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Solvent abuse still goes on

Many of us are aware of the dangers of
heroin, cocaine, ecstasy, cannabis and
other high-profile drugs, but don't give
solvent abuse a second thought. Perhaps
this is because it involves the abuse of
familiar household items like glues, petrol,
gas lighter refills, and aerosols, so surely
it can’t be really dangerous? Wrong! The
chilling thing about solvent abuse, more
accurately known as ‘volatile substance abuse’ or
‘VSA', is that it can kill the very first time. A quarter
of VSA victims have no history of solvent abuse

— until they die.

Deliberately concentrating the vapours to get high
can affect the heart. This makes sudden death a real
danger — just like heroin.

Adults don’t know much about
solvents — their children do

Many adults, if they think about solvent abuse at
all, associate it with glue sniffing and may think

it is an old problem that has gone away. It hasn't

— although glue is no longer the most
common abuse. VSA still kills one young
person a week. By the time our children
leave primary school they will know
about drugs and solvents and may even
have been introduced to them by their
peers. What they won't understand or
believe about solvents is that they could
die the very first time they try them. No
youngster thinks they will die, that doesn’t
happen when you're young — yet VSA is one
of the biggest killers of young people.
In some age groups, there
are more deaths from
solvent abuse than from
leukaemia, pneumonia
and drowning put
together.

Who experiments with solvents?

VSA runs right through society — it has no social or
geographical boundaries. It often occurs in clusters
as it becomes a craze in an area. In some areas it
can become a serious problem.

Often it's just to try it, to be part of the gang, or

to take a risk. Most children only experiment for a
short while, but it may kill them even in that short
time. Some kids turn to VSA because of problems at
school or at home, sometimes it's good old fashioned
boredom. These days though it's not usually seen as
‘cool’, unlike some drug taking. Some will go on to
become longer term abusers and are likely to abuse
solvents alongside other drugs or alcohol.

Most volatile substances are open to
abuse and abusers want to get ‘high’ on
the fumes. The products are cheap and
easy to get hold of. Typical abusers are
teenagers but there have been deaths as
young as 7 and as old as 80. Some do it
with their friends, but others abuse alone
in their bedroom. Most of the deaths
happen at home.

How does VSA kill?

It can cause the heart to beat irregularly and stop.
Unless expert help is on hand immediately, normal
heart rhythm cannot be restarted. This can happen
the first time or the hundredth — quite why, is not
completely understood. Many more boys die in this
way than girls — although as many girls appear to
abuse volatile substances.

VSA can cause collapse or the abuser can choke on
their vomit, or hurt themselves while intoxicated.

If an abuser is lucky enough to cheat death, long-
term abuse of some products can cause irreversible
damage to the liver, kidneys, brain or nervous
system.




Make sure your child is
aware of the dangers

Most children, even those who are very

young, have heard about sniffing even -~ ’
if you haven't, but they probably won't ; don t Chase,

appreciate the dangerg. Talk tg your . pamc (1] upset
child about important issues, including "

drugs and solvents, and try to keep the them SUdden
lines of communication open. Know their F

friends and be aware of what is going on Stress or

in their lives so you can spot any changes. exer“on can
Set an example on the proper use of household

products and encourage them to value their health. cause SUdden

Normal use of these products will not harm them,
abuse may kill. And, if you are concerned that your
child might still be tempted, keep an eye on the

gas lighter fuels, glues and aerosols you have in
your home and watch that they are not running out
more quickly than usual. Petrol and Nitrous oxide
(laughing gas) are a growing problem. You can get
expert help and advice from the organisations shown
on the back cover.

death

if necessary, use
the person’s knee
to turn them onto
their side in the

recovery position

e stay calm and try to stop them sniffing without
using force

* don't chase or over-excite them as this may
cause sudden death

¢ realise they may be hallucinating (seeing or
hearing things that are not there)

* do not choose to discuss their problem now
e stay with them until the effects have worn off



can you do to help?
If you have friends or family who work with children

through their job or as volunteers, please make sure
they are aware of the dangers of solvent abuse as well.

For more copies of this free leaflet, please email:
enquiries@bama.co.uk.
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substance abuse, 24hr helpline: 01536 510010,
www.solveitonline.co.uk

Data on deaths from VSA: www.vsareport.org
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