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¼ of all global deaths are linked 
to the environment

½ of unintentional injuries d/t 
acute poisonings

fatal suicides globally 
> 800 000 / year

Poisoning 0.14% of 
all deaths globally

Poisoning 0.21% of 
all under 5 deaths in  SA

Global Burden of Disease (GBD) Project Compare, https://vizhub.healthdata.org/gbd-compare/. 

https://vizhub.healthdata.org/gbd-compare/
https://vizhub.healthdata.org/gbd-compare/
https://vizhub.healthdata.org/gbd-compare/
https://vizhub.healthdata.org/gbd-compare/


Global Burden of Disease (GBD) Project Compare, https://vizhub.healthdata.org/gbd-compare/. 

South African children face                the likelihood 
of dying from poisoning compared to global average

≥ 70 kids under 5 die d/t poison ingestion every year
at least 6 kids die every month

twice
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Paediatric poisoning admissions 2016 – 2021 CHBAH
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What is Toxicology?

Toxicology is a field of science
that helps us understand the harmful effects

 that chemicals, substances, or situations, 
can have on people, animals, and the 

environment.
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Things to ask - history

• Age - mobility? Crawling? Walking?
• What happened?
•What substance/chemical/medication?
•What dose?

• How many tablets?
• How much was taken?
• Calculate toxic dose (if  possible)

•What time?
• Vomited?





Management



What is a Toxidrome?

Toxic syndrome or toxidrome
is a constellation of 

signs + symptoms caused by a 
toxic substance / chemical
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PSS: Poison Severity Score

WHO. Poisoning Severity Score (PSS) IPCS/EAPCCT. 20/10/2007 https://cdn.who.int/media/docs/default-source/chemical-safety/intox/pss95699a36-61ab-4be6-848f-c1d894d21fbd.pdf?sfvrsn=5750967e_10

Canitrot E et al. Predictive validity + reliability of the PSS in a pediatric poisoned population: a multi-centre retrospective study. Research Square. BMC Pharmacology + Toxicology. 10/4/2024 https://doi.org/10.21203/rs.3.rs-4209125/v1 

Valid + reliable score to measure the severity of poisoning + 
toxicity progression in poisoned children presenting to ED
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Management

• Supportive care
• Do NOT induce emesis 
• Activated charcoal 
• Advanced care
• Specific antidote (if indicated)
• Manage the toxidrome
• MDAC 
• Whole bowel irrigation
• Dialysis / haemoperfusion
• ECMO



Antidotes - 

only if indicated!

Caution with flumazenil
lowers the seizure threshold
do NOT use flumazenil
with polypharmacy ODs 
– worse outcomes!



Environmental

• Organophosphates / carbamates
• Hydrocarbons (solvents)
• Camphor / naphthalene
• Detergents – acids / alkalis
• Toxic alcohols
• Carbon monoxide





https://www.sanews.gov.za/south-africa/food-borne-poisoning-claims-23-lives

food contaminated by “street” pesticides
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kids
die
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The Human Rights Commision. Ntuli P, Jonas T. 19/1/2025. Poisoning is for the poor: the Colonial way of handling the food poisoning crisis. https://www.sahrc.org.za/index.php/sahrc-media/opinion-pieces/item/4229-poison-is-for-the-poor-the-colonial-way-of-
handling-the-food-poisoning-crisis [Accessed 20/7/2025] UnPoiison https://unpoison.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/08/SA-list-of-Highly-Hazardous-Pesticides-using-JMPM-criteria-WHOFAO-ban-comparisson.pdf

HHPs - Highly Hazardous Pesticides
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Cholinergic toxidrome



Broncho-rrhoea/-constriction
Bradycardia

Apnoea

Graying / dimming of vision

Pupillary constriction

Urination

Diaphoresis

Defaecation

Lacrimation

Emesis

Seizures + sweating
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