with particular 
reference to depletion of the 
ozone layer. This book (order 
no. 1 160 160) costs Sw. fr. 51 .
or US $45.90 (Sw.fr. 35.70 in 
developing countries). 
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Shade protects from the sun but 
its value should not be overesti
mated. Even someone shaded from 
direct sunlight may still be exposed 
to a quarter or more of the total solar 
ultraviolet radiation. 

Sunburn can be painful. It is a 
natural warning to us to stay out of 
the sun. Sunscreens help prevent 
sunburn but they may encourage 
people to stay too long in the sun, 
resulting in excessive exposure to 
wavelengths of sunlight they do not 
block. There is no evidence that 
sunscreens prevent skin cancer. 

Lying on a sunbed to get a tan is 
also not recommended because of 
the high levels of ultraviolet radia
tion involved. Using a sunbed once a 
week from age 20 may double a 
person's risk of skin cancer by age 
45. 

At noon, when the sun is over
head, ultraviolet radiation levels are 
10 times greater than at either three 
hours before (9 am) or three hours 
after (3 pm). An untanned person 
with fair skin can receive a mild 
sunburn in as little as 25 minutes at 
noon but the same person would 
have to lie in the sun for at least two 
hours to receive the same dose after 

3pm. • 




