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DRAFT

South Carolina child deaths declining

COLUMBIA – Preventable child deaths in South Carolina are declining, but the state needs to stay vigilant in its support for local children's councils, stronger partnerships, and educational initiatives aimed at parents and caregivers on unsafe sleeping practices, an advisory committee said Tuesday. 


Strengthening the relationships among local law enforcement, the medical community and agencies involved in investigation of children's deaths along with stressing the importance of law enforcement investigations of child deaths could lead to more strategies to reduce preventable deaths of children, according to a report released Tuesday by the State Child Fatality Advisory Committee. 


“The good news is that the rates of preventable childhood deaths in all categories are going down,” said Dr. Clay Nichols, a Palmetto Health pathologist who chairs the committee. “I feel these trends can be attributed to the hard work and dedication of the professionals who are actively engaged in the effort to eliminate childhood deaths. Through persistent death investigation and analysis, policy change recommendations and educational initiatives, the people who have selflessly given of their time are seeing the rewards of their hard work.”


The General Assembly formed the committee in 1993 to identify patterns in child fatalities that can guide efforts by agencies, communities and individuals to decrease the number of preventable child deaths. The committee includes representatives from state agencies, children’s advocacy groups and health care providers.  The mission of the committee is to decrease the number of preventable child deaths by developing an understanding of the causes of child death, developing plans for implementing changes in the agencies represented, and advising the governor and General Assembly on statutory, policy and practice improvements which will help prevent child deaths.

-more-

The group reviews “unexplained and unexpected” deaths, excluding motor vehicle crashes, which are investigated by the Department of Public Safety.  The Committee reviewed 239 child deaths in 2003. Natural deaths, including Sudden Infant Death Syndrome, continue to claim the most children each year, followed by unintentional injuries such as suffocation, drowning and fire deaths. 


While the overall child fatality rate has dropped from 28.7 per 100,000 in 1993 to 20.9, Dr. Nichols said there is still work to be done. “Children are still dying from firearms injuries from guns that have not been secured. They are still dying in house fires in homes that do not have a working smoke alarm. They are still drowning in bodies of water where swimming should not be allowed or adequate adult supervision is not provided. Babies are still being allowed to sleep on their stomachs or are sleeping with adults. 

“The list goes on, but it demonstrates that even with a little thought and effort a death might be easily prevented. So, the work goes on.”


Dr. Nichols also recognized Richland County Coroner Gary Watts for his office’s zealous and professional approach toward child fatality investigations and Lt. Jean Lee of the Berkeley County Sheriff’s Department for her conscious professional approach toward child fatality investigations. Outgoing chair Bill Billingsley also was recognized for his service to the committee.  
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