
A sunny day makes most of us feel
good, but too much sunlight can be
hard on the skin. It is not simply
sudden exposure while on holiday
that is harmful. Even a tan that has
been built up gradually can be
harmful to health. A tan is a sign
that the skin has been damaged.

The problem is caused by the
ultraviolet (UV) rays in sunlight.
People whose job keeps them
outdoors for a long time, such as
farm or building site workers,
market gardeners, outdoor activity
workers and some public service
workers could get more sun on
their skin than is healthy for them.
Such people can be at greater risk
of skin cancer. This leaflet provides
some basic information to help you
protect yourself.

What are the dangers?

In the short term...
sunburn can blister your skin and make it 
peel, but even mild reddening is a 
sign of skin damage.

In the long term...
too much sun will speed 
up the ageing of your skin, 
making it leathery, mottled and wrinkled, 
but the most serious effect is an increased chance of
developing skin cancer. 

Abnormal reactions to sunlight
Some medicines, contact with some chemicals used at 
work (such as dyes, wood preservatives, coal-tar and pitch
products), and contact with some plants, can make your
skin more sensitive to sunlight. Your works doctor or family
doctor should be able to advise you further. Take this leaflet
with you.

Who is at risk of skin cancer?

Some people are more liable to skin cancers than others.
People with white skin are at most risk. Take particular care
if you have:

■ fair or freckled skin that doesn’t tan, or goes red or
burns before it tans;

■ red or fair hair and lightly coloured eyes;

■ a large number of moles 
(50 or above), or multiple 
unusual moles, ie irregular 
outline, or uneven colouring.

Workers of Asian or Afro-
Caribbean origin rarely develop 
skin cancers.

What can I do to protect myself?

Even if your skin is not fair and freckled, you should still be
particularly careful while you are working out of doors in
the summer in the three or four hours around midday. The
sun is most intense at these times. Even on cloudy days, 
UV can filter through.

Dos and Don’ts to 
avoid the dangers

DO cover up:
Ordinary clothing made from 
close-woven fabric, such as a long-
sleeved workshirt and jeans, will stop 
most of the UV. A wide-brimmed hat will shade your face
and help protect your nose, ears and lips.

■ Do try to avoid the mild reddening which is a sign of
skin damage as well as being an early sign of burning.

■ Do try to work and take your breaks in the shade if you
can - this will reduce your risk of harming your skin
and also help to keep you cool.

■ Do continue to take care when you go on holiday -
your skin remembers every exposure.

■ Don’t be complacent; get to know your skin’s most
vulnerable areas (eg back of neck, head) and keep 
them covered.

■ Don’t try to get a tan - it’s not a healthy sign. It might
look good but it indicates that the skin has already been
damaged. A suntan does not eliminate the long-term
cancer risk which is associated with prolonged exposure
to the sun; nor will it protect against premature ageing.

Clothing
Keep your shirt or other top on, especially while you are
working around midday. Don’t be tempted to leave it off,
even if your skin tans easily and does not burn. 



A safety helmet will provide some shade for the head. A
hanging flap can protect the back of your neck if you work
leaning forward.

Sunscreens

Hats and other clothing are the best form of protection, but
sunscreen creams and lotions can add useful protection for
parts of your body that are not easy to shade from the sun.
Look for a sun protection factor (SPF) rating of 15 or more.

Read the supplier’s instructions on how it should be applied.
Don’t forget the backs of your hands.

Check your skin

The first warning sign is often a small scabby spot which
does not clear after a few weeks. Look for changed or newly
formed moles or any skin discolouration. It is normal for 
new moles to appear until 
you are about 18 years 
old. As an adult you 
should pay particular 
attention to any 
growths which 
appear on the face, 
especially around the 
nose and eyes, or on 
the backs of the hands; 
you should show your doctor any moles which grow or
change or start to bleed.

If you notice any of these signs consult your own doctor, or
your works medical department if you have one. Show them
this leaflet and explain that you have an outdoor job.

Fortunately most of these signs will be harmless, but
medical checks may be needed to be sure. Even if a spot 
is cancerous, simple modern treatments can usually cure it
and most don’t spread to other parts of the body. The
smaller the spot the easier it is to cure. So don’t put off
going to the doctor when you know you should.

If you have any kind of medical check-up tell the doctor
that you have an outdoor job and ask if there are any
suspicious signs on your skin.

Skin cancer and you: The facts

Malignant melanoma
On average 30 people die each year in Northern Ireland
from malignant melanoma and there are 170 newly
diagnosed cases.

Other skin cancers
There are also on average 2300 newly diagnosed cases of
other skin cancers each year. These result in approximately
11 deaths per year.

Sources of information

Health and Safety Executive for Northern Ireland (HSENI)
83 Ladas Drive, Belfast BT6 9FR
Tel: 028 9024 3249
Fax: 028 9023 5383
e-mail: hseni@detini.gov.uk
Website: www.hseni.gov.uk
Textphone: 028 9054 6896
HSENI Information and Advice Centre helpline number:
0800 032 0121

Ulster Cancer Foundation
40–42 Eglantine Avenue
Belfast BT9 6DX
Tel: 028 9066 3281
Fax: 028 9066 0081
Websites:
www.ulstercancer.org
www.careinthesun.org

N.I. Cancer Registry 
Website: www.qub.ac.uk/nicr/intro.htm

Advice for outdoor workers from the Health and Safety
Executive for Northern Ireland and The Department of

Health and Social Services and Public Safety

KEEP YOUR 
TOP ON
Health risks from working in the sun


