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    Abstract

Over the last century, the infectious causes of acute upper airway obstruction have changed dramatically. Toxigenic Corynebacterium diphtheriae has become rare in the UK due to national immunisation programmes. Since 1986, eight sporadic cases of C diphtheriae were reported, all of whom had recently returned from endemic areas. We describe a case of fatal laryngeal diphtheria in an unimmunised child. Although appropriate antimicrobial cover was provided, antitoxin was not administered due to a low index of suspicion. This case represents the first UK death from C diphtheriae in 14 years and where travel to an endemic country or contact with a known case of diphtheria was not identified. We highlight the need to maintain a high index of suspicion in children for whom completion of the immunisation schedule is not confirmed regardless of travel history. Prompt recognition and timely administration of antitoxin may be life-saving.
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