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The Breathless Blue: Deoxygenation and the
Road to Water Bankruptcy

= Down to Earth 20 July 2026 @

® Every fact web-verified against primary sources

THE LIFT LINE

We watch the sea for what rises from it, storms, heat, cyclones, but the deadliest change is what is quietly
leaving it. Oxygen is draining out of the water, and a warming, over-fertilised planet is slowly learning to hold
its breath.

WHY THIS EDITORIAL MATTERS FOR YOUR EXAM

Deoxygenation is one of those slow, systemic environmental stories that examiners love, because it stitches
together climate change, pollution, marine biology and water security into a single chain. It is not a headline
disaster; it is a background process, and that is exactly why a well-read aspirant can stand out by explaining it

clearly.

The issue also sits neatly inside the planetary boundaries conversation and the emerging framing of global

“water bankruptcy”, giving you fresh, examinable vocabulary for both Prelims and Mains.

GS Paper 3: Environmental pollution and degradation, conservation of marine ecosystems, the climate-

ocean linkage, and the security of freshwater and fisheries resources.

For Prelims, hold the specifics: deoxygenation (falling dissolved oxygen in water bodies); hypoxia and
dead zones, also called oxygen-minimum zones; eutrophication driven by nitrogen and
phosphorus run-off; the physical fact that warmer water holds less dissolved oxygen; stratification,
where warm surface layers stop mixing with cooler deep water; and ocean deoxygenation as a recognised

concern within the planetary boundaries framework.

For Mains, the value lies in connecting causes to consequences: how emissions and nutrient pollution
together strip oxygen from water, why that threatens fisheries and biodiversity, and how it feeds the larger

idea of “water bankruptcy” where demand outstrips sustainable supply.
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BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT

Dissolved oxygen is the invisible currency of aquatic life. Fish, shellfish and the vast web of marine organisms
breathe oxygen dissolved in water, and when that oxygen falls below critical thresholds, ecosystems begin to

suffocate. Two forces are now draining it at the same time.

The first is warming. As oceans and freshwater bodies absorb heat, they lose their capacity to hold dissolved
oxygen, because warmer water is simply less able to retain it. Warming also strengthens stratification: the
sun-warmed surface layer becomes lighter and floats on cooler, denser deep water, and the two stop mixing.

Since most oxygen enters at the surface, weaker mixing means the depths are starved.

The second is nutrient pollution. Fertiliser run-off, sewage and industrial effluent pour nitrogen and
phosphorus into rivers, lakes and coastal seas. This triggers eutrophication, an explosion of algal growth.
When those algae die and decompose, bacteria consume oxygen on a massive scale, creating hypoxic zones
and eventually dead zones where little can survive. The Gulf of Mexico, the Baltic Sea and stretches of the

Bay of Bengal already carry such oxygen-starved patches.

The larger frame is the United Nations warning of approaching “water bankruptcy”, a state in which

humanity’s demand for usable water outstrips what nature can sustainably supply. Deoxygenation belongs to

this story, because water that cannot sustain life or fisheries is, in effect, water lost.

THE CORE ARGUMENT / ISSUE

The central argument is that deoxygenation is a slow, systemic threat rather than a sudden shock, and that
its very slowness is what makes it dangerous. It quietly erodes the ocean’s role as a climate regulator and the

water body’s role as a food source, and by the time the symptoms are visible, the damage is deep.

Warming steals oxygen twice over

Heat attacks oxygen through two doors at once. It lowers the water’s carrying capacity directly, and it locks in
stratification that blocks the resupply of oxygen to deeper layers. This double action means that even without

any pollution, a warming world would be a deoxygenating one.

Pollution turns coasts into dead zones

Where warming sets the stage, nutrient run-off delivers the collapse. Excess nitrogen and phosphorus feed
algal blooms whose decay consumes oxygen, producing coastal dead zones that push out fish and shellfish and

shrink the catch on which millions depend.

The regulator quietly weakens

Oceans absorb heat and carbon and drive the currents that stabilise climate. Deoxygenation, alongside
warming and acidification, chips away at this regulating function. A less-oxygenated ocean supports less life,

cycles nutrients differently, and becomes a weaker partner in the planet’s climate balance.
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DRIVER MECHANISM CONSEQUENCE

Warming Warmer water holds less dissolved oxygen Lower baseline oxygen everywhere
Stratification Warm surface stops mixing with cool depths Deep waters starved of oxygen

Nutrient run-off Nitrogen and phosphorus fuel algal blooms Eutrophication and decay use up oxygen
Decomposition Bacteria consume oxygen breaking down algae Hypoxia and expanding dead zones
Combined effect Oxygen-minimum zones spread Fisheries and biodiversity collapse

HOW TO THINK ABOUT THIS (ANALYTICAL FRAME)

Use the slow-violence frame. Some environmental harms arrive as events, a flood, a spill, a cyclone, and
command instant attention. Others arrive as gradual, cumulative processes that never make a single dramatic
headline but hollow out a system over decades. Deoxygenation is slow violence: no single day looks like a
catastrophe, yet the trend line runs toward suffocation. This frame explains why it is chronically under-
addressed, and why an answer that names both the mechanism (warming plus nutrients) and the governance

gap (no visible crisis, so no urgency) reads as mature and analytical.

THE DIAGRAM IN WORDS

Warming plus nutrient run-off -> less dissolved oxygen and stronger stratification ->
eutrophication and decay consume oxygen -> hypoxia and spreading dead zones -> fisheries
and biodiversity decline plus weaker climate regulator -> approaching water bankruptcy -

> cut emissions and control nutrients to let the water breathe

WAY FORWARD

® Control nutrients at source. Regulate fertiliser use, upgrade sewage treatment and curb

industrial effluent so that far less nitrogen and phosphorus reaches rivers, lakes and coasts.

© Cut emissions to cool the water. Since warming drives both lower oxygen and stronger

stratification, deep decarbonisation is also an ocean-oxygen policy, not only a temperature policy.

® Monitor dissolved oxygen systematically. Build sustained ocean and freshwater oxygen
monitoring so that hypoxic zones are detected early and tracked, turning an invisible threat into a

measured one.

o Protect and restore blue carbon and buffers. Restore mangroves, seagrass and wetlands that
filter nutrients and support fisheries, and integrate deoxygenation into water-security and fisheries

planning.
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PYQ LINKAGE AND PRACTICE

UPSC has repeatedly probed ocean and water themes, from ocean acidification and coral bleaching to
eutrophication and the health of aquatic ecosystems, and has asked about the causes and consequences of

algal blooms and dead zones. This editorial supplies the deoxygenation angle and the “water bankruptcy”
framing to enrich such answers.

Practice question (Mains, GS3, 15 marks): “Deoxygenation is a slow but systemic threat that links

climate change, pollution and water security.” Examine the causes of falling oxygen in oceans and freshwater

bodies and suggest measures to address it. (250 words)

Sources: Down To Earth

Source: The Breathless Blue: Deoxygenation and the Road to Water Bankruptcy — Ujiyari.com | Free UPSC & State
PCS Editorial Analysis
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