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Key points
• The sun’s ultraviolet (UV) radiation is both a major 

cause of skin cancer and our best source of vitamin D.

• Most people in NSW get enough vitamin D by going 
about their usual daily outdoor activities.

• Just 10 minutes in the sun on most days of the week 
in summer, 15-20 minutes in spring and autumn, 
and 30 minutes in winter, outside peak UV times, will 
give most people enough vitamin D. 

• Short periods of exposure to UV radiation (outside 
peak UV times) are also more effi cient at producing 
vitamin D than long or intense periods of exposure. 
Long periods in the sun do not improve vitamin D 
levels, but increase the risk of skin damage and   
skin cancer.

Australia has the highest rate of skin cancer in the 
world. Around half of all people who spend their life 
here develop some form of skin cancer. By reducing 
our exposure to UV radiation, most skin cancers can  
be prevented.

But the sun’s UV rays also have some important health 
benefi ts. Vitamin D, which is needed to develop and 
maintain strong and healthy bones, is made in the body 
when skin is exposed to UV radiation. Current research 
indicates that vitamin D may also protect against some 
important diseases. 

Almost all our vitamin D comes from the sun’s UV 
radiation. Some food, such as milk, margarines, oily fi sh 
and eggs, contains small amounts of vitamin D, but it is 
very hard to get enough vitamin D from food alone.

This information sheet explains how to get enough 
vitamin D from the sun without increasing your risk of 
skin cancer.

Do you need more sun to get enough 
vitamin D?
Because UV radiation levels are so high in Australia, 
most of us get enough vitamin D just by going about 
our usual daily outdoor activities. Most people don’t 
need to make a special effort to go outside to get a 
suffi cient ‘dose’ of vitamin D.

Some groups in the community may be at risk of low 
levels of vitamin D because they have little exposure to 
UV radiation. These people may include:

the elderly, particularly those who don’t go outdoors • 
very often (older people do not produce vitamin D as 
well as young people)

babies of mothers who have low levels of vitamin D• 

people with naturally dark skin • 

people who cover their skin and heads with clothing • 
and veils for cultural or religious reasons 

people with prolonged illnesses who spend little  • 
time outside.

People who have low levels of vitamin D may need to 
take a supplement and eat foods that are rich in vitamin 
D, rather than spending more time in the sun. If you’re 
concerned about vitamin D, talk to your doctor.

People with naturally dark skin
Research indicates that people with naturally very dark 
skin require more UV exposure to produce adequate 
levels of vitamin D than people with fair skin. This is 
because people with dark skin have more melanin - the 
pigment that gives skin its colour and turns skin darker 
after exposure to sunlight. Melanin works to protect the 
skin from the damaging effects of UV radiation and 
reduces the absorption of UV into body tissues. People 
with very dark skin may need signifi cantly more 
exposure to UV radiation (outside peak UV times) for 
adequate vitamin D than people with fair skin.
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How can you get enough vitamin D 
while still being SunSmart?
To be sure you’re getting enough vitamin D while still 
protecting your skin from the sun, follow these 
guidelines:

Always protect yourself from the sun when the UV • 
Index is 3 or above, which means it’s strong enough 
to damage skin. The SunSmart UV Alert is a great 
tool you can use to help plan your time outdoors so 
you stay safe from the sun and still get enough 
vitamin D. The UV Alert is in daily newspaper 
weather forecasts or go to  www.cancercouncil.
com.au/sunsmart

Exposing your face, arms and hands to the sun for • 
10 minutes in summer, 15-20 minutes in spring and 
autumn, and 30 minutes in winter, outside peak UV 
times (10am-2pm or 11am-3pm daylight saving 
time) should give you enough vitamin D.

During these short times, there’s usually no need to • 
worry about sun protection such as wearing 
sunscreen and a hat — unless the UV Index is 3 or 
above or you are going to be in the sun for a longer 
period of time.

Exposure to UV radiation in a solarium produces little • 
vitamin D, and should NOT be used to treat vitamin 
D defi ciencies.

Does sunscreen stop vitamin D?
Sunscreen fi lters out most but not all UV radiation. 
Regular use of sunscreen when the UV Index is 3 or 
above does not greatly decrease vitamin D levels     
over time. 

Further Information
For more information please visit our website: 
www.cancercouncil.com.au/sunsmart


