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Text by Simon Pridmore

There is still a lot of confusion 
around nitrox these days. Simon 
Pridmore talks about what it does 
and does not do, the benefits 
of diving with nitrox, and why a 
nitrox course is a good idea.

The other day, I came across a ques-
tion on a divers’ chat room: “My boy-
friend is doing a nitrox course. Should 
I do the course with him? I do not 
need it as I always have at least 1500 
psi left in my tank at the end of a dive 
when he is down to 500psi.”
 There is so much to unravel in this 
question. It shows how, even now, 
after nitrox has been widely available 
to sport divers for almost 30 years, 
there is still a lot of confusion about 
what it is and what it does.

What nitrox does  
and what it does not do
By far, the greatest benefit of diving 
with nitrox rather than air is the fact 
that with nitrox, you are breathing less 
nitrogen than if you were breathing air.
 Assuming that the nitrox you are 

breathing is nitrox 32, as is almost 
always the case in recreational diving 
circles these days, then 68% of each 
breath you take is nitrogen rather 
than 79% when you are breathing air. 
This means that the nitrogen level in 

your body builds up more slowly dur-
ing a nitrox dive than during an air 
dive. Therefore, if you are using nitrox 
and if your computer is set to nitrox, 
it will take longer for you to arrive at 
your no-decompression limit than if 

you were breathing air. 
 If you are typically doing dives on 
air where your dive time is dictated 
by your no-decompression limit rather 
than your air supply—that is, you are 
coming up from your dive with plenty 

of air left because your computer is 
showing that you are about to go 
into deco—then switching to nitrox 
will give you longer dives. However, 
if you are typically ending your dives 
when you run low on air and still have 
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plenty of no-decompression time 
remaining, then switching to nitrox will 
make no difference at all to how long 
your dive lasts.
 Switching to nitrox has absolutely 
no effect on how quickly you use 
up your breathing gas. There are 
plenty of techniques that will help 
you reduce your consumption rate, 
but that is a separate discussion. My 
book Scuba Confidential has a whole 
chapter on it.

Why a nitrox course  
is a good thing to do
So, should you do a nitrox course? 
Yes, you should, and this is why.

 As you gain more diving experi-
ence, you will reach a point where 
two things start happening. First, you 
no longer use up your breathing gas 
as fast as you did in the beginning; 
and second, you start doing deeper 
and more challenging dives. This is 
when you will want to use nitrox to 
give you more dive time.
 As you get more experienced 
and begin to travel farther afield to 
dive, you will probably start doing 
extended trips with three, four, even 
five dives a day. Using nitrox with 
schedules like these will extend your 
dive time, which is especially true 
on later dives in the day when your 

no-decompression time on air may 
become quite short. 
 If your dive partner is using nitrox, 
then, no matter what your consump-
tion rate is, it is good for both of you 
to be on nitrox, so that your computer 
profiles match as closely as possible. 
If you are both breathing the same 
gas, you will have a good idea of your 
partner’s remaining no-decompression 
time, simply by looking at your own 
computer. If one of you is using nitrox 
and the other is using air, then, espe-
cially if you are doing multiple dives in 
a day, the remaining no-decompres-
sion time figures on your respective 
computers will be very different.

 Here is a good example of what 
can easily happen when you have 
a team of divers, some of whom are 
using air and others nitrox. It hap-
pened when I was diving in Lembeh 
Strait a few years ago. There were six 
divers in our group. Two of the diving 
pairs were using nitrox 32; the third pair 
was diving on air. It was the second 
dive of the day, and we were diving a 
site where the seabed was at a con-
stant depth of 20m (66 ft) or so. 
 Of course, this being Lembeh Strait, 
we found lots of cool critters, and 
everybody got carried away tak-
ing pictures. The air divers forgot to 
check their gauges, probably assum-

ing subconsciously that they still had 
plenty of no-decompression time left 
because nobody else in the group 
had started ascending. Perhaps they 
had their computer alarms switched 
off too, or maybe they ignored them. 
As for the nitrox divers, they forgot 
that they had air divers in the group 
and assumed that if they had plenty 
of no-decompression time left, then 
everybody did. 
 It was only when the group 
returned to the anchor line that the 
air divers glanced at their gauges 
and noticed to their horror that they 
had accumulated a huge decom-
pression burden. Fortunately, as the 

