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What are the pros and cons of 
using a wing BCD system com-
pared to a jacket-style BCD? 
Simon Pridmore and one of his 
readers share their views, expe-
rience and insights to help you 
decide which one is best for you.

I write frequently about the merits of 
harness and wing BCD systems, not 
because I want to persuade all divers 
to use them, but because most people 
learn to dive using jacket-style BCDs, 
and I want to let divers—especially 
new divers—know that there are other 
options, so they are fully informed 
before they choose what to buy.
  The other day, a reader sent me an 
email in which she talked about her 
experience getting used to a harness 
and wing. She made some excellent 
points, and I thought she offered an 
interesting new perspective. This is 
a slightly edited version of what she 
had to say. 

The reader’s words
“I am a recreational diver. I dive 
with a single cylinder and have no 

technical diving ambition at all. This 
I leave to my husband. I appreciate 
that he has a thing about caves and 
deep shipwrecks, but I do not share 
his obsessions. I also understand how 
important it is that he has the right 

equipment for this type of extreme 
diving and how essential it is that the 
equipment should be set up correctly.
  “As for me, over my 15 years of div-
ing, all my BCDs have been jacket-
style and bought off the shelf. I go to 

the dive shop, choose the make and 
model, try it on, take it home, and go 
diving—as simple as that. If it subse-
quently turns out that there is some-
thing I don’t like about it, I just say ‘Oh 
well!’ to myself, carry on using it for a 

while and then buy a different model.
  “As you might guess, my husband 
has a completely different approach, 
and one of the things that has piqued 
my interest over the years is how much 
time and effort he spends getting his 

opinion

Converted!
A Sport Diver’s Path to Enlightenment

Jacket to Wing BCD
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A New Dive Book from Simon Pridmore
“Simon Pridmore’s new book, ‘Techni-
cally Speaking’ is an outstanding tour de 
force from one of modern diving’s most 
accomplished practitioners and best-
selling authors.”  
— David Strike, Oztek & 

Tekdive Convenor

“Simon has completed 
a complex task with 
consummate skill and 
has accurately unrav-
elled the when’s, the 
who’s and some of 
the why’s, much of 
which would have 
been unjustifiably lost 
in the mists of time if 
not for this work.” 
— Kevin Gurr, Techni-
cal Diving Inventor & 

Innovator 

“It will take some do-
ing to better this ac-
count of tech’s first steps… 
as no matter how much you know or think 
you know; you will still find many obscure 
historical gems...” 

— Kevin Denlay, Early 
Adopter & Wreck Finder 

Technically Speaking is the latest book 
from best-selling Scuba series author 
Simon Pridmore. It is a selection of themed 
talks telling the early history of technical 
diving—where it came from, how it devel-

oped, how it expanded across 
the world, who the 
important movers were 
and how, in the decade 
from 1989 to 1999, the ef-
forts of a few determined 
people changed scuba 
diving forever. 
   These ten years saw 
the greatest shake-up the 
sport has ever seen but 
technical diving’s road 
to universal acceptance 
was anything but smooth, 
many obstacles had to be 
overcome and there were 
times when even viewed 
in retrospect, it seemed 
that its advocates might fail 
in their mission. Ultimately, 
success came down to per-

severance, people power, good timing 
and more than a little luck.
 
Available in hardback, paperback and 
ebook at Amazon Worldwide, Apple, 
Kobo, and Tolino. See SimonPridmore.com
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‘gear’, or ‘rig’, or ‘kit’ customised to 
suit his personal preferences and the 
various types of diving he does.
  “He has always used wing and har-
ness BCDs and has shown me many 
times how they offer multiple options, 
depending on the needs of the diver 
and the dive being undertaken. I have 
always found this versatility to be an 
attractive notion, but I was put off by 
what I saw as the unnecessary bulk 
and complexity of these systems. They 
were also designed primarily for divers 
carrying more than one cylinder, and 
not at all what I wanted or needed.
  “Then, I saw that a dive gear com-
pany was offering a wing and har-

ness specifically for single-cylinder 
divers, and I was intrigued. When I 
read further and learned that they 
had a model that weighed only 3.2kg 
(7 lbs), I was sold. I frequently travel 
on small aircraft to remote places for 
much of my diving, so keeping bag-
gage weight and excess baggage 
charges down are major priorities.
  “So, I placed an order.”

