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Communities, schools and media must work together to fight skin cancer
Children are our future, yet their future is in jeopardy.

What stands in the way of their bright future? The sun. Sun exposure in the first 15 years of one’s life greatly increases the risk of skin cancer later in life. 

Fortunately, a program already exists to get the word out across the communities of New South Wales. The Cancer Council established the SunSmart Primary School Program in November 2008 to help primary schools educate their students about the harmful effects of sun exposure.

Dire statistics abound: one in two Australian residents develop some form of skin cancer before age 70. Northern Sydney and the Central Coast have a higher-than-average incidence of melanoma; each year, 470 Northern Sydney residents and 227 Central Coast residents are diagnosed. And melanoma can mean a death sentence if not diagnosed and treated quickly.
In fact, more than 30 Australians die each week from this preventable disease.
“It’s not just a matter of, ‘OK, I’ve got this mole and it might be melanoma so I’ll go and get it cut off and it’s just going to be this little stitch,” said Jenny Noblet of the Hunter Melanoma Foundation at Calvary Mater Newcastle Melanoma Unit. “Surgery can be very disfiguring.”

So, what is the easiest remedy? Prevention. 

Unfortunately there is no inoculation against skin cancer. But there is another line of defence that must become part of each and every child’s life: education. Since skin cancer is preventable, the prevention intervention must be an integral routine in all children’s upbringing.

All children must develop healthy skin preservation habits that continue well into their adolescence and adulthood, to be passed on to each successive generation. These habits must be imperative building blocks, much like learning the alphabet, to guarantee a more healthful, productive life.

The SunSmart Primary School Program targets primary schools across New South Wales, offering ready-made lesson plans and resources to educate their students about the perils of sun exposure and how to protect themselves. The program is free to join, and member schools receive a certificate declaring them SunSmart and a large metal SunSmart sign to display on school grounds. 
The program is non-obtrusive. Of course, advocating wearing sunscreen and hats while outside is a key tenet of the SunSmart action plan the Cancer Council develops with member schools. Schools also vow to provide shade in outdoor areas and to try to schedule activities when the sun isn’t as vibrant.

Yet, only two percent of schools in Northern Sydney have signed up as SunSmart, and only 14 percent of Central Coast schools have signed up as SunSmart.

Jackie Kaye, a 42-year-old melanoma and breast cancer survivor from Cremorne, doesn’t understand why any school wouldn’t take part.

“It should have been started a long time ago and every school should take it on,” Kaye said. When Kaye was growing up, there was no emphasis on sun protection. She considers not being taught about the importance of sun protection as a child as a contributing factor to her bout with melanoma. 

“Programs like these are important for kids because they need someone to teach and encourage them,” Kaye said. “Kids are influenced by adults and will go along with them, even if they don’t like it at the time.”

It’s not enough for the Cancer Council to urge schools to join: the word has to come from the community, and the media has the obligation as the fourth estate to look after the well-being of its citizens of all ages.

There is a dearth of coverage of skin cancer, but a deluge of coverage of breast cancer, lung cancer and other more prominent cancers. 


Indeed, all children, adolescents and adults need to learn to be SunSmart. 

The SunSmart Primary School Program is the only viable, valuable program that currently exists to instil sun-safe behaviours in students. 
Thus, all parents should vigorously request that the schools their children attend become partners in this campaign to stem skin cancer.

Being SunSmart should be considered a distinction in the community, signifying a commitment to the future health and well-being of its residents.
For information about Cancer Council’s SunSmart programs and the interactive lessons visit www.cancercouncil.com.au/sunsmart . Parents can also check the daily weather conditions and SunSmart UV Alert at www.bom.gov.au/weather/uv.

Warm regards,

Ashley Zeldin

Media relations volunteer

Cancer Council New South Wales
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