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In 1994, a retrospective study of new cases of traumatic Spinal Cord Injury (SCI) was
conducted in all the hospitals in Southeast Turkey: 75 new traumatic SCI were identi®ed. The
estimated annual incidence was 16.9 per million population. The male/female ratio was 5.8/1.
The mean age was 31.3, being 31.25 for male patients and 31.36 for female patients. 70.7% of
all patients were under the age of 40. The major causes of SCI were falls (37.3%) and gunshot
wounds (29.3%), followed by car accidents (25.3%), and stab wounds (1.3%). Thirty one
patients (41.3%) were tetraplegic and 44 (58.7%) paraplegic. In tetraplegic patients the
commonest level was C5, in those with paraplegia L1. The commonest associated injury was
head trauma followed by fractures of the extremity(ies). Severe head trauma, being a major
cause of death, may have obscured the actual incidence of SCI. Most of gunshot injured SCI
patients were young soldiers ®ghting against the rebels. As there was no available data for the
rebels with SCI, the actual incidence of SCI in Southeast (SE)Turkey should be higher than
that found in this study.
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Introduction

In Turkey, there has only been one epidemiological
study of SCI conducted in Istanbul.1 It was considered
that a similar study would be important for SE Turkey.

Material and methods

In 1994, the population of Southeast of Turkey was
4,416,3362. We conducted this retrospective study for
the year 1994. Records of SCI patients were obtained
from the emergency services, intensive care units and
departments of orthopaedic surgery and neurosurgery
and rehabilitation medicine.

Results

Incidence
The annual incidence (1994) of traumatic SCI was 16.9
per million population.

Gender and age
There were 64 males and 11 females with SCI, the
male/female ratio being 5.8/1. The mean age was
31.3+12.8, being 31.2+13.0 for male patients and
31.4+11.7 for females. SCI was most prevalent

between 20 ± 29 years inclusive with only one peak in
this age group (Figure 1). But when we considered
the incidence by age groups, the most prevalent age
group was 40 ± 49 followed by 20 ± 29 years inclusive
(Figure 2).

Causes of SCI
In this study, falls exceeded gunshots and road
accidents as causes of SCI. Falls, gunshots and road
accidents altogether accounted for 91.9% of all causes.
Other causes were being struck by an object (5.2%),
stab injury (1.3%), suicide (1.3%).

Falls were more common in middle age groups;
gunshot wounds in younger people; and road accidents
in older age groups.

SCI level
Thirty one patients (41.3%) were tetraplegic and 44
(58.7%) paraplegic. In tetraplegic patients the com-
monest level was C5, in paraplegic L1.

Associated trauma
Thirty eight percent of the patients had associated
trauma, the commonest being head injury, followed by
extremity fractures, pneumothorax, hemothorax, and
burns.Correspondence: Ass Prof S̨afak S KaramehmetogÏ lu, MD
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Discussion

On comparison of the incidence of SCI in the
literature, we found that it ranged from six to 56.1
per million population.1,3 ± 12 (Figure 3). We also saw
that there were considerable di�erences within one
country e.g. USA and Taiwan. This might be due to
methodological, demographic, sociological, geographi-
cal and political factors. The incidence of SCI in
Southeast Turkey (a rural area) was lower than that in
Istanbul, the most populated city of Turkey. SCI
appeared to increase with civilisation. In developed
countries such as USA, Japan, Germany the incidence
of SCI was found to be high.5,8,9,11

As in most of the studies, SCI was commonest in
the 20 ± 29 age group. Turkey has a very young
population, and the 20 ± 29 age group is the most
prominent. This period of life is characterised by high
risk activities such as ®ghting, driving and climbing,
and therefore it appears normal to have the highest
incidence of SCI in this age group. Consideration of
the incidence by age groups we found the highest
incidence to be in the 40 ± 49 age group (52.6 per
million).

Although there were almost equal numbers of males
and females in the population, SCI was six times
commoner in males than in females; and as is also
reported in other studies, males are at a greater risk of
SCI.1,3 ± 12 In a developing country such as Turkey
men are the breadwinners, often working in potentially

dangerous situations, and they drive cars. On the other
hand women are usually at home as housewives, and
are protected from many outside dangers.

Head trauma as a common cause of death might
obscure the actual incidence of SCI. It was estimated
that 12 ± 15% of deaths at the time of admission to
hospital were associated with SCI13,14: mainly due to
head and brain injury, followed by cardiopulmonary
problems.

This study di�ered from other studies in that falls
and gunshot wounds exceeded road accidents as main
causes of SCI. In most of the literature road accidents
were the major cause of SCI.1,3 ± 6,15 SCI from falls
appeared to be a feature in developing countries.16 ± 17

As a second cause of SCI, gunshot injury would be a
speci®c ®nding in those parts of Turkey that are
con¯ict areas. As there is no available data for the
rebels with SCI, the actual incidence of SCI in the
Southeast of Turkey would be higher than that found
in this study.
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