
Nitrox – Lessening the Effects of Nitrogen

During the last ten years, there has been significant emphasis placed on diving with gas mixtures other than air.
The most widely used gas mixtures are called “Enriched Air Nitrox” (EAN) or “Oxygen Enriched Air”, or in
everyday use, the name has been shorted to just “Nitrox”. As the name “Oxygen Enriched Air” implies, Nitrox
is air that contains additional oxygen. As a result of increasing the amount of oxygen, Nitrox contains less
nitrogen. Since nitrogen is the controlling factor for “no-decompression diving”, a diver’s body will absorb less
nitrogen when breathing Nitrox than when breathing air, and with less dissolved nitrogen at any time, the
duration of a dive can be prolonged

The two most commonly used Nitrox mixtures contain 32% and 36% oxygen; they are referred to as EAN 32
and EAN 36 (EAN for “Enriched Air Nitrox”). In all cases, the other gas in the mixture is nitrogen. These gas
mixtures were first introduced by the National Oceanographic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) for
use in their shallow water research dives.

What is important about increasing the duration of a dive? Divers always seem to want to see more, to explore
more – and the only way to do this is to increase the duration of the dive (increased “bottom time”, in the jargon
of scuba divers). Many times the only way to get that longer bottom time is to plan dives that require lengthy
and sometimes complicated decompression stops, which are beyond the limits of someone who is only certified
“Open Water Diver”. Nitrox makes it possible to have longer bottom time, while eliminating decompression
stops required with air.

The following table contains a comparison of the maximum possible “no-compression” dive times, and
illustrates why Nitrox is so popular.

Table 1 A Comparison of Dive Times for Various Gas Mixtures (dive times in minutes)

Depth in Feet Air EAN 32 EAN 36

50 80 200 200

60 55 100 100

70 45 60 60

80 35 50 60

90 25 40 50

100 22 30 40

110 15 25 30

120 12 25 n/a


