
! The next time you go div-
ing, you may be asked to 

leave your sunscreen at home. 
Researchers at Polytechnic Univer-
sity of the Marche in Italy conduct-
ed laboratory experiments around 
the world and found that some 
chemicals found in sunscreens—
namely derivatives of paraben, cin-
namate, benzophenone and 
camphor—can awaken dormant 
viruses and kill the symbiotic algae 
that live inside coral polyps. With-
out them, the corals themselves 
“bleach,” turn white and die. 

The research team estimates 

that people use 16,000 to 25,000 
tons of sunscreen in tropical coun-
tries annually, potentially releasing 
4,000 to 6,000 tons a year in reef 
areas worldwide. 

Different sunscreen brands, 
protection factors and concentra-
tions were used in the experiment, 
and all treatments caused bleach-
ing of hard corals, regardless of the 
amount used, within four days. 

Some popular tourist destina-
tions already enforce sunscreen 
restrictions. The Xcaret Cancun 
Mexico Eco Park, for instance, 
only allows the use of biodegrad-

able or PABA-free sunscreens 
in the park. “The oil in regular 
sunscreens stays floating on the 
surface of the water for a very 
long time. This affects the flow of 
oxygen and also pollutes water. It 
affects marine life in general, coral 
included,” says Iliana Rodriguez, a 
representative for the park. 

Completely discontinuing the 
use of sunscreen isn’t necessary, 
says Polytechnic’s study leader 
Roberto Danovaro. The problem 
sunscreens contain chemical 
filters, which absorb ultraviolet 
radiation. Check your labels and 

instead use sunscreens with physi-
cal filters that scatter and reflect 
ultraviolet radiation, usually 
zinc oxide or titanium dioxide. 
—DEANNA UUTELA
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currents
notes, news & Stuff you can use

Review

Endless Ocean
I was skeptical when I sat down 
to play Nintendo’s new diving-
oriented video game “Endless 
Ocean.” Reviews I read be-
forehand—while positive—used 
phrases like “diving simulator” 
and “non-game” due to a lack of 
high-intensity action. But after a 
quick tutorial on using the Nin-
tendo Wii’s remote control to 
move around, I started to gain 
an appreciation for the thing. 
As in real life, navigation and 
buoyancy control took time and 
practice to master. I had a boat, 
some scuba gear and an empty 
map, and my topside boat 
buddy—an emo-looking cutie 
snugged into a life vest—set me 
free to explore new dive sites 
and fill in her fish encyclopedia 
by interacting with marine life. 
Eco-purists beware: Marine life 
interaction requires petting, 
poking and feeding the fish. 
My heartiest chuckle came 
when a virtual tourist asked 
that I guide him as his personal 
divemaster. As a dive guide in 
real life, I naturally took him 
up on the offer and found that 
Nintendo made this part espe-
cially realistic. My charge in-
sisted that I show him a hump-
head wrasse, and he wouldn’t 
shut up about that damn fish 
throughout the dive. I showed 
him hammerhead sharks, 
stingrays and any number of 
beautiful tropicals on top of 
dramatic underwater rock and 
coral formations. “What about 
the humphead wrasse,” he 
piped up just before—true to 

scuba tourist 
form—he got 
lost, requir-
ing me to do 
search pat-
terns across 
the cyber 
reef. At least 
he tipped. 
—TRAVIS 
MARSHALL

eco-threat

Beat the Sun, Kill the Reefs 
A new study finds certain sunscreen ingredients awaken dormant, deadly viruses in corals. 

Spring is in the air and really big fish 
are in the seas off Belize and the Bay 
Islands.

! Whale shark seekers in Placencia, 
Belize, head to Gladden Spit at fairly pre-

dictable intervals because the presence of these 
giant fish is dictated by the coordinated habits 
of many smaller ones. Millions of sex-crazed 
cubera and dog snapper come here to breed 
around the time of the full moon, and the 
sharks filter feed on the clouds of eggs and 
sperm. 

In Utila, Honduras, the process is a little 
less structured. Dive boats often take advan-
tage of surface interval time to explore with 
eyes peeled, giving divers a chance to snorkel 
with the spotted behemoths while they off-gas, 
and researchers offer dedicated whale shark 
snorkeling trips during the season.

No matter where you encounter one of 
these amazing creatures, carry a camera 
and you can do your part to help scientists 
find out more about them. Brad Norman co-
founded the nonprofit group Ecocean Inc. to 

address problems—shark finning, environment 
destruction and a lack of knowledge about 
their lives in general—that create an ever-grow-
ing threat to whale sharks worldwide. Central 
to the project is an online database, the Whale 
Shark Photo-identification Library, which 
tracks whale sharks via the spot patterns 
behind their pectoral fins. Anyone can help 
by submitting pictures of sharks they’ve seen, 
along with information about the locations and 
encounters.

+  Get More
Best time to go: The spring 

season runs roughly March to June. 
April and May are the peak months.
Belize Encounters: Diving and 

snorkeling trips are avail-
able. Visit placencia.com

Bay Islands Encoun-
ters: Planned trips 
are snorkel-only. 
See wsorc.com or 
deepblueutila.com
Photo Tagging: 
Check out recent 
worldwide sight-
ings and post your 
own encounters at 
ecocean.org

UTILA
Belize

!

Cont.’d
from 
p.  23.

big animals

Whale Shark Season

New Release

In Your Face
The newest underwater 3D IMAX phenomenon, 
Dolphins and Whales 3D: Tribes of the Ocean, 
brings you face to face with the biggest animals in 
the ocean in an attempt to boost awareness of the 
trouble these animals face. “If you talk with people 
in the street and ask if whales are endangered, 
they’ll probably say ‘no, we stopped hunting them,’ 
but the threat they face today from loss of habitat 
and pollution is even worse,” director Jean-Jacques 
Mantello says. 

The film’s dive team spent three years traveling 
the world to get footage of often-elusive creatures. 
From calving humpbacks in Tonga to tribes of orca 
in New Zealand. “We are giving people the chance 
to approach these animals as closely as possible,” 
Mantello says. “This film takes you there and makes 
you feel like you’ve dived with these animals.”

Dolphins and Whales 3D: Tribes of the Oceans pre-
miered February 13. It was presented by Jean-Michel 
Cousteau and narrated by Daryl Hannah. It’s the third 
movie in an ocean awareness trifecta from Mantello, 
who also directed Ocean Wonderland 3D and Sharks 3D. 
Watch the trailer at the marine life channel on Scuba Div-
ing TV. Visit scubadiving.com and click on Photo/Video.


