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IMarEST Emerging Marine Trends 

Issue 6 - Sunscreen 
An environmentally friendly way to protect ourselves on holiday? 

 
Holidaymakers all over the world are responsible for large concentrations of sunscreens 

entering the oceans every year and there are claims that even small concentrations of the 

wrong types can cause huge damage to marine life. Certain chemicals such as oxybenzone, 

commonly found in sunscreens, are toxic to the algae that provide nutrients to corals. Death 

of these algae causes a loss of colour (coral bleaching) and an increased chance of coral 

death. Sunscreens also affect reproduction in fish, so their populations do not recover as 

quickly after humans have fished in a certain area.  

A major problem is that the UV-absorbing ingredients in sunscreens can stay in the ocean and 

in animals for a long time, allowing them to be passed along the food chain to predators such 

as dolphins and birds. However, there is a potential solution that we can all take to help solve 

this problem.  

Shinorine sunscreen is a ‘green’ sunscreen that can be made using naturally-occurring active 

ingredients that absorb the sun’s UV rays. It biodegrades quickly in the environment, helping 

to avoid problems with the harmful ingredients lingering in the oceans. It is also now possible 

to mass produce shinorine in the laboratory, where previously this was a highly inefficient 

process. 

While this looks like a very promising solution, there are a number of concerns surrounding 

sunscreen and coral reefs. Firstly, there has been some scepticism of the extent to which 

normal sunscreens are damaging to  coral reefs and this is still an area of active research for 

scientists. Many believe that governments are clinging on to the solution as an ‘easy-win’ for 

appearing to tackle environmental issues. This could be acting as a smokescreen, diverting 

their attention away from the wider and potentially more damaging issues surrounding climate 

change, such as ocean acidification and rising ocean temperatures. 

Furthermore, should the effect of chemicals such as oxybenzone be as damaging as has been 

claimed, and shinorine be adopted as a more eco-friendly alternative, there are still unknowns 

about the effects it will have on marine wildlife. As such, a considerable amount of research is 

still required.  

http://www.imarest.org/
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/329991786_Photochemical_response_of_the_scleractinian_coral_Stylophora_pistillata_to_some_sunscreen_ingredients
https://theconversation.com/making-a-cleaner-greener-environmentally-safe-sunscreen-95627
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/29304277
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How can you help? 

Last year saw the 3rd International Year of the Reef (IYOR). IYOR 2018 was a year-long 

campaign of events and initiatives hosted by governments and non-governmental 

organisations (NGOs) from around that world to enact change and strengthen long-term 

collaborations for coral reef conservation. You can find out more about IYOR and the 

successes of last year on their website.   

In support of IYOR2018, the IMarEST produced a ‘help save coral reefs’ infographic, detailing 

ten easy ways that you can help preserve them. We also produced a dedicated coral reef 

webpage with even more resources on how you can get involved with the plight of coral reefs.  

Please visit our coral reef web page, download the infographic and share it with family, friends 

and work colleagues to help save our precious reefs.  

 

 

 

http://www.imarest.org/
https://www.iyor2018.org/
https://www.imarest.org/policy-news/institute-news/item/4278-ten-easy-ways-to-save-coral-reefs

