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Rama Rao Memeorial Taluk
Hospital, Nedungolam, Kollam

A Growing Global Nightmare

Across the world, especially in developing
nations, a hidden danger lurks in something as
common as cough syrup. Hundreds of children
have died in recent years after taking seemingly
harmless over-the-counter medicines that were
secretly poisoned with industrial chemicals. The
two main killers are diethylene glycol (DEG)
and ethylene glycol (EG) — cheap, toxic liquids
used as substitutes for safe ingredients in liquid
medicines. These chemicals, normally found in
car antifreeze and brake fluid, attack the
kidneys, brain, and heart, and can kill a child in
just a few days.

In October 2025, India witnessed yet
another heartbreaking tragedy when 24
children in Madhya Pradesh and Rajasthan lost
their lives after drinking locally made cough
syrups containing deadly levels of DEG. This
is not a new problem — it is part of a disturbing
pattern that has repeated since 2022, exposing
deep cracks in drug manufacturing, raw material
supply, and government oversight, especially in
India, which supplies nearly 40% of the world’s
generic medicines.

What Makes DEG and EG So Dangerous?

DEG and EG look, smell, and taste almost
identical to safe pharmaceutical solvents like
propylene glycol and glycerin. They are
colorless, odorless, and slightly sweet — perfect
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The Silent Killer in Sweet Syrup:
How Toxic Cough Medicines
Continue to Claim Young Lives

Pharmacist

for hiding in children’s medicines. But while
safe glycerin costs drug makers a premium,
industrial-grade DEG and EG are dirt cheap,
sometimes costing less than one-tenth the price.
Greedy or negligent manufacturers buy conta-
minated raw materials to save money, unaware
or uncaring that even 0.1% contamination can
be fatal for a child.

These toxins are never meant for human
consumption. DEG is a waste product from
making plastics and resins. EG is used to keep
car engines from freezing. When unscrupulous
suppliers label them as “pharmaceutical grade
glycerin,” the stage is set for disaster.

How These Poisons Destroy the Body: A
Pharmacological Breakdown

Once swallowed, both DEG and EG are
absorbed quickly through the stomach and
intestines, reaching peak blood levels within 1—
2 hours. The real damage begins when the liver
starts breaking them down.

Ethylene Glycol (EG) — The Fast Killer

e The liver enzyme alcohol dehydrogenase
(ADH) turns EG into glycolic acid, which
drops blood pH dangerously low (severe
metabolic acidosis).

e This acid storm causes rapid breathing,
racing heart, low blood pressure, and confu-
sion.




e Later, it forms oxalic acid, which combines
with calcium to create sharp crystals that
block kidney tubes, leading to sudden kidney
failure.

e Brain swelling, seizures, and coma follow.

e Deadly dose for a child: As little as 1.4 ml
per kg body weight (about one teaspoon
for a 10 kg child).

e Treatment window: Only 4-12 hours.
Doctors use fomepizole to block ADH and
emergency dialysis to clean the blood.

Diethylene Glycol (DEG) — The Silent
Destroyer

e DEG is converted into 2-hydroxye-
thoxyacetic acid (HEAA) and diglycolic
acid (DGA).

e DGA is especially vicious — it builds up in
kidney cells, destroys mitochondria (the
cell’s power plants), triggers oxidative stress,
and causes massive cell death in the kidneys.

e Unlike EG, acidosis is milder, but brain and
nerve damage is worse: children develop
slurred speech, inability to walk, facial
paralysis, coma, and respiratory failure.

e Symptoms appear 24—72 hours later, often
too late for effective treatment.

e Deadly dose: Shockingly low — 0.14 ml/kg
(a few drops can kill a toddler).

e Fomepizole helps less here; dialysis is the
only hope, but mortality still exceeds 50%.

Children suffer the most because their
kidneys are still developing, they receive higher
doses per kg in syrup form, and many are alrea-
dy weak from malnutrition or infections.

