
777

Commentary on: Attafi IM, Albeishy MY, Oraiby ME, Khardali IA, Shaikhain GA, Fageeh MM. 
Postmortem Distribution of Cathinone and Cathine in Human Biological Specimens in a Case of 
Death Associated with Khat Chewing. Arab J Forensic Sci Forensic Med. 2018 Jun 7;1(7).

م�ستويات الكثني و الكاثنني يف الوفيات املرتبطة بالقات

John M. Corkery 1, *, Fabrizio Schifano 1, Amira Guirguis 1

1,* Psychopharmacology, Drug Misuse and Novel Psychoactive Substances Research Unit, Department of Clinical and 
Pharmaceutical Sciences, School of Life and Medical Sciences, University of Hertfordshire, College Lane Campus, 
Hatfield, Hertfordshire, AL10 9AB, United Kingdom.

Received 16 Apr. 2019; Accepted 02 May. 2019; Available Online xxxx

Naif Arab University for Security Sciences

www.nauss.edu.sa
http://ajfsfm.nauss.edu.sa

Arab Journal of Forensic Sciences & Forensic Medicine

Le
tte

r t
o 

th
e 

Ed
ito

r

Arab Journal of Forensic Sciences & Forensic Medicine 2019; Volume 1 Issue (10), XXX-XXX

امل�ستخل�ص
الب�شرية  الأن�شجة  الدوائية يف  ال�شموم  تتاأثرم�شتويات  اأن  املمكن  من 

املهم  من  العينة.  لأخذ  املختار  اجل�شدي  املوقع  خالل  من  الوفاه  بعد 

يف  النف�شاين  التاأثري  ذات  املكونات  حتليل  عند  العتبار  يف  ذلك  اأخذ 

اأو  يف  و�شاهمت  ا�شتهالكها   مت  التي   ).Catha edulis Forsk( القات 

ت�شببت يف الوفاه .نادرا ما يتم الإبالغ عن م�شتويات الكاثني والكاثينون 

والنورفيدرين / نورب�شودواإيفيدرين بعد الوفاة ، مما يجعل من امل�شتحيل 

الذين  الأ�شخا�ص  من  وغريهم  الأمرا�ص  وعلماء  ال�شموم  علماء  على 

يحققون يف الوفيات املرتبطة بالقات اأن يقرروا اإذا كان امل�شتوى �شاما اأو 

قاتال. تعر�ص هذه مقالة جميع الأبحاث املن�شورة املتاحة حاليًا للم�شاعدة 

يف البدء يف توثيق هذا النطاق املهمل . ينبغي جمع هذه املعلومات والإبالغ 

عنها على اأ�شا�ص منهجي لت�شهيل التف�شريات ال�شحيحة يف امل�شتقبل.
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Abstract
The interpretation of post-mortem human tissue toxicology 

levels may be affected by the sampling site chosen. It is important 

to bear this in mind when looking at the psychoactive constituents 

of khat (Catha edulis Forsk) that have been consumed and have 

contributed to or caused death. The post-mortem levels of cathine, 

cathinone and norephedrine/ norpseudoephedrine are very rarely 

reported, thereby making it impossible for toxicologists, patholo-

gists and others investigating khat-related fatalities to decide if a 

level is toxic or fatal. This paper presents all the published data 

that exists to help start documenting this neglected area. Such in-

formