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1 Dive computer - past, present, and future

David Southerland, Captain, Medical Corps,
United States Navy

Senior Medical Officer
Naval Diving and Salvage Training Center

A dive computer is a small, diver-carried device
that provides decompression guidance to the diver
throughout a dive. Divers commonly use the dive
computer to decrease the amount of required
decompression obligation during multilevel diving
as compared with the obligation required by de-
compression table diving. The dive computer
updates the required decompression obligation in
real-time without any active intervention by the
diver. Tt can also be used to monitor the diver's
ascent rate. The dive com-puter can replace the
diver's depth gauge and watch.

The first dive computers were manufactured in
the 1950's. These were analog devices that used
The first
microprocessor-controlled (digital) dive computer
was developed in the 1970's. Since that time,
analog dive computers have declined in popularity

pneumatic or electrical components.

and have been replaced by digital dive computers.
Digital dive computers calculate decompression
obligation based on decompression look-up tables
or decompression algorithms. Digital decompre-
ssion table-based dive computers have also de-
clined in popularity.

Almost all present-day dive computers are
microprocessor-controlled devices that use various
They

can be divided into two main categories -1)

computerized decompression algorithms.

Standalone [contain internal sensors for depth and
temperature] and 2) Integrated [allow additional
sensor inputs such as tank pressure]. Each group
can be further subdivided based on type of
breathing gas considered by the dive computer.

These subdivisions include air-only, nitrox, and
multi-gas (trimix).

Future dive computers are expected to include
longer battery life, more powerful processing
capabilities, new display and other user interface
modalities, and multiple sensor integration.
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