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Abstract

Acetaminophen poisoning, leading to death, is a serious and dramatic accident for even the family and
pediatricians. Prescribing error can engage the physician's responsibility. In this context, we report a case of lethal
acetaminophen poisoning related to error prescription, occurred in an infant with underlying liver disease and we
discuss its medico-legal implications. He was an 11 month-old boy, without medical history, who was presented to
his pediatrician for a nasopharyngitis with gastroenteritis of three days duration. The prescription involved two drug
forms of Acetaminophen. The total prescribed dose was 270 mg/kg/day. The death occurred after two days. A blood
analysis tested before his death showed a major hepatic cytolysis with toxic level of acetaminophen. Forensic
autopsy has been ordered. At dissection, the liver was palish and hemorrhagic. Toxicological screening showed a
high level of acetaminophen (79 mg/l). Histological examination concluded to diffuse microvacuolar steatosis. This
case report highlights the risk of hepatotoxicity of acetaminophen. This complication is even more serious if the child
already has a congenital, unknown liver disease. The physician and the pharmacist's liability, in this case, would be
incurred even with partial causal link.
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ASAT: 9910 UI/L) and toxic level of acetaminophen (73 mg/l) without
any other abnormalities. Forensic autopsy was ordered. The external
examination revealed no dysmorphic features. The biometrical
parameters (height, weight and cephalic perimeter) were within
normal range. At dissection, the liver was palish and hemorrhagic. No
infectious disease was detected macroscopically. Toxicological
screening (22 h after death occurred) revealed a high level of
acetaminophen (79 mg/l). Histological examination concluded to
diffuse microvacuolar steatosis with centrilobular necrosis.

Discussion
The availability of acetaminophen in many medical preparations

and the contra-indication of aspirin containing products for pediatric
use, have made acetaminophen one of the most commonly used
analgesic-antipyretic medication in current pediatric medicine [4].
Although it is safe, efficacious and well-established, its ubiquitous
presence in the house and easy availability makes it a substance with
high potential for harm, both accidentally and non-accidentally [5]. In
fact, paracetamol is one of the most commonly implicated substances
for poisoning in both children and adults [6]. In children under the age
of 5 years acute paracetamol toxicity is usually due to accidental
ingestion. In some of cases, the children were given the drug by a
parent for therapeutic effect at doses well above those recommended
for age and weight. It may occasionally be due to attempted suicide in
older children and is rarely due to intentional poisoning for infants.
Children may be less prone to paracetamol hepatotoxicity because of
developmental differences in the drug's metabolism and its pathways
of detoxification [2]. In fact, acetaminophen is primarily metabolized
by conjugation in the liver to non-toxic compounds that are eliminated
in the urine. In acute overdose or when the maximum daily dose is
exceeded over a prolonged period, metabolism by conjugation
becomes saturated, and excess acetaminophen is oxidatively
metabolized by the CYP enzymes (CYP2E1, 1A2, 2A6, and 3A4) to the
hepatotoxic reactive metabolite, N-acetyl-p-benzoquinoneimine
(NAPQI). NAPQI has an extremely short half-life and is rapidly
conjugated with glutathione and then renal excreted. Under conditions
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