A Pioneer Story by Simon Pridmore
When his country needed him most, 
Palauan Francis Toribiong came along 
and helped the Pacific island nation 
find its place in the world and be-
come an independent, 
forward-looking 20th 
century state. And he 
achieved this, improb-
ably, via the sport of 
scuba diving.This is 
the inspiring tale of 
an absolutely unique 
life, written by Simon 
Pridmore and illus-
trated with images of 
the beautiful islands 
of Palau, above and 
below the water.

Toribiong was born 
poor, had no aca-
demic leanings and 
no talent for diplo-
macy. Yet he was driven 
to succeed by a combination of duty, 
faith, a deep-seated determination 
to do the right thing and an absolute 
refusal ever to compromise his values. 
And, as well as all that, he was Palau’s 
first ever parachutist—known by island-
ers as “the Palauan who fell from the 

sky.” In giving him this title, people were 
speaking both literally and figuratively. 

Toribiong was so completely different 
from all of his contemporaries in 

terms of his demeanor, 
his ambitions and his 
vision, that it was as 
if he had come from 
outer space. Palau had 
never seen anybody 
quite like him and there 
was no historical prec-
edent for what he did. 
He had no operations 
manual to consult and 
no examples to follow. 
He wrote his own life.

Toribiong was the first Pa-
lauan ever to seek and 
seize the international 
narrative. No Palauan, in 
any context or field, had 

previously thought to go out into the 
world and say: “This is Palau—what we 
have is wonderful. Come and see!” This 
is his astonishing story.

Available in paperback or ebook on: 
Amazon, Apple, GooglePlay and Kobo  
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https://www.amazon.com/Simon-Pridmore/dp/B08BVWT9XZ/ref=sr_1_1?crid=32RO3SPMFS6P2&dchild=1&keywords=the+diver+who+fell+from+the+sky&qid=1595508022&sprefix=the+diver+who+%2Caps%2C214&sr=8-1
https://books.apple.com/us/book/id1520959772
https://play.google.com/store/books/details?id=hortDwAAQBAJ
https://www.kobo.com/ww/en/ebook/the-diver-who-fell-from-the-sky
https://www.amazon.com/Simon-Pridmore/dp/B08BVWT9XZ/ref=sr_1_1?crid=32RO3SPMFS6P2&dchild=1&keywords=the+diver+who+fell+from+the+sky&qid=1595508022&sprefix=the+diver+who+%2Caps%2C214&sr=8-1
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team had stayed together, the nitrox 
divers were able to stay with the air 
divers and help them out with gas 
sharing during their extended stops 
and everyone was fine. But it was a 
good reminder for all of us. From then 
on, we always made a point of dou-
ble-checking between buddy teams 
during our dives.

What else nitrox can do
Using nitrox can also help you add an 
extra margin of safety to your diving. 
If you are older or out of shape (or 
both), or if you are any age or shape 
and just want to dive conservatively, 
especially if you are on a trip where 
you will be doing multiple dives over 
multiple days in a remote area far 
from a recompression chamber, then 
a great technique is to use nitrox and 
have your computer set to air. 
 You will not benefit from the extra 

no-decompression time that diving 
with nitrox can offer, but, on every 
dive, you will be building in a margin 
of safety as far as decompression 
sickness is concerned, as your com-
puter thinks you are breathing 79% 
nitrogen with each breath, when in 
fact you are breathing only 68%. This 
is a completely safe procedure to fol-
low as long as you never exceed the 
maximum operating depth (MOD) of 
the nitrox. 
 This maximum depth for nitrox 32 
depends on what maximum PO2 you 
choose and set in your computer, as 
follows:

