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Reef-friendly sunscreen dispensers launched at Kahalu‘u Bay 
Program promotes reef-friendly sun protection education to support marine life revitalization 

 

KAHALU‘U BAY, Hawai‘i (January 26, 2021)—With Hawai‘i’s ban on the sale of sunscreens 

containing two chemicals harmful to coral reef ecosystems now in effect, a popular snorkeling 

spot on Hawai‘i Island is providing beachgoers with easy access to a sunscreen option that’s kinder 

to marine life—and possibly their own health. 

 

The Kohala Center, in partnership with Raw Elements USA and Target, launched a public reef-

friendly sunscreen dispenser program at Kahalu‘u Beach Park on January 23. The program 

launches as Hawai‘i’s statewide ban takes effect on the sale of sunscreens containing the active 

ingredients oxybenzone and octinoxate. Hawai‘i was first in the world to issue such a ban, 

prompting many governments around the globe to follow suit.  

 

The dispenser idea has even caught on in the Hawai‘i State Legislature, with State Sen. Stanley 

Chang sponsoring Senate Bill 20 and Reps. Lisa Marten and Adrian Tam sponsoring House Bill 

281, which would establish a pilot program to install sunscreen dispensers at four popular Hawai‘i 

beaches, providing reef-friendly sunscreen samples to visitors and education on the harmful effects 

of oxybenzone and octinoxate on marine ecosystems. 

 

Research confirms that active ingredients found in many common sunscreens, such as oxybenzone, 

octinoxate, and octocrylene, are harmful to the health of coral reef ecosystems. These chemicals 

damage coral DNA and larvae, contribute to coral bleaching, and affect the health of algae, fish, 

shellfish, urchins, and marine mammals. Moreover, U.S. Food and Drug Administration (FDA) 

research found that these chemicals, when used topically as directed, are absorbed through the skin 

into the bloodstream. Further research is needed to determine potential health effects and what 

levels of absorption are considered safe. To date, the FDA has designated only two sunscreen 

ingredients as “GRASE” (generally safe and effective): mineral UV filters zinc oxide and titanium 

dioxide. 

 

“Recent science has shown that many of these other sunscreen ingredients can also be harmful to 

marine life, such as octocrylene, homosalate, and octisalate,” said Dr. Craig Downs, a toxicologist 

and executive director of Haereticus Environmental Laboratory. “These chemicals are similar to 

oxybenzone in their toxic action in that they can harm photosynthesis, they can potentially cause 

‘birth defects’ in fish as well as humans, and are endocrine disruptors.” 

 

http://www.kohalacenter.org/
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https://www.capitol.hawaii.gov/measure_indiv.aspx?billtype=SB&billnumber=20
https://www.capitol.hawaii.gov/measure_indiv.aspx?billtype=HB&billnumber=281
https://www.capitol.hawaii.gov/measure_indiv.aspx?billtype=HB&billnumber=281
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s00244-015-0227-7
https://www.fda.gov/news-events/fda-voices/shedding-more-light-sunscreen-absorption
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Two touch-free stations at the bay safely dispense samples of Raw Elements’ Certified Natural 

Sunscreen. Raw Elements uses non-nano zinc oxide, a natural mineral, as its only active ingredient. 

Non-nano zinc oxide is a safer, natural, and effective ingredient that protects humans from the sun 

without threatening or damaging coral reefs and marine life.  

 

A popular place for residents and visitors alike, Kahalu‘u Bay’s vibrant coral reef ecosystem was 

being compromised by high volumes of beachgoers and some of the highest levels of oxybenzone 

measured anywhere in the world. In 2018, The Kohala Center launched a reef-friendly sun 

protection campaign through its on-site Kahalu‘u Bay Education Center, offering sunscreen swaps, 

reef-friendly sunscreen samples, educational pamphlets and programs, and more. Water samples 

taken at the time revealed oxybenzone levels as high as 2,947 parts per billion: 262 times greater 

than EPA’s high-risk threshold. A year and a half later, oxybenzone levels in the bay had dropped 

between 93 and 100 percent across multiple test sites.  

 

“What these results show is that community stewardship and education work,” said Cindi 

Punihaole, Kahalu‘u Bay Education Center program director. “We have meaningful conversations 

with visitors every day to let them know about the damaging effects chemical sunscreens and 

physical contact with corals can have on our vulnerable reefs.” 

 

Raw Elements has been at the forefront of the reef- and human-safe sunscreen movement for a 

decade and is also a 1% For The Planet business member and founder of World Reef Day. 

 

“We can’t express enough how the work of Aunty Cindi and her team at Kahalu‘u Bay is the gold 

standard model to replicate and activate positive change,” stated Brian Guadagno, Raw Elements 

USA Founder. “Our public sunscreen dispenser programs are highly effective, and we are grateful 

to The Kohala Center and Target for bringing this all together to help protect Kahalu‘u Bay and 

its visitors.” 

 

Making this initiative possible through grant support is retail giant Target, with its Kailua-Kona 

store featuring dedicated displays promoting mineral-based sunscreens. “We’re proud to sponsor 

the reef-friendly sunscreen dispenser program at Kahalu‘u Bay,” said Mike Gustafson, team leader 

of Target’s Kona location. “It is important that we protect our fragile coral reef.” In support of this 

initiative, Target will be introducing Raw Elements sunscreen in select stores across the United 

States, including Hawai‘i. 

 

“Our campaign, and the subsequent reduction in visitors due to COVID, have contributed to 

significant improvement in water quality, and the bay has had a chance to begin healing,” 

Punihaole said. “We want to maintain these gains, so reinforcing the message and helping people 

make reef-friendly choices is even more important today. These dispensers are an important tool 

in introducing visitors to the bay to safe, healthy, and effective alternatives, both for the 

environment and for themselves.” 
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About The Kohala Center  

Founded in the year 2000, The Kohala Center (kohalacenter.org) is an independent, community-

based center focused on research, education, and ‘āina stewardship for healthier ecosystems. By 

turning ancestral knowledge and research into action, we cultivate conditions that reconnect us 

with our place, water, food, and people, so that communities in Hawai‘i and around the world can 

thrive—ecologically, economically, culturally, and socially.  

 

About Raw Elements 

Raw Elements USA® (rawelementsusa.com) is a certified-natural sunscreen company and 1% For 

The Planet member that has pioneered the reef-conscious movement with their non-nano zinc 

oxide-based sunscreens. Raw Elements founded World Reef Day in support of its focus on 

sustainability, responsibility, and education.  

 

About Target Corporation 

Minneapolis-based Target Corporation (target.com, NYSE: TGT) serves guests at nearly 1,900 

stores and at Target.com. Since 1946, Target has given 5% of its profit to communities, which 

today equals millions of dollars a week. For the latest store count or for more information, visit 

Target.com/Pressroom. For a behind-the-scenes look at Target, visit Target.com/abullseyeview or 

follow @TargetNews on Twitter. 
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