1) Poison : EG

Main Toxic Byproducts : Glycolic acid, Oxalic
acid

Worst Affected Organs : Kidneys, Brain, Heart

Time to Severe Symptoms : 4-12 hours
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Fatal Dose (Child) : ~1.4 ml/kg
2) Poison : DEG

Main Toxic Byproducts :
HEAA

Worst Affected Organs :
Brain

Diglycolic acid,

Kidneys, Nerves,

Time to Severe Symptoms : 24-72 hours
Fatal Dose (Child) : ~0.14 ml/kg
A Century of Repeated Tragedies

This is not a modern accident. Poisonous
glycol in medicines has killed thousands over
the past 100 years:

e 1937, USA: Elixir Sulfanilamide (antibiotic
syrup) with DEG killed 107 people, mostly
children. This disaster forced the US to
create modern drug safety laws.

e 1990, Bangladesh: Contaminated paraceta-
mol syrup — over 300 children dead.

o 1995-96, Haiti: Fake glycerin in fever syrup
— 85 children died.

o 2008-09, Nigeria: Teething mixture — 84
babies lost.

e 2022, Gambia: Indian-made cough syrups
— at least 70 children dead.

e 2022, Uzbekistan: EG in cough syrup — 20
children died.

o 2025, India: Latest outbreak — 24 confirmed
deaths, many more suspected.

More than 1,000 documented child deaths
since 1937 — and countless unreported cases.

Year Country Medicine Poison Child Deaths
1937 USA Sulfanilamide syrp ~ DEG 107

1990 Bangladesh Paracetamol syrup DEG 300+
200809 Nigeria Teething syrup DEG #4
2022 Gambia Cough/paracetamol syrup DEG 70+
2012 Uzhekistan Cough syrup EG 20
2025 India (MP & Rajasthan) Cough syrup DEG 24+




The 2025 India Outbreak: A National Shame

Between September and October 2025,
hospitals in Madhya Pradesh saw a flood of
children with sudden kidney failure. Tests
confirmed cough syrups from companies like
Marion Biotech and Qube Pharmaceutical
contained up to 30% DEG — hundreds of times
above safe limits.

The World Health Organization released
Medical Product Alert N°5/2025 on October
13, warning that three Indian syrups were being
sold across Asia and Africa. Police arrested
factory owners, but the damage was done. Raw
material suppliers had sold industrial DEG
labeled as “glycerin BP/USP” — a fraud that
keeps repeating.

India’s drug regulator (CDSCO) has been
criticized for weak factory inspections and slow
recalls. Despite banning 14 syrups in 2023 after
the Gambia scandal, the same loopholes remain.
India exports $25 billion worth of generics
yearly — but at what human cost?

How to Stop This From Happening Again

The solutions are clear, yet slow to
implement:

1. Mandatory testing of every batch of
glycerin and propylene glycol using gas
chromatography—mass spectrometry
(GC-MS) — the only reliable way to detect
DEG/EG.

2. End-to-end supply chain tracking with
digital certificates for every raw material
drum.

3. Global blacklisting of repeat-offender
manufacturers.

4. Ban high-risk liquid formulations for
children where safe alternatives exist.

5. Affordable safe solvents subsidized for
small manufacturers.

6. Real-time reporting systems so doctors
can flag clusters of kidney failure early.

India introduced compulsory testing for
exports in 2023, but domestic market rules are
still weak. The WHO keeps issuing alerts, but
prevention lags behind.

Final Word

Every bottle of contaminated cough syrup
represents a betrayal — of trust, of science, and
of childhood. These deaths are 100%
preventable. They happen not because of bad
luck, but because someone chose profit over a
child’s life.

Until regulators treat pharmaceutical fraud
as seriously as terrorism, and until every parent
can trust that a sweet red syrup won’t become
their child’s last drink, the nightmare will
continue.

The next bottle on the pharmacy shelf might
look innocent. But for too many families, it has
already become a coffin.
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