Max PO2 = 1.4 / MOD = 33m (110ft)
Max PO2 = 1.5 / MOD = 36m (120ft)
Max PO2 = 1.6 / MOD = 39m (130ft)

Myth or reality?
A couple of final points. In the early 

days of sport nitrox diving, it was 
thought that diving with nitrox would 
make a diver less susceptible to nar-
cosis. However, research subsequently 
showed that this is not the case, 
even though nitrox has a lower nitro-
gen content. This is because oxygen 
under pressure produces narcosis 
too. So, you must be equally vigilant 
on deeper dives, whether you are 
breathing air or nitrox. 
 However, another claim made for 
nitrox—that you are less tired after 
a nitrox diving day than after an air 
diving day—is a matter of debate. 
Scientific experiments have failed to 
find any objective proof that this is 
the case, but I remember when I ran 
liveaboard trips in the past and every-
one was using air, some divers found 
it hard to keep their eyes open dur-
ing dinner and by 8 p.m. we were all 
in bed. Nowadays, when everyone is 

using nitrox, the chatting and storytell-
ing goes on long after the crew has 
cleared the dishes.
 
I notice the difference. See if you do 
too. 

Simon Pridmore is the author of the 
international bestsellers Scuba Fun-
damental: Start Diving the Right Way, 
Scuba Confidential: An Insider’s Guide 
to Becoming a Better Diver, Scuba 
Exceptional: Become the Best Diver 
You Can Be, and Scuba Professional: 

Insights into Sport Diver Training & 
Operations, which are now avail-
able in a compendium. He is also the 
co-author of the Diving & Snorkeling 
Guide to Bali and the Diving & Snorkel-
ing Guide to Raja Ampat & Northeast 
Indonesia. His recent published books 
include The Diver Who Fell From The 
Sky, Dive into Taiwan, Scuba Physi-
ological: Think You Know All About 
Scuba Medicine? Think Again! and the 
Dining with Divers series of cookbooks. 
For more information, please see his 
website at: SimonPridmore.com.

NEW 4 in 1!
Simon Pridmore has released 
a new single-volume e-book, 
bringing together four books in 
his bestselling Scuba series: 

• Scuba Fundamental – Start Diving 
the Right Way

• Scuba Confidential – An Insider’s 
Guide to Becoming a Better Diver

• Scuba Exceptional – Become the 
Best Diver You Can Be, and

• Scuba Professional – Insights into 
Sport Diver Training & Operations

As Simon puts it, this is “a remaster-
ing and repackaging of the origi-
nal albums rather than a greatest 
hits.” Nothing is missing. Scuba 
Compendium gives e-book read-
ers the advantage of being able to 
access all the knowledge contained 
in the four books in one place, mak-
ing this a unique and easily search-
able work of reference for divers at 
every level.
 Simon has always promoted the 
idea of safer diving through the 
acquisition of knowledge, which is 
why he has chosen to release this 
highly accessible version. If you have 
read his work before, you will know 
that he provides divers with extremely 
useful advice and information, much 

of it unavailable elsewhere; his points 
often illustrated by real life experienc-
es and cautionary tales. He examines 
familiar issues from new angles, looks 
at the wider picture and borrows 
techniques and procedures from 
other areas of human activity.

E-book File Size: 5298 KB
Published by Sandsmedia
Sold by: Amazon, Kobo, Tolino & others
ASIN: B09DBGHJSC

simonpridmore.com
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http://www.SimonPridmore.com
https://simonpridmore.com/scuba-compendium.html
https://www.amazon.com/dp/B09DBGHJSC
https://www.kobo.com/dk/en/ebook/scuba-compendium-the-scuba-series-books-1-to-4
http://www.simonpridmore.com

