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Fatal iatrogenic hyponatraemia
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We recently cared for a 13 month old girl admitted to hospital following a short
history of diarrhoea and vomiting. Clinical examination revealed lethargy and
moderate dehydration. Initial serum sodium was 137 mmol/l and she was commenced
on intravenous fluids using 4% dextrose/0.18% salme.

Twelve hours after admission the child suffered a generalised tonic-clonic seizure at
which time the serum sodium was found to be 120 mmol/l. Unfortunately, the chiid
went on to have arespiratory arrest, developed fixed dilated pupils, and died despite
full intensive care. An extensive postmortem examination revealed only diffuse

cerebral swelling with necrosis of the cerebellar tonsils.

}‘encountered dunngﬁacutef iln
hormone; these include pyrexia, nausea, pain, reduced circulating volume, and the
postoperative state. The administration of hypotonic intravenous fluids in these

circumstances results in the excretion OE hypertonic urine, the retention of free water,

and the davalmt of hyvpongtraer

dia “’clm;tts ThlS. practlce- -1s based on fbrmulas developed for calculatmg-
mamtenance fluid and electrolytes in healthy children over 40 years ago and there
seems little understanding of the potential risks associated with their use during acute

1llness.

A global change of ¢clinical practice is required to prevent these neediess deaths. Thas
is a challenge that the RCPCH should face up to, together with the Medicines Control
Agency and the National Patient Satety Agency. ‘A useful first step would be to label
bags of 4% dextrose/0. 18% saline with the warning that severe hyponatraemia may be
‘associated with its use.
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