First impressions
“Having been accustomed in the past 
to just taking my new dive gear ‘out of 
the box’ and putting it on, I felt a little 
daunted by the mass of webbing that 
greeted me when I opened the pack-

age. Of course, it makes complete 
sense that enough webbing should be 
included for even the largest of divers, 
and once I eventually set myself to the 
task, I found it easy to adjust the straps 
to my size and shape. The webbing 
moved smoothly through the grooves 
in the backplate. It was easy to move 
the belt slides and D-rings around, 
and within a few minutes, I had a well-
fitting harness. All I had to do then was 
cut off the excess, leaving a fairly long 
tongue of webbing on the non-buckle 
side of my waist strap so I could adapt 
the harness to my dry suit. 
  “I really liked the fact that the har-
ness has two cylinder bands instead 

of one. This is a safety feature that 
makes so much sense, and it made 
me wonder why all BCDs don’t have 
two bands. You so often see divers 
in trouble because their cylinder has 
dropped through a single band. I also 
noticed how well-made everything 
was. All the edges on the backplate 
were smoothed off, the webbing was 
strong yet soft and pliable and the 
sewing on the wing was almost invis-
ible, so close were the stitches.”

Storage
“The absence of pockets was ini-
tially disconcerting, but my husband 
showed me how my dive light could 

fit snugly underneath the two rubber 
loops provided at the bottom of the 
left shoulder strap, and how my safety 
sausage slotted easily under the loops 
on the other side. I thought about 
adding a zippered pouch to my waist-
band, as there was plenty of space, 
but I decided that, for now, I didn’t 
need it. Maybe I’ll add one in future to 
hold a reef-hook or a cutting tool.”

Diving
“This was the first time I had dived 
with a wing and harness, and also the 
first time I had used a crotch strap. I 
thought I would find the crotch strap 
uncomfortable, but I didn’t even 

https://www.amazon.com/Technically-Speaking-Technical-Diving-Genesis-ebook/dp/B0BTWZYFN5/ref=tmm_kin_swatch_0?_encoding=UTF8&qid=1675891512&sr=1-1
https://books.apple.com/gb/book/technically-speaking-talks-on-technical-diving-volume/id6445636530
https://www.kobo.com/dk/en/ebook/technically-speaking-talks-on-technical-diving-volume-1-genesis-and-exodus
https://simonpridmore.com
https://simonpridmore.com/technically-speaking.html
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opinion 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
notice it. The whole set-up felt imme-
diately comfortable. Strangely, I felt 
that I was taking up less space in the 
water and found that I could move 
my arms around during a dive much 
more freely than ever before.
  “Trim weight pockets were provided 
as standard, and I attached these to 
a cylinder band, one on either side, 
dividing my weight equally between 
the two, which meant I no longer 
required a weight belt. 
  “However, this was not a huge 
success, as I felt that the additional 

weight behind me destabilised me. It 
was as if my cylinder was trying to roll 
me around as I swam.
  “So, for my second dive, I moved 
the weight pockets from the cylinder 
to my waistband, threading them on 
and holding them in place with a belt 
slide. This was much more successful, 
and the exercise showed how flexible 
the system is. If you find something 
that is not to your taste, you can just 
change it.
  “After only a couple of dives, I was 
converted! I was diving with a device 

