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CONDITION

Drain cleaner poisoning

Drain cleaner poisoning is chemical injury caused by swallowing, breathing, or touching a

caustic drain-cleaning product.

WHAT IT IS

Caustic chemical injury from drain-cleaning products

BODY SYSTEM

Digestive tract, airways, eyes, and skin

MAIN SYMPTOMS

Mouth or chest pain, drooling, vomiting, breathing trouble

WHAT CAUSES IT

Contact with strongly alkaline or acidic drain-cleaning chemicals

HOW IT IS DIAGNOSED

Exposure history, examination, imaging, and upper endoscopy when appropriate

MAIN TREATMENT

Immediate decontamination, supportive care, and chemical burn management

CAN IT BE CURED?

Sometimes - minor injuries heal; deep burns can persist

IS IT AN EMERGENCY?

Yes - any swallowing, breathing trouble, or significant eye exposure

LONG-TERM OUTLOOK

Often good after minor exposure; severe burns may cause lasting damage

Overview

Drain cleaner poisoning is an injury caused by exposure to chemicals used to clear blocked

pipes. It is also called drain opener poisoning or caustic ingestion.

Many drain cleaners contain strong alkalis, such as sodium hydroxide or potassium hydroxide.

Others contain strong acids. These chemicals can quickly burn tissue after swallowing,

breathing fumes, or contact with the skin or eyes.

Much of the harm comes from direct chemical burns rather than the chemical entering the

bloodstream. A swallowed product can burn the mouth, throat, food pipe and stomach. The

food pipe is also called the oesophagus or esophagus.

The seriousness of an exposure cannot always be judged by looking at the mouth. Someone
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may have little visible damage around the lips but still have a deep internal burn. Anyone who

may have swallowed drain cleaner needs immediate advice from a poison centre or emergency

service.

Keep the container or take a clear photograph of the label if it is safe to do so. The product

name, ingredients, concentration and time of exposure can help guide care.

Symptoms

Symptoms may begin immediately, although some complications develop later. They depend

on the product, amount, concentration, route of exposure and contact time.

After swallowing drain cleaner, symptoms may include:

Severe chest or abdominal pain may indicate a deep burn or a hole, called a perforation, in the

food pipe, stomach or bowel. This requires emergency care.

Breathing fumes may cause coughing, throat irritation, chest tightness, wheezing or

breathlessness. Dangerous fumes can form when drain cleaner is mixed with bleach, acid,

ammonia or another cleaning product.

Eye exposure may cause severe pain, redness, watering, blurred vision or sensitivity to light.

Chemical eye burns can threaten sight even if the eye initially looks mildly irritated.

Skin exposure may cause redness, pain, blistering or a slippery or soapy feeling. Alkaline

products can continue damaging tissue while they remain on the skin.

- Burning or pain in the mouth, throat, chest or abdomen

- Drooling or difficulty swallowing

- Vomiting, sometimes with blood

- Coughing, hoarseness, noisy breathing or shortness of breath

- Swelling or burns around the lips and mouth

Causes and risk factors

Drain cleaner poisoning occurs when a caustic product contacts body tissue. Common

situations include accidental swallowing, splashes while opening a blocked drain and breathing

fumes in a poorly ventilated space.

Risk is higher when products are:

Some exposures are intentional. If this happened during a period of distress or self-harm,
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emergency care should include compassionate mental health support alongside treatment of

the chemical injury.

Powder, crystal, gel and liquid products can all cause harm. Packaging descriptions such as

"industrial strength" do not show how serious an individual exposure is.

- Stored in drink bottles or unlabelled containers

- Left within reach of children

- Mixed with other household chemicals

- Used without the protection or ventilation stated on the label

- Handled while a drain is under pressure

Diagnosis

Diagnosis starts by identifying the product, how exposure occurred and when it happened. The

healthcare team will examine the mouth, skin and eyes and assess breathing, swallowing, heart

rate and blood pressure.

Blood tests may help assess a serious injury. Chest or abdominal imaging may be needed if

there is concern about inhalation, aspiration or perforation. Aspiration means material has

entered the lungs.

Upper endoscopy may be used after a significant ingestion. A flexible camera is passed

through the mouth to examine the food pipe and stomach, helping specialists assess internal

burns. The hospital team decides whether and when it is safe; endoscopy may be inappropriate

if perforation is already suspected.

A camera examination of the throat or airways may be needed for hoarseness, noisy breathing

or swelling. An eye specialist may examine the eye's surface and check its acidity after

irrigation.

The absence of visible mouth burns does not rule out deeper injury.

Treatment and management

Immediate first aid depends on where contact occurred.

If drain cleaner was swallowed, do not make the person vomit. Vomiting brings the chemical

back over injured tissue and may allow it to enter the lungs. Do not try to neutralise an acid with

an alkali or an alkali with an acid. The reaction can produce heat and worsen the burn.
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Rinse any remaining product from the mouth. Do not give food, drink, activated charcoal or

home remedies unless a poison specialist or emergency professional specifically advises it.

Call a poison centre or emergency service immediately, even if there are no symptoms.

For skin exposure, remove contaminated clothing and brush away dry chemical without

touching it directly. Rinse the skin with plenty of running water. Do not apply creams or

neutralising chemicals.

For eye exposure, start rinsing immediately with clean, lukewarm running water. Remove

contact lenses if they come out easily. Continue irrigation while arranging urgent poison or

medical advice. Do not delay rinsing to find a special eye-wash product.

