
Out of Sight, Out Of Mind 
Dunedin-based life coach and public speaker Julie Woods 
lost her sight at the age of 31, and in this edition of Spot 
News, she shares her inspirational story of how learning to 
manage her blindness has helped her through the shock 
and uncertainty of a melanoma diagnosis seven years ago.

56-year-old Julie is stepmother to Melanie 
Esplin, Partnerships Manager with the 
Melanoma New Zealand team working 
to raise awareness about melanoma 
prevention and early detection, and 
provide patient support. 

“I guess it was a case of ‘out of sight, out 
of mind’; I couldn’t see my skin, so while 
I knew about skin cancer, melanoma still 
wasn’t on my radar, and I didn’t think to 
ever get my skin checked," says Julie.

“I was up in Auckland on holiday in 2015 
and had just had a shower. I remember 
coming out of the shower, and my husband 
Ron said that he didn’t like the look of a 
mole on my back. I had been blind for 18 
years at this stage and I couldn’t see the 
mole myself, so I basically ignored him!

“However, three weeks later I was in the 
Bendon store back home in Dunedin and 
was trying on a bra. The retail assistant 
who I knew pointed the mole out to me 
and said that I should get it checked.

“I decided then that I should probably do 
something about it, and Ron and I went 
to the doctor together as he also had a 
spot he was concerned about. We both 
had biopsies and while Ron’s came back 
negative, I was really shocked to find out 
mine was melanoma.

“I had to have further surgery and four 
lymph nodes taken out. I was left in no 
doubt that it was serious, and I was pretty 
worried. I was so relieved when they told 
me the tests were all clear and they had 
got it all, but I continued to have regular 
checks for seven years to make sure 
the cancer hadn’t come back, and that I 
had no further melanomas. I was finally 
discharged from the hospital earlier this 
year and it was a day of celebration! I will 
of course continue to get regular skin 
checks but being officially discharged felt 

like a major milestone.

“It took a while to sink in when I was 
initially diagnosed that this was cancer 
and that it was life threatening. It was 
really frightening; but in many ways I was 
fortunate as I was able to draw on my 
experiences of losing my sight at such 
a young age to help me cope with the 
uncertainty a diagnosis of cancer brings.”

Julie was just 18 years old when she 
was diagnosed with juvenile macular 
degeneration and lost her central vision. 
She then developed an inflammation of the 
retina in 1997 and went blind within three 
months. She was married with two young 
children aged one and three at the time, 
and had to dig very deep to focus on what 
she could do, rather than what she couldn’t. 
After her experiences of learning to live with 
a major disability, Julie approaches life with 
a ‘why not’ attitude and also understands 
the importance of peer support to help her 
through life’s challenges.

“I think I’ve become really good at dealing 
with what is in front of me, and I know 
the importance of maintaining a positive 
attitude. Since I went blind, my approach 
to life has been to just get out there and 
give things a go. I've walked ten half 
marathons, visited the seven wonders of 
the world, and cycled the Otago Rail Trail!

“When Ron and I walked out of the 
hospital after finding out it hadn’t spread 
to my lymph nodes, we went straight to 
the travel agent and booked our bucket 
list trip. I had always wanted to visit New 
York and Tokyo, and we took off and 
travelled to 20 countries in 107 days. 

“I think everything I have gone through 
in dealing with my blindness has taught 
me to ask for help when faced with life’s 
challenges, and to reach out to others 
going through something similar.” 
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Sadly, a good friend of Julie’s who was 
diagnosed with melanoma at the same 
time as she was, passed away which Julie 
found really confronting. “I’ve learnt that 
sometimes you just don’t want to deal 
with things, but you have to, and that’s 
your way through. My advice to anyone 
who has been diagnosed with melanoma 
is to reach out to Melanoma New Zealand 
for support; it will really help to talk to 
people who completely understand what 
you are going through. 

