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                                                       Lip Cancer
Whether in training or during your leisure time, do you spend long periods of time outdoors exposed to sunlight, cold, or wind?  If so, do you use lip balm to protect your lips against drying out and chapping?  Does your lip balm have a sun protection factor (SPF) rating of 15 or higher?  Do you wear a hat to provide shade to your face?  Do you seek shade to avoid direct sunlight exposure?  If you answered “yes” to all these questions, then you are practicing sun-smart behavior and protecting yourself against lip cancer.  If not, you should be aware that sunlight, wind and drying, and outdoor occupations are all risk factors for lip cancer.  So is tobacco use.

The risk for lip cancer is not identical for everyone.  It is more common in older than in younger individuals, in fair-skinned than in dark-skinned individuals, and in males than in females.  The higher rate of lip cancer in older individuals is due to their higher, cumulative, lifetime exposure to the various risk factors for the disease.  The lower rate of lip and skin cancers in dark-skinned individuals is due to the high levels of melanin they have in their skin cells.  Melanin is a pigment that helps protect the skin against burning.  The darker the skin, the more melanin present.  African-Americans, who have the greatest amount of melanin, are the least likely to develop lip or skin cancer.  

The higher rate of lip cancer in men is attributed partly to greater pipe and cigar smoking by men.  Research scientists speculate that heat and trauma from the pipe stem, in addition to localized combustion products of tobacco products, make cigar and pipe smoking more harmful than cigarette smoking as a contributing cause to lip cancer.  

Another factor that contributes to the higher rate of lip cancer in men is their tendency to practice less sun protective behaviors.  A recent study in Los Angeles found that women who frequently applied lipstick with a sun protective agent had one-half the risk of developing lip cancer as women who applied lipstick less frequently and one-seventh the risk as men.

The risk for lip cancer also varies with location.  It is more common in rural than in urban areas and among outdoor workers than among indoor occupations.  Worldwide, the highest rates of lip cancer are found in Canada, the Nordic countries, and Australia.  Utah has the highest rate in the United States, six times higher than the rest of the United States as a whole.

In 1996, 3,600 new cases of lip cancer were diagnosed in the United States.  The annual reported number of cases of lip cancer detected has been declining since 1973.  This is probably due to enhanced public education campaigns about sunscreen use and the need to avoid overexposure to sunlight plus the widespread availability of lip balm containing sunscreen over the past two decades.  However, the recent increase in the popularity of cigar smoking among young men and women may well reverse this trend.

How can you tell if you have lip cancer?  Most commonly, lip cancer appears as a chronic, non-healing ulcer or wart-like growth.  Sometimes, it presents itself as an abnormal redness or thickening of the lip. When felt between the thumb and forefinger, lip cancers often feel hard and swollen.  Nearly all cases (90%) occur on the lower lip.  Lip cancer is uncommon in the corners of the mouth, occurring there in only 2% of cases.

The overall survival rate for lip cancer--90%--is very high.  Several factors contribute to this high survival rate.  First, the lips are a highly visible area where unusual changes are readily noticed, so most cases of lip cancer are detected early.  Second, lip cancer tends to grow slowly and remains localized rather than invade deeper structures as other cancers do.  However, the survival rate for advanced cases can be low.  While the five year survival rate for lip cancers less than 20 mm in size exceeds 90%, lip cancers larger than 20 mm in size have cure rates of less than 50%.  Lip cancers that have metastasized to the lymph nodes may have survival rates as low as 29%.  As with other forms of cancer, early diagnosis and treatment is the key to a favorable outcome.  So, if you suspect you have lip cancer, see your dentist or physician as soon as possible for a professional evaluation.


Oral Cancer
In the United States, an average of three to four people are newly diagnosed with and one person dies from oral cancer every hour.  Although oral cancer is not the most common form of cancer, this little-known disease strikes more Americans annually than some better-known cancers such as leukemia, melanoma, thyroid cancer, stomach cancer, cervical cancer, and ovarian cancer.  And it strikes hard.  The overall five-year survival rate for oral cancer is low--barely half of all oral cancer patients survive.  The reason why the overall oral cancer survival rate is so low is that more than half of all oral cancers are not detected until they are at an advanced stage.  Advanced cases of oral cancer frequently are associated with chronic pain, loss of normal use of the mouth for speaking and eating, and irreparable disfigurement to the face.

“How likely am I,” you might ask, “to get oral cancer?”  The answer to that question depends, in part, on your age, race, and gender, and, in part, on your lifestyle.  National cancer statistics show that over 90% of oral cancers occur in individuals over 45 years of age.  Does this mean that as a young, healthy soldier, you can forget about oral cancer until you hit middle-age?  Certainly not!  The chief way age influences oral cancer rates is through the additive impact over time of bad health behaviors, such as excess alcohol and tobacco use, that can cause cancer. The older you are, the longer you’ve practiced bad health behaviors.  The longer you’ve practiced bad health behaviors, the more likely you are to suffer the consequences.  Repeated assaults of toxins on healthy tissues eventually take their toll.  Remember that bad health behaviors you begin early in life eventually catch up with you.

Another reason young, healthy soldiers shouldn’t dismiss oral cancer is that this devastating disease can and does strike at any age.  Too, because of the high use of tobacco and alcohol in the military, military personnel may be at an increased risk for oral cancer.  Research has shown that smokers are 2-18 times more likely to develop oral cancer than non-smokers.  Individuals who drink heavily and smoke are 24 times more likely to develop oral cancer than individuals who use neither alcohol or tobacco.   

National cancer statistics reveal that oral cancer is more common in African-Americans than in Whites and more common in men than in women.  However, the ratio of oral cancers in men versus women has narrowed from 6:1 in 1950 to 2:1 today.  The increasing occurrence of oral cancer in women has been attributed, in part, to an increased use of alcohol and tobacco by women over the past few decades.

How can you protect yourself against oral cancer?  There are three lines of defense--knowledge, risk avoidance, and regular dental check-ups that include an oral cancer examination.  Your first line of defense is knowledge.  Learn the warning signs and symptoms of oral cancer.  Warning signs and symptoms of oral cancer include a swelling, lump, or growth that does not heal; white or red patches inside the mouth that don’t go away; loose teeth for no apparent reason; pain on swallowing; persistent sore throat; difficulty swallowing or in opening your mouth; a nagging cough or persistent hoarseness; unusual bleeding in your nose or mouth; and numbness or tingling in your lips or tongue.  Be sure to look thoroughly for these warning signs and symptoms.  Oral cancers can occur on the tongue, floor or roof of the mouth, tonsils, salivary glands, and back of the throat.  Most occur on the tongue or floor of the mouth.  Lack of knowledge could lead you to ignore an early sign or symptom of oral cancer, which, in turn, could allow the cancer to progress to a more serious, less readily treatable stage.  Remember, for any type of cancer, the key to enhancing your odds of survival rests with early detection and treatment.  The five-year survival rate for early-stage oral cancers, 80%, is far more favorable than the five-year survival rate for advanced-stage oral cancers, 19%.

Your second line of defense against oral cancer is risk avoidance.  Alcohol and tobacco account for roughly 90% of oral cancer deaths in the United States.  So, to reduce your risk for developing oral cancer, cut down or eliminate alcohol and tobacco use.

Finally, your third line of defense against oral cancer is to see your dentist regularly and make sure you receive an oral cancer examination.  As highly trained specialists in oral diseases, dentists are the health care practitioner of choice for detecting oral cancers.
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