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Abstract
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decompression diving: is ‘dive fitness’ an influencing factor? Diving and Hyperbaric Medicine. 2008; 38: 62-7.)

Wreck diving at Bikini Atoll consists of a relatively standard series of decompression dives with maximum depths in the
region of 45-55 metres’ sea water (msw). In a typical week of diving at Bikini, divers can perform up to 12 decompression
dives to these depths over seven days; on five of those days, divers can perform two decompression dives per day. All the dives
employ multi-level, staged decompression schedules using air and surface-supplied nitrox containing 80% oxygen. Bikini is
serviced by a single diving operator and so a relatively precise record exists both of the actual number of dives undertaken
and of the decompression illness incidents both for customer divers and the dive guides. The dive guides follow exactly
the dive profiles and decompression schedules of the customers. Each dive guide will perform nearly 400 decompression
dives a year, with maximum depths mostly around 50 msw, compared with an average of 10 (maximum of 12) undertaken
typically by each customer diver in a week. The incidence of decompression illness for the customer population (presumed
in the absence of medical records) is over ten times higher than that for the dive guides. The physiological reasons for
such a marked difference are discussed in terms of customer demographics and dive-guide acclimatization to repetitive

decompression stress. The rates of decompression illness for a range of diving populations are reviewed.

Introduction

In 1946, the United States initiated a series of nuclear
weapon tests at the Bikini Atoll in the Marshall Islands. Over
12 years a total of 24 tests were carried out at Bikini with
a cumulative explosive force of over 78.5 megatons (over
3,400 times the force of Hiroshima); the final test conducted
there was in 1958. For the two initial tests, named “Able”
and “Baker”, a diverse range of vessels was used with the
intention of measuring any differences in the effects of
nuclear weapons on different types of naval and merchant
craft. The Able test was an airborne delivery that exploded
approximately 250 metres in the air above the fleet; Baker
was submerged at 25 metres’ sea water (msw) and was
exploded subsurface. Both blasts were 23 kiloton detonations
(identical to those detonated at Hiroshima and Nagasaki) but
although some of the wrecks that still remain in the Bikini
lagoon were either sunk during Able or scuttled because of
the resulting level of damage, Able was largely ineffective
and the majority of the present-day wrecks occurred as a
result of the Baker blast. The book For the Good of Mankind,
by Jack Niedenthal, gives a detailed description of the tests,
the ships that were used, and the present-day wrecks as well
as the fate of the Bikini islanders.'

The residual radiation levels on Bikini were considered to be
safe for limited visits to begin in 1996. Almost immediately

diving started on the wrecks there. The Bikini wrecks present
some major challenges for recreational diving. All the wrecks
lie at the bottom of the Bikini lagoon at relatively similar
maximum depths of 50-55 msw. In addition, because of the
remoteness of Bikini, the associated travel times, the single
flight there per week and the consequential desire of the
divers going there to dive as many of the wrecks as possible
in a finite time, the weekly dive schedule that has developed
is dominated by relatively deep, repetitive decompression
diving. The necessary dive programme, which is described in
more detail below, would certainly be outside that considered
normal for recreational diving.

There are a number of issues that contribute toward making
the diving situation at Bikini unique. Firstly, the diving
operation there, which is run by the Bikini people themselves
as the wrecks are now their property, is isolated totally from
any other diving operators. There are occasional yachts that
do make it to Bikini, but local bylaws insist that a Bikinian
or a Bikini-trained dive guide must accompany all diving
carried out in the lagoon. As such, the staff at Bikini Atoll
Divers are able to record all the dives that are undertaken
in the lagoon. Secondly, because of the significant
decompression obligations that accumulate during a
week’s diving at Bikini, the dives tend to be undertaken in
an extremely standard fashion, that is, the same dives are
done at the same stage of the week and adhere to the same
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profiles. Therefore, the diving is replicated fully within
and between the respective diving groups. The third aspect
that makes this dataset of interest is that there are two very
distinct diving populations, the paying customers and the
dive guides, both of whom are undertaking the exact same
dive profiles and diving programmes and who are incurring
the exact same decompression obligations and dealing with
them in exactly the same way. The only difference is that,
whereas the customer divers are typically diving for a week,
the dive guides may be repeating the same dive schedules
for as many as 36 weeks in every year.

This account describes the procedures supporting the staged,
mixed-gas decompression diving undertaken at Bikini in
detail. It then describes the decompression illness (DCI)
incident rate as a combined total before comparing the DCI
rates between the two groups. Because the authors did not
have access to the medical records describing the incidents
that occurred at Bikini, the term ‘DCI" has been employed
throughout the account as there was no way of differentiating
between the forms of dysbarism that presented.

Staged, mixed-gas decompression diving at Bikini

Detailed records of diving trends at Bikini are available
from 2004 to 2007. Diving at Bikini is available from the
first week of March to the last week of November with a
three-week break half way through the year. Therefore, in
total, there are 36 diving weeks a year. In a typical week
of diving at Bikini, divers perform up to 12 decompression
dives: two single dives on days one and seven and five
days of two decompression dives per day on days two
to six. In order to maximise safety within the context of
repetitive decompression diving, and to minimise the
decompression obligations, a multi-level, staged air and
nitrox decompression schedule is employed.

Selected dive profiles from a series of typical Bikini dives are
shown in Figure 1. The area of the Bikini lagoon where most
of the dive sites are has a relatively consistent maximum
water depth of 50-55 msw. Many of the points of interest
are at or near to the seabed and so a significant proportion of
the majority of dives undertaken in a week is at depths of 50
msw or greater. When diving at those depths breathing air,
one’s dive computer will start to register a decompression
obligation after approximately 10 minutes of dive time;
ascents are initiated typically after 13-20 minutes’ bottom
time (Figure 1).

The bottom times employed are dictated by the maximum
depth of the points of interest, the number of such points,
and the size and attitude of the ship. The final ascent tends
to occur at or just over 30 minutes into the run time of the
dive (Figure 1). The decompression schedule starts at depth
on air and is then completed shallower than nine metres
by using surface-supplied nitrox with oxygen content of
80%. The minimum decompression schedule, irrespective
of what divers’ own dive computers may indicate, for every

63

Figure 1

Three dive profiles undertaken at Bikini (redrawn
from data downloaded from a Mares NEMO™ dive

computer). Top profile — dive six of a series, second

dive of the day; middle profile — dive seven, first
dive of the day; bottom profile — dive nine, first dive
of the day. Thick black lines — breathing air and no
decompression required; grey lines — breathing air,
computer registering decompression required; white
lines — breathing 80 % nitrox, computer registering
decompression required; thin black lines — breathing
80 % nitrox and no decompression required.
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decompression dive at Bikini is shown in Table 1. This
involves stops at 24 and 12 msw on air, before performing the
nitrox phase of the decompression from 9 msw to the surface.
The nitrox phase is conducted with the aid of a multi-level
decompression trapeze (with horizontal bars set at 9, 6 and
3 msw) supplied with surface-supplied 80% nitrox with
sufficient take offs for all customer divers and dive guides.
If a diver’s computer indicates additional decompression

0040 0050 0100 01:10 01:20