After fume exposure, move to fresh air without entering an unsafe space. Do not attempt a

rescue in an area filled with fumes unless trained and properly equipped.

Hospital treatment may include:

Activated charcoal does not reliably bind caustic chemicals and can interfere with examination.

Stomach pumping is generally avoided because it may expose tissue again or cause further

injury.

Steroids and antibiotics like amoxicillin or doxycycline are not routinely used for every caustic

exposure. Specialists may use them in selected circumstances.

A narrowed food pipe may later be treated with endoscopic stretching, called dilation. Some

people need repeated procedures, temporary feeding support or reconstructive surgery.

- Protecting the airway and supporting breathing

- Intravenous fluids and pain relief

- Monitoring for bleeding, perforation or infection

- Nutritional support when swallowing is unsafe

- Endoscopy, imaging or surgery for severe injury

Complications

Deep chemical burns can swell the throat and obstruct breathing. Vomit or chemical material

may enter the lungs, causing aspiration injury or pneumonia.

A perforation can allow digestive contents to leak into the chest or abdomen, causing severe

inflammation or infection and sometimes requiring urgent surgery.

As damaged tissue heals, scar tissue can narrow the food pipe. This is called an oesophageal

stricture. It may cause food to stick, painful swallowing, regurgitation, weight loss or repeated
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chest infections from aspiration. Strictures often appear weeks or months after the injury.

Severe eye exposure can scar the eye's surface and affect sight. Deep skin burns may scar or

require specialist burn care.

People with major caustic injury to the food pipe may have an increased risk of oesophageal

cancer many years later. A specialist can advise whether long-term review is appropriate.

Prevention

Keep drain cleaners in their original, labelled containers and close the cap immediately after

use. Store them locked away from children and separate from food, drinks and medicines.

Never transfer drain cleaner into a cup or bottle that could be mistaken for a drink.

Follow label instructions about gloves, eye protection and ventilation. Never mix drain cleaner

with bleach, ammonia, acids or another cleaner. Mixing chemicals can cause heat, splashing or

toxic gas.

Keep your face away from the drain when pouring a product. Do not lean over a blocked pipe,

especially if another chemical has already been used. Consider non-chemical drain-clearing

methods when safe and suitable.

Child-resistant packaging is not childproof. Replace the cap and return the product to secure

storage after every use.

Living with it and what to expect

A brief skin or eye splash rinsed quickly may heal without lasting injury, but medical

assessment remains important if symptoms continue. A mild swallowed exposure may also

settle, although symptoms alone cannot show whether there is internal damage.

Recovery after a significant burn may take weeks or months. You may need a temporary liquid

or soft diet, nutritional supplements, or feeding through a tube. Follow the healthcare team's

instructions.

New or worsening difficulty swallowing after discharge needs prompt follow-up because scar

tissue may be narrowing the food pipe. Treatment can improve swallowing, but some

strictures need more than one procedure.

Severe injuries may require repeated appointments with digestive, surgical, nutrition, or

speech and swallowing specialists. Outcomes depend mainly on the location and depth of

tissue damage.
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Accidental or intentional poisoning can also be emotionally difficult. Support may help with

anxiety, distress or fear around eating and swallowing.

When to get medical help

Treat any possible swallowing of drain cleaner as urgent. In the United States, call Poison

Control at 1-800-222-1222 . Elsewhere, contact your local poison centre or emergency

medical service. Do not wait for symptoms.

Call emergency services now if there is:

Eye exposure needs immediate rinsing and urgent expert advice, especially if pain, blurred

vision or redness continues. Significant skin burns, blistering or ongoing pain also require

urgent assessment.

After initial treatment, contact the treating service promptly for increasing pain, fever,

vomiting, weight loss, food sticking or new difficulty swallowing. These symptoms do not

always require an ambulance unless breathing is affected or the person is severely unwell.

Follow-up may include checking nutrition, swallowing and healing after an internal burn. Keep

appointments even if symptoms improve.

- Trouble breathing, noisy breathing, blue or grey lips, or collapse

- Severe chest or abdominal pain

- Inability to swallow, heavy drooling or repeated vomiting

- Vomiting blood

- Confusion, unusual drowsiness or a seizure

- A large exposure or an intentional ingestion

Common questions

What should I drink after swallowing drain cleaner?

Do not automatically drink anything. Rinse your mouth and call a poison centre or emergency

service immediately. A poison specialist may advise a small amount of liquid in some situations,

but drinking can be unsafe if you are vomiting, drowsy or unable to swallow.

Should I make myself vomit?

No. Vomiting exposes the throat and food pipe to the chemical again and can carry it into the

lungs.
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Can I neutralise drain cleaner with vinegar or baking soda?

No. Mixing acids and alkalis can release heat, gas or splashes and worsen the injury.

Can I be badly injured if my mouth looks normal?

Yes. Visible mouth burns do not reliably show whether the food pipe or stomach is injured. Get

immediate poison advice after any possible ingestion.

How long after swallowing drain cleaner can problems appear?

Pain and drooling may begin quickly, but perforation, infection or narrowing from scar tissue

can develop later. New chest pain, fever, vomiting or difficulty swallowing needs prompt

medical assessment.

Is drain cleaner poisoning fatal?

Severe caustic burns can be life-threatening, especially when they affect breathing or cause

perforation. Many smaller exposures have a better outcome when first aid and expert

assessment happen promptly.
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