that, when inflated, gave me more 
buoyancy on the surface than my 
previous BCD, but when deflated 
during my dive, it was less buoyant 
because of the absence of unneces-
sary bulk. Therefore, I needed to use 
less weight than before, which was 
a major bonus that I had not antici-
pated. I chose a 15kg capacity wing 
and found this perfect for diving in 
warm water with a 3mm wetsuit and 
an aluminium cylinder.
  “Not only was I more comfortable, 
but I also had more freedom of move-

ment and easier access to my torch 
and safety sausage, as all I had to do 
to deploy them was pull them out of 
the rubber bands, rather than unzip a 
pocket. I placed one D-ring halfway 
up each shoulder strap to clip my 
gauge and alternate second stage 
off. My initial estimate of how high up 
I wanted the D-rings was incorrect, 
but later, I was able to adjust them to 
exactly where I wanted them.
  “Finally, when I came to place my 
bag on the airline scales before our 
dive trip to West Papua last month, I 

found that my dive bag weighed less 
than ever before. I felt truly enlight-
ened—in all senses of the word.”

Simon’s view
When you are choosing a BCD, the 
decision as to which of the two main 
styles—harness and wing or wrap-
around jacket—you prefer is the key 
one. All the other factors to con-
sider—brand, design, colour or fea-
tures—are secondary. 
  Of course, as my correspondent did, 
you can always change your mind.

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
https://simonpridmore.com
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opinion Converted

The primary functions of a BCD are:
a) To keep you afloat on the surface, 

before and after a dive, and
b) To allow you to adjust your buoy-

ancy during a dive by adding air to 
the BCD or releasing it.

Both styles of BCD accomplish these 
tasks perfectly. Neither is intrinsically 
safer than the other.
  On the surface, the major differ-
ence is that when you inflate a wrap-
around jacket BCD on the surface, it 
lifts your head and shoulders above 
the water. With a harness and wing, 
because the air cell is behind you, 
rather than around you, you need to 
lean back a little as you add air, let-
ting the air cell act like a small inflat-
able raft, keeping your head and 
upper torso clear of the waves.
  Here are some of the pros and cons 
of each style, with brief explanations.

  But first, a warning. There are also 
what you might call hybrid models on 
the market, which purport to offer all 
the advantages of both styles, and 
thereby provide an easy solution to 
the wing or wraparound dilemma. Do 
not fall into the trap. I have never seen 
any hybrids that accomplish this goal. 
Usually, they manage to achieve the 
exact opposite and combine the dis-
advantages of both styles.

Wraparound jacket BCDs
Pros:
• They are familiar. It is extremely likely 

that you learned to dive with one, 
and that all the BCDs you have sub-
sequently rented have been this style. 

• They come ready to wear. Shrug 
the BCD on, secure the waist buck-
le, pull the shoulder straps tight and 
decide which pocket you will keep 
which of your accessories in.

• They are comfortable, hold you 
tight, they have no sharp edges 
and many have plenty of padding 
to make you feel even cosier.

• With large, built-in pockets, there is 
plenty of room for all the bits and 
pieces you want to take with you 
on a dive.

Cons:
• The padding and quantity of materi-

al involved in the design make these 
BCDs positively buoyant, even when 
uninflated. Therefore, you need to 
carry more weight to get the BCD 
underwater, as well as yourself.

• It is very difficult to get a perfect 
fit. If it is too tight, the air cell will 
squeeze your rib cage when inflat-
ed. If it is too loose, especially when 
partially inflated, it will move around 

as you adjust your position under-
water, making you unstable, and 
the straps will float above your ears 
when you are on the surface.

• Most Jacket BCDs are primarily 
designed for large divers and male 
divers. Few manufacturers offer 
options specifically for women, small-
er divers or children. (Some do, and 
these are worth seeking out.)

• The large side pockets seem per-
fectly designed when you are 
standing up, but when you are in 
a swimming position, they usually 
open to the side. There is often no 
means of securing individual items 
within the pocket, so when you pull 
one thing out, other things can fall 
out at the same time.

