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ABSTRACT

Purpose: In 1998 the Brazilian population reached 161 million inhabitants, of which 7,183 (4.44/100,000 inhabitants) died because of drowning. Drowning is the second leading cause of death for ages 5 to 14 years and third cause of injury death for all ages in Brazil. Our purpose is to determine a 20 year profile (1979-1998) of drowning in Brazil, to focus on the best approach to implement a National water safety program.

Method: Drowning rates among Brazilian residents were calculated from death certificate data (1979-1998) based on DATASUS - Mortality System Information <www.datasus.gov.br> using International Classification of Disease.

Results: There were 144,207 deaths (5.2/100.000 inhabitants) and an average of 7,210 death/year, due to drowning in Brazil during these 20 years (1979-1998). There was an overall decrease in incidence of drowning, from 5.42 (1979) to 4.44 (1998) (SD+/-0,4) per 100.000. The average incidence of death was: Accidental – 88,1% (SD+/-6,8), Intentional 1,7% and unknown 10,2%. Primary accidental death was responsible for the majority of fatalities-87,7%. Secondary drowning caused by watercraft accident or during transport is 0,3%. Intentional death due to drowning was 1,7% (homicide (0,5%) and suicide (1,2%)). Unknown causes accounts for 10,3%. Drowning rates related to 20-29 year-old individuals were the most frequent (22,1%), followed by 15-19 (16,3%), 30-39 (14,7%), 10-14 (11,1%) 40-49 (8,8%), 1-4 (8,3%) and 5-9 (7%). The death rate in 20-29 year-olds occurs without distinction among States, coastline or not. The second leading State of absolute number of death and the first four of relative (death/100.000) aren’t coastline States. Considering all ages, males die 5 times more often from drowning than females. There is no sex distinction in death rates under 1 year of age, but males drown 8.7 times more than females in the age ranging from 20 to 29.

Conclusions: There has been a decrease of 18% in drowning deaths from 1979 to 1998 (p<0.0001). Although drowning is one of the leading causes of death for under 14-year-olds, adult and teenager males living in States without coastline are in the highest risk group deserving a priority for preventive safety programs.
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