Sun safety: Early prevention can avoid problems with your skin, vision 
Summer season brings the necessity of protecting oneself from damaging rays 
The best treatment is preventive medicine, which means proper protection 
Razmig Knajian 
Special to The Daily Star 
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The summer season has kicked into high gear, as more and more people are spending their time under the sun, playing and performing outdoor activities such as swimming, sun bathing and playing sports. However, an essential factor of summer is very often forgotten: that the harmful rays of the sun may cause health problems later on in life. 
Not only does excessive exposure to sunlight cause premature aging and skin problems, but several studies, published in various medical journals, have now clearly established a link between the sun’s ultraviolet rays and its contribution to various eye diseases. 
Age-related macular degeneration (AMD), cataract and keratitis (inflammation of the cornea) are some of these eye conditions caused by excessive exposure to sunlight. 
People who are reported spending five or more hours per day outdoors and under the sun during their teens, 20s and even 30s have a greater risk of developing AMD later on in life, especially in their 50s and 60s. 
AMD is a progressive eye disease wherein the back part of the eye, which processes the images and is called the retina, starts degenerating and breaking down. In the early stages of the disease, the person starts to develop distorted and blurry vision. In extreme cases, a small portion of these patients go legally blind, with only partial vision remaining as currently there is no effective treatment for the condition. 
The best treatment of AMD is preventive medicine, such as a proper protection from excessive exposure to sunlight. 
Cataract is another condition that might be caused by sunlight exposure. The lens inside the eye is very similar to the lens of the camera; it handles the job of focusing the images received by the eye. Cataract is a condition where the natural lens inside the eye starts becoming cloudy and loses its transparency because of excess exposure to the sun’s ultraviolet light. 
This will lead to decreased vision and difficulty in driving at night because of halos and glares. This condition can be properly treated through surgical intervention, which is called cataract extraction. This means replacing the natural lens inside the eye, which has turned cloudy, with a silicon lens that has characteristics similar to the natural lens that has been removed. Researches have discovered that people with brown eyes (brown iris, which is the correct medical term) and who are exposed to excessive sunlight have a greater tendency to develop cataracts than people with green or blue eyes. 
As of today, nobody knows the clear medical reason behind it. Some theories suggest that darker eyes actually have a tendency to absorb more sunlight and consequently UV rays when exposed to sunlight. This excessive absorption of sunlight might be the reason for the formation of the cataract. 
Keratitis is another condition wherein the front surface of the eye, the cornea, becomes inflamed because of excessive sun exposure. 
It is usually a painful condition and takes weeks to heal. This condition is more prone to occur with people who wear contact lenses. 
So there are several precautions that should be taken before heading to the beach next time. The basic advice is to try and avoid direct exposure to sunlight anywhere between 11am and 3pm. 
The use of protective wear, such as a hat with a brim or visor is highly recommended. Sunglasses should be worn all the time, and they should have certain specifications, such as anti-reflective, polarized and 100 percent UVA and UVB protections. The lens of the sunglasses, besides providing 100 percent UV protection, should be large enough to properly cover the entire eye. The lens of any sunglasses, which matches the minimum requirements or standards set by European Community and the US Food and Drug Administration, should have a label on the lens placed by the manufacturer stating the type of the lens and as well as its UV protection levels. 
In extreme cases, people who are very sensitive to sunlight might benefit from wearing Zeiss polarized lenses. Individuals who are on certain medication should consult their doctors before exposing themselves to the sunlight. Birth control pills, antibiotics, and tranquilizers are some of the medications that make the eye more sensitive to sunlight. 
For individuals who wear contact lenses, when heading to the beach, should be very careful since excessive sunlight and heat will cause the contact lens to dry up in turn leading to redness, irritation and in some cases inflammation of the eye. 
Swimming in chlorinated swimming pools or in the sea is not recommended with contact lenses because it might lead to catching an infection from the water. Bacteria and microbes have the ability to stick to the contact lenses and have greater access to penetrate the eye. People who wear contact lenses to the beach for swimming should wear goggles when entering the swimming pool, as well as cleaning their lenses properly as soon as they finish their day at the beach with proper disinfecting solutions. 
Laser-vision correction has recently become a widely popular procedure in Lebanon. Individuals who have had laser vision correction performed on their eyes recently should follow the recommendation and instruction of their eye doctors before heading to the beach and exposing their eyes to the sunlight, since their eyes and especially the cornea has not yet properly healed and might be prone to any sort of infection or inflammation. 
Last, but definitely not the least, children are very susceptible to sun-related eye problems as they spend more time outdoors. Proper protection, including hats and sunglasses, should be worn by children on a regular basis to avoid any eye problems in the later years of their life. 
Proper protection is the best medical treatment for any medical condition. Summer is the most enjoyable time of the year and nothing should spoil that. However, an enjoyable summer can also mean a safe and healthy one for your eyes with proper protection, so don’t ruin your entire life for the pleasure of one summer. 
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