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Accidental ingestion of drain cleaner
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DESCRIPTION
A healthy man in his thirties experienced a ‘practical 
joke’ during a party when some friends exchanged his 
alcohol- containing drinking bottle with a potassium 
hydroxide cleaning agent. The agent, a drain cleaner, 
had a pH of 14 according to the producer. The unfor-
tunate consumer managed to spit out most of the liquid 
after his first sip, but suffered severe etching ulcers on 
his lips, tongue and palate (figure 1).

He was in a car during the incident and was imme-
diately transported to the hospital. Initially, his airways 
were secured with orotracheal intubation, but he was 
extubated the following day as there were no signs 
of gastric, pharyngeal or laryngeal injury. An anti-
biotic regimen of penicillin and metronidazole was 
given to prevent secondary bacterial infection. Also, 
a mikonazol/hydrocortisone (Dactacort, McNeil 
Consumer Pharmaceuticals, Fort Washington, Penn-
sylvania, USA) ointment for his lips and caphosol 
mouth rinse (EUSA Pharma, Hemel Hempstead, UK) 
was administered. He was discharged after 5 days with 
mild opiate analgesics.

The injury caused decreased tongue mobility due to 
scarring and subsequent difficulties in pronunciation 
of certain letters. Some improvement was achieved 
following 4 months of training with a speech pathol-
ogist. A minor surgical procedure to increase tongue 
mobility has been suggested, which the patient has 
decided to await thus far. He developed a mild opiate 
addiction after being discharged, but has managed to 
discontinue his use of opiate analgesics without profes-
sional assistance.

Ingestion of alkaline solutions can cause severe 
injuries due to liquefactive necrosis. Following the 
initial necrosis and subsequent inflammation, forma-
tion of granulation tissue, fibroblastic proliferation 

and scarring may follow, depending on the severity 
of the injury. These injuries can be classified similar 
to burns of the skin according to the depth of the 
damage. The pharynx and gastrointestinal tract is most 
commonly affected, but also injuries to the mouth 
have been described, in particular in children.1 In 
fact, the majority of patients ingesting caustic agents 
are children, and a peak incidence is found at 2 years 
old.2 Severe scarring in growing patients may result 
in perioral contractions and potential growth distur-
bances, but also for adult patients, scarring can lead 
to functional problems. Affected areas may be more 
susceptible to malignant transformation and regular 
follow- up is recommended.3
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Figure 1 Photo taken after approximately 1 week. The 
tip of the tongue was etched away and there were signs 
of focal sloughing, formation of granulation tissue and 
initial fibrosis.

Patient’s perspective

My primary complaint 4 years after the injury is the 
reduced mobility of my tongue due to scarring, and 
I still have minor difficulties in pronunciation. The 
healing on my lips and palate has been uneventful, 
and I am happy to recover from my opiate 
addiction. The relationship with my friends involved 
was strained by the incident.

Learning points

 ► Ingestion of alkaline agents can cause severe 
injury to the oral mucosa.

 ► Care should be taken to keep drain cleaners 
away from children, but also from friends.
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