Harness and wing BCDs
Pros:
• They are adaptable. The harness is 

secured to your torso with shoulder 

straps, chest strap, waist strap and 
crotch strap. All the straps can be 
lengthened or shortened, so any 
harness can be fitted perfectly to 
any diver—large, small, young, old, 
male or female. 

• They are stable, which means that, 
once the harness is assembled to fit, it 
stays in place. It never moves around 
on the diver. The air in the wing may 
move as you adjust your position, but 
the harness will not move.

• The harness material has zero posi-
tive buoyancy, and typically, the 
metalware on the harness offsets 
the minimal positive buoyancy of 
the uninflated air cell. Therefore, the 
system as a whole is neutral, and 
you will not need to carry additional 
weight to get it underwater.

• All technical divers, cave divers and 
wreck divers use harness and wing 
BCDs. If you are already accus-
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tomed to diving with one, your 
transition to more advanced 
forms of scuba will be easier. 

Cons:
• You must set them up your-

self. Typically, the backplate 
or soft backpack, cylinder 
bands, webbing, straps and 
metalware will come as a kit. It 
is up to you to put it together. 
However, your local dive store 
or instructor can help, or there 
are plenty of “how-to” videos 
on YouTube.

• Some manufacturers only offer 
one-size-fits-all backplates, 
and these can be uncomfort-
able if you are the “wrong” 
size or shape. The solution, of 
course, is to choose a manu-
facturer that provides back-
plates in different sizes or a soft 
backpack option. Also, wear-
ing a crotch strap can take 
some getting used to.

• Comparatively few manufac-
turers offer wings specifically 
designed for use with single 
cylinders. Choose a brand 
that does.

• These systems rarely have 
built-in pockets. It is up to you 
to decide how you want to 
store your accessories, and 
buy harness pouches, bolt 
snaps, bungee cord and 
neoprene loops accord-
ingly. Again, your dive shop or 
instructor can give you advice 
and show you the options.

Conclusion
So, in brief, a wraparound 
jacket offers simplicity and com-
fort, while a wing and harness 
demands a little more work, 
but gives you a better fit and is 
more versatile. 
  I hope this helps when you 
are next in the market for a 
new BCD. 

Happy shopping!

Simon Pridmore is the author 
of the international bestsell-
ers 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, now available 
as a compendium. He is also 
co-author of the Diving & 
Snorkeling Guide to Bali and 
the Diving & Snorkeling Guide 
to Raja Ampat & Northeast 
Indonesia. His latest books 
include The Diver Who Fell from 
the Sky, Dive into Taiwan, Scuba 
Physiological: Think You Know 
All About Scuba Medicine? 
Think Again! and the Dining 
with Divers series of cookbooks. 
Visit: SimonPridmore.com.

1. Regulator first stage
2. Tank shut-off valve 
3. Shoulder straps 
4. Bladder/wing
5. Bladder pressure relief valve  

and lower purge pull tab
6. Regulator second stages  

(one is an octopus)
7. Console (pressure gauge,  

depth gauge and compass)

8. Drysuit inflation hose
9. Backplate 
10. Inflator hose 

connection
11. Wing inflation button 

and purge button
12. Crotch strap
13. Waist straps
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SCUBA RIG WITH WING BCD AND BACKPLATE

As a Lifetime Member, you’ll continue to
renew annually, but your renewal fees
are permanently waived! 

Instructors, Divemasters, Assistant
Instructors, Skin Diving Instructors, &
Freediver Instructors.

Receive a special edition NAUI Lifetime
Member card and commemorative pin,
honoring your dedication and lifelong
commitment to NAUI’s mission.

No more budgeting for or tracking yearly
membership payments. Once you’re in,
you’re covered for a LIFETIME.

AVAILABLE NOW FOR ALL
NAUI MEMBERS 

LEARN MORELEARN MORE

http://www.simonpridmore.com
http://www.xray-mag.com/ARD_NAUI_LifetimeMembership
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