“My focus has always been on dealing with 
my blindness, and of course I couldn’t see 
my back. But the thing is, it’s difficult for 
sighted people to check their backs too, 
but we all need to make sure we get our 
skin checked regularly. Make the effort to 
turn up to the doctor even when you don’t 
really want to – it could save your life.”•



Thanks to support from our membership of The Global 
Melanoma Coalition, we will soon be launching an 
awareness campaign to promote conducting monthly 
skin self-examinations.

We want this skin check campaign to be positive and 
to focus on hope for what our futures may hold. Our 
campaign encourages people to protect ‘future you’, 
and preserve life’s special moments, by checking their 
skin every month. The campaign includes a range of 
initiatives listed to the right, which will be promoted 
through our social media channels.

Melanoma  
New Zealand 
Launching 
‘Because I  
Checked My  
Skin Campaign’  
To Save Lives
The Global Melanoma Coalition brings 
together melanoma patient advocacy 
organisations from around the world to 
support collaboration over melanoma 
awareness, patient resources, patient 
advocacy and access to treatments. 

A skin self-exam video

Available on Melanoma New Zealand’s website at  
www.melanoma.org.nz/early-detection

Digital assistant

A voice-activated digital assistant ‘Skin Check’ app – 
Available on Amazon’s Alexa and the Google Assistant 
platform, the app guides people through what to look for, 
and the seven steps for conducting a full-body skin exam. 
The assistant finishes by offering to set a recurring monthly 
reminder for the exam. To use the Alexa app, it should first 
be enabled by saying “Alexa, enable Skin Check” to your 
Alexa device, then simply “Alexa, open Skin Check”. To use 
the Google App, just say “Hey Google, talk to Skin Check”. 

Using this A-G guide 

Melanoma is one of the few cancers we can see for 
ourselves. That means it’s in our power to catch it early  
– and if we do that, we stand a better chance of beating it.  
So, as we emerge from the COVID pandemic and consider 
what our ‘new normal’ looks like, let’s all make sure it 
includes a monthly self skin check.

Useful skin 
check tools
Some useful skin check 
tools that we will be 
promoting include:



Message 
from the Chief 
Executive
Welcome to the June  
edition of Spot News. 

Patient stories are an important way of 
spreading the word about melanoma 
and a reminder that this disease does 
not discriminate and can strike any of us. 
I would like to thank Julie, Amanda and 
Alyssa for so generously sharing their 
stories in this edition of Spot News, to 
enable more people to understand the 
risks of developing melanoma.

Some of you may have seen media 
coverage in March about a JAMA 
Dermatology report confirming that 
New Zealand has the highest rates of 
melanoma in the world. 

Unfortunately, for too long New Zealand 
has been winning the race that no-one 
wants to win…. the worst incidence 
and death rates of melanoma in the 
world. With case numbers projected to 
increase due to an ageing population and 
ongoing exposure to high levels of UV 
radiation, New Zealand can’t afford to be 
complacent in tackling this issue head on.

Melanoma New Zealand contributed to 
the media coverage and awareness of this 
report, calling on the Government, and 
individuals, to do more to shift the dial on 
our unacceptably high rates of melanoma 
and to address the challenges ahead. 

The good news is that most skin cancers 
are preventable, and if recognised and 
treated early enough, melanoma is almost 
always curable. However, there is so 
much more we could be doing to help 
prevent more people dying unnecessarily 
from melanoma. As individuals, we need 
to build sunsmart practices into our 
everyday routines and to regularly check 
our skin for anything new or changing. 

Some of the actions we believe need to 
be taken by the Government include:

• Enabling New Zealanders to have 
better access to life saving medicines. 
The advance of treatments available 
to melanoma patients in other OECD 
countries in the last 10 years has been 
extraordinary. For example, immune 
checkpoint inhibitors are a major 
breakthrough offering long-term 
control of melanoma. Despite this, 
New Zealanders have not been able 
to benefit from these advances to the 
same extent as melanoma patients in 
many OECD countries, and we need 
the Government to support better 
access to these innovative treatments.

