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Recording deaths from acute poisoning/substance abuse is not straightforward. As regards UK drug abuse-related deaths, those from chronic virus diseases and occurring in road traffic accidents, for example, are not captured at present. Secondly, deaths may be coded to (ICD 9) 304/305 (dependent/nondependent abuse of drugs), and also to E850-E858 (accidental poisoning by drugs etc.), or other poisoning codes implying suicide/self-inflicted injury, or indeed other codes. Overall the data indicate (1998) some 2300 drug abuse-related fatal poisonings in England & Wales. On a much smaller scale, recording volatile substance abuse (VSA; inhalant abuse, solvent abuse, "glue sniffing") deaths provides a good example of the problems that can arise when the terminal event is such that the underlying cause can be missed. VSA-related deaths (usually assumed to be accidental deaths) should be recorded as ICD 9: 304.6/305.9 (dependent/nondependent abuse of volatile substances) although this would not give information such as the substances involved or the mode of death. VSA-related deaths may occur because of physical injury whilst intoxicated, fire/explosion due to abuse of flammable materials, suffocation associated with use of a plastic bag, asphyxiation due to inhalation of vomit, or direct toxicity, probably cardiotoxicity and therefore could also be assigned to a range of ‘E’ codes. In the UK information on such deaths is gathered directly from coroners, via press cuttings, and from other sources in addition to information supplied from ONS to ensure that the underlying cause is correctly assigned, a process that is feasible because the number of such deaths is relatively small (currently – late 1990s – some 50-70 per year). Given even this exhaustive effort, information on deaths due to chronic VSA is not captured. It remains to be seen how the introduction of ICD 10 and further initiatives such as the International Collaborative Effort (ICE) on classification of cause of injury will influence matters.
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