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Skin cancer is the most common type of cancers, one of the more preventable and highly treatable, if
caught early. Melanoma skin cancer causes the vast majority of skin cancer deaths. It is estimated to
result in 100,640 cases and 8,290 deaths this yearl. The incidence rate has been on the rise the past few
decades, and this trend is expected to continue, especially among minority populations. Ultraviolet rays
exposure through sunlight is considered the main risk factor for skin cancer, and farmers and
farmworkers whose outdoor work exposes them to excessive amounts of sun are among the most
vulnerable®.

Studies have shown that farmers are quite knowledgeable about skin cancer, and know sun protective
measures are beneficial, but adherence to such measure is suboptimal®. This suboptimal adherence to
sun protective behaviors (e.g. the use of sunscreens and wearing of long sleeve shirts and wide-brim
hats) represents a significant gap in care, perhaps an indication that decades of public health campaigns
have failed to adequately address the increasing incidence of skin cancer among farmer and
farmworkers®. Prevention and management are the keys to reducing risk of diseases, disabilities and
deaths, which is the focus of the US Department of Health and Human Services (USDHHS) “Health
People 2030” agenda. Thus, interventions aimed at promoting evidence-based skin cancer screenings
and preventive measures are essential to achieving this objective. Within this framework, the USDHHS in
collaboration with the Centers for Disease Control (CDC) and the US Department of Agriculture (USDA)
seek to increase the number of Americans healthy at every stage of life’and reduce the financial burden
of skin cancer.



As far as the wellbeing of farmers and farmworkers is concerned, the Cooperative Extension Service is
uniquely positioned to leverage its human and professional resources in the prevention and
management of skin cancer within the framework of its role as educators and collaborators in chronic
disease prevention and management®. The American Academy of Dermatology (AAD) urges Americans
to protect themselves from the sun in order to minimize risk of skin cancer®. However, a 2021 study
conducted by Tribby and Colleagues concluded that the “general public does not have enough
information in deciding key factors to consider in choosing best sunscreen products”’. This is
particularly relevant to farmers and farmworkers as skin cancer rates rise among limited-resource, low
income and minority farmers®.

Cooperative Extension Agents (CEAs) are expert educators, and trusted sources of research-supported
health information. Thus, their role falls within the scope of practice for delivering health programs
envisaged by the 2014 Cooperative Extension’s National Framework for Health and Wellness®. This role
includes the education of farmers and farmworkers on a) how to protect themselves from the sun and
reduce the risk of developing skin cancer, and b) education on selection and proper use of sunscreens.

Therefore, it is important for CEAs to know that the FDA regulates active ingredients in sunscreens as
“Over-the Counter” drugs, and identifies those that are “Generally Recognized” as safe and effective
photo filters. Secondly, CEAs should be able to provide up-to-date information on sunscreens products,
especially those considered to have a high sun protection factor (SPF) and broad-spectrum coverage.
Thirdly, CEAs should encourage farmers to seek timely care, and navigate local resources needed if there
are any concerning lesions or symptoms for skin cancer. Lastly, they should actively respond to skin
cancer myths and misinformation, and help to build trust on professional authorities such the American
Academy of Dermatology and the American Cancer Society.

Cooperative Extension Agents must operate within the guidelines of their profession by providing
appropriate information that does not cross the line into medical advice, and should refer farmers to
their healthcare providers when personal or out of scope questions are asked about skin cancer.

Take Home Message

*  AAD encourages Americans to minimize the risk of skin cancer by protecting against excessive
sun exposure

*  Farmers whose professional activities expose them to excessive amounts of sun should be
proactive in sun protection

* Risk factors and prevention practices are self-evident; symptoms are generally visible and easy
to detect — unlike other types of cancers. Thus, one of the most preventable and highly treatable
cancers when caught early.

* CEAs have an important role to play, which includes a) providing information for prevention and
self-management of skin cancer, b) selection and proper use of sunscreens, and c) referring
farmers to their healthcare providers when personal or individualized skin cancer professional
advice is warranted.
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