• Investing in existing infrastructure 
to deliver a comprehensive and 
cohesive skin cancer prevention and 
early detection programme. Robust 
prevention and early detection 
programmes are the best way to 
increase sun protection behaviours 
and reduce UVR exposure, but 
these require significant investment 
from the New Zealand Government. 
Public investment in comprehensive 
skin cancer primary prevention 
programmes show strong potential for 
economic as well as health benefits. 
Recent research estimates the total 
cost to New Zealand in 2021 for new 
patients with melanoma was $51.2 
million, and for keratinocyte skin 
cancer $129.4 million.

• Including skin cancer in early detection 
public awareness programmes.

• Developing mandatory sun protection 
policies, practices and environments at 
New Zealand early childhood centres  
and schools.

• Recognising UV radiation as a work-
related carcinogen. Those who work 
outdoors receive up to 10 times more 
sun exposure than indoor workers and 
therefore have a higher than average  
risk of developing skin cancer.

• Listing sunscreen as a therapeutic 
product in the Therapeutic Products 
Regulatory Scheme.

• Passing legislation to ban the use of 
sunbeds for cosmetic purposes.

In other news, our Nurse Educator Gill 
Rolfe has been busy out on our Melanoma 
New Zealand Spot Check Van providing 
free spot checks and information on 
the prevention and early detection of 
melanoma. Over the past few months  
the van has travelled to Takapuna,  
Devonport, Te Puke, Mission Bay 
Greenhithe, Tauranga, Whakatane, 
Gisborne, Tokoroa, Richmond Yacht Club 
Westhaven, Morrinsville, Whangarei, 
Kaikohe, Rotorua and Huntly - plus some 
visits to corporates too. 

I would like to acknowledge the retirement 
of our Deputy Chair Paul Head from the 
Board of Melanoma New Zealand; we are 
deeply appreciative of his commitment 
to the cause and for all he has done to 
contribute to the work of Melanoma  
New Zealand over the past five years. 

Many thanks also to the Marketing 
Association for its support via the 
inaugural Keith Norris Cup Charity Golf 
Event last month – photos and an event 
update will be included in the August 
edition of Spot News. We are also very 
appreciative of Hutchwilco for its support 
enabling Melanoma New Zealand to 
attend the Hutchwilco New Zealand Boat 
Show, we are grateful for the opportunity 
to take our van to this event and to 
promote lifesaving messages and provide 
free spot checks to people at increased 
risk due to spending a lot of time 
outdoors and on the water. 

Finally, I would like to thank all of you 
reading this newsletter for the support you 
so generously give to this important cause. 
Thank you for helping to save lives • 

Warm regards

Andrea Newland 
Chief Executive 
Melanoma New Zealand

Thanks to our supp rters. 



“I was aware of melanoma but never 
for one second did I think my smudge 
was cancer. I first noticed it in January 
2016 - it was sore, as if I had stood on 
something. It was a rusty-coloured, 
smooth smudge, not instantly 
recognisable as a mole or freckle. I 
remember considering perhaps I had 
stood on an oyster shell at the beach 
and some had broken off in my foot (as 
happened often as a child). Thinking that 
foreign material was stuck in it, I took 
to my foot with a needle to try and get 
whatever it was out.

“I didn’t find any foreign material, but it 
was still sore and not healing. I went to my 
GP certain at that stage that I had stood 
on something. I literally never thought a 
melanoma could look like that, or that it 
would end up hurting so much. My GP at 
the time was devastated to miss it.

“I come from the generation where 
women were raised to be capable, strong 
and resilient and just get on with it. Also 
being a Mum it’s common practice to put 
others’ needs ahead of your own. I was 
busy with kids and life; I’d just changed 
careers from being a lawyer to starting 
Inspire by Amanda, a personal training 
and bootcamp business which was 
thriving. I assumed my foot would heal 
naturally and I just didn’t have the time 
to focus on it. 

“Throughout 2016 my foot really 
bothered me, being extremely painful 
at times. I remember going away for 
a weekend with my husband and not 
actually being able to walk properly with 
my foot being so painful. It was starting 
to look like something was eating my 
flesh by this point. My husband nagged 
me to go back again to the doctor but as 
I’d had it checked out by ultrasound and 
x-ray, I put it down to being so busy on 
my feet all day and it not having time to 

properly heal. I was fit and healthy, and 
had a “she’ll be right” attitude.

