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Abstract

Decompression illness (DCl) is theoretically possible following repetitive breath-hold dives because
nitrogen is accumulated in the blood and tissues. Although the occurrence of diving accidents has been
widely debated for several decades, reported cases and field studies of Japanese commercial breath-hold
divers (Ama), support DCl as a clinical entity. The clinical characteristics of DCl in Ama divers are mainly
neurological involvements, especially stroke-like brain attacks. Neuroradiological studies of Ama divers
showed ischemic lesions situated in watershed or terminal zones of cerebral arteries. The mechanisms
of brain damage in breath-hold diving remain to be elucidated; one of the plausible mechanisms is
arterialized venous nitrogen bubbles passing through the lungs during repetitive dives, which are mixed
with thrombi and occlude cerebral arteries. The treatments for DCl in breath-hold divers have not been
established. The prevention of DCl includes reducing their extreme diving schedules; prolonging the
surface intervals and avoiding long-lasting repetitive dives for more than several hours. This short review
article introduces clinical manifestations of DCl in Ama divers, controversial mechanisms and importance
of the prevention.
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