“However, over the Christmas holidays 
when I was up north with family, I was 
such a mess with the pain that I went to a 
local doctor on Saturday. The doctor took 
one look at my foot and said ‘that’s skin 
cancer, and you need a biopsy urgently’. 

“I still don’t think it registered as it was 
so unlike what I thought a melanoma 
could look like. I went to a specialist 
when I got back to Auckland who 
performed a punch biopsy, and I was 
absolutely shocked when the results 
came back as invasive melanoma.

“I required two surgeries in February 
2017. The first was to remove the cancer 
together with a 1cm clearance zone 
around it which left a really sizeable hole 
in the sole of my foot. Due to the size 
of the hole they weren’t able to do a 
skin graft immediately, a special suction 
pump dressing was used to decrease 
the size of the hole. Two weeks later 
they performed the second surgery: a 
full thickness skin graft to plug the hole. 
They used the same foot (my right foot) 
for the skin graft so now there were two 
wound sites.

“I then began the slow journey of healing. 
I was literally off my foot for 11 weeks - I 
missed my children’s entire school term. 
My local community was absolutely 
amazing. A friend arranged a meal roster, 
playdates and school drop offs and pick 
ups were arranged for my kids. My mum 
also came down from Omaha for a few 
weeks to assist my husband and help me 
as I needed assistance to shower, and I 
just couldn’t really function properly or 
look after my family.

“I am so incredibly thankful that they caught 
the cancer in time, and it hadn’t spread. 

“I grew up in the sun, and definitely 
got my share of sunburn. The sunburn 
I got as a teenager contributed to me 
developing melanoma as an adult. My 
message to young people is that you are 
not invincible: cover up, use sunscreen, 
reapply often, and know that what you 
do now can really impact you when you 
are older. 

“I remember my daughter, who is now 
14, coming home with sunburn, and I 
was pretty upset. We absolutely have to 
instill in our kids, particularly as they get 
older and more independent, about the 
importance of taking responsibility for 
their skin and applying sunscreen regularly. 

“Being diagnosed with cancer was 
a huge shock. Some people don’t 
understand how serious melanoma 
can be if you don’t catch it in time. It 
was the small things that got me, like 
having to tick the cancer box in medical 
questionnaires.

“The first year after my diagnosis was 
the hardest, as I was pretty worried that 
the cancer would come back. I had to 
have checks every three months then six, 
and finally moved to annual checks. 

“I have learnt how vigilant I have to be 
with sunscreen too. Instead of storing  
my sunscreen in the kitchen cupboard, 
I’ve moved it to my bathroom, alongside 
my skincare, so it’s now part of my 
regular morning routine before I even 
leave the house. 

“I think as mums we are always looking 
after others, but we need to look after 
ourselves too. At the end of the day, that 
rust-coloured smudge was a change to 
my skin, and what I’ve learnt is that every 
change needs to be fully investigated.’’ •

Never For  
One Second  
Did I Think  
My Smudge 
Was Cancer

Aucklander Amanda Lockyer was just 
41 years old, with two young children, 
when she noticed a strange ‘smudge’ 
on the sole of her right foot.



Supporting Our  
Yachting Community
New Zealand boasts some of the best 
sailors, and sailing conditions, in the 
world. With so many kiwis enjoying this 
popular sport, it is really important that 
we make sure people know how to keep 
themselves safe when outside enjoying 
themselves in the sun and on the water.

Melanoma New Zealand works closely  
with Yachting New Zealand to support 
their communications to their members 
about sun safety and the prevention 
and early detection of melanoma. We 
have been welcomed at many of their 
sailing regattas. 

In March this year, Yachting New Zealand 
held its annual corporate sailing day to 
thank all the businesses and organisations 
that support their work. Kicking off at 
Westhaven Marina, Melanie Esplin from 
Melanoma New Zealand was privileged to 
attend the day which included corporate 
teams being hosted on sailing boats out 

on the harbour. The six hosted boats 
were joined by some of New Zealand’s 
high- performance sailors, and the teams 
participated in four races, on a windless 
day, which required much skill by the 
sailors and guests to get the boats moving! 

The fun (and sun) filled day also had a 
serious message, with Yachting New 
Zealand handing out sunscreen and 
wide-brimmed hats to everyone heading 
out on the boats. Our Melanoma New 
Zealand Mobile Spot Check Van also 
attended the event with Nurse Educator 
Gill Rolfe providing education and free 
spot checks to attendees once they 
exited the water, as well as to a few 
members of the public who passed by. 
We were delighted by the number of 
people who were keen to get a free spot 
check and to find out more about keeping 
safe in the sun and the importance of 
checking their skin regularly • 

Book a phone or virtual consultation
If you or a family member are concerned 
about a possible melanoma, are dealing 
with a melanoma diagnosis or have a 
question about melanoma, Nurse Gill 
Rolfe, our dedicated melanoma nurse 
educator, is now available for a phone 

or online consultation. We always 
recommend you speak to your GP or a 
specialist, but Gill can help answer your 
questions, explain terminology, or put 
you in touch with other support services. 

Available for people living in New 
Zealand only, you can make an 
appointment at www.melanoma.org.nz/
book-a-consultation.
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“I now check my moles like crazy”
Christchurch resident Alyssa Sherriff was 27 years old, and newly 
pregnant with her second child Louis, when she found out last 
year that she had a melanoma on her face.

“My mother had noticed the mole on my 
face was looking more prominent before 
Christmas the year before. At about the 
same time, I also went to my GP with 
my older son Lachie about something 
completely different, and my doctor 
pointed it out to me as well and said she 
thought it needed to be taken out.

“But with Christmas coming up, it was a 
busy time of the year, and once I found 
out I was pregnant with Louis, I just put it 
off. However, when I went to the doctor 
again in early March, she compared the 
mole on my face with a photo that had 
been taken at my last visit, and said that 
it had grown and it really did need to be 
removed and tested.

“At that point I decided I did need to 
do something about it, and so I had it 
removed. I was pretty shocked when it 
came back as a melanoma. I lost my cousin 
to melanoma about 11 years ago when he 
was only 23. 

“It was pretty scary as my melanoma was 
almost in exactly the same place as his. I 
was diagnosed with a Stage 1 melanoma 
and was just so lucky that it hadn’t spread 

any further. My cousin’s melanoma 
moved pretty fast, and it was 
dreadful when he died. I was told 
by my doctor that because I was 
pregnant, cells can multiply even 
faster than normal, so I was very 
fortunate that we got it in time. 

“We are a family with a lot 
of moles on our skin, so I’d 
always been aware of the risk 
of developing a melanoma 
and I do wear sunscreen. I 
think that because this mole 
had been there for such a long 
time, I didn’t really notice it 
was changing. When I now look 
back at photos, I can see how 
much it had actually grown over an 
18-month period.

“I now check my moles like crazy, but I 
didn’t realise the mole on my face was 
changing and it was right in front of me 
every day when I was putting on my 
make-up. I’m sharing my story because I 
really want to encourage people to make 
sure they are checking their skin properly 
for any changes, and also to get a regular 
skin check by their doctor. •

We are always so grateful for the support of volunteers to help us increase  
our presence at events and activities around the country. If you are interested  
in finding out more, please email admin@melanoma.org.nz or contact Zoe  
on 0800 463 526.

Volunteer For Melanoma 
New Zealand 

www.melanoma.org.nz/donate  
or phone 0800 463 526.

Will You Help Save A Life?
Every donation we receive from you, our wonderful donors, goes towards 
supporting the urgent work we do at Melanoma New Zealand to help save 
lives. Tragically, we lose too many of our loved ones to this terrible disease,  
and yet if caught and treated early, melanoma is nearly always curable. To  
try to turn around New Zealand’s terrible statistics, we need to reach as many 
people as we can with our life saving messages about the vital importance of 
both staying safe in the sun, and getting regular skin checks.  

Your generous support enables us to get the message out into the community.  
Will you help save a life? No donation is too small, and we are very grateful for 
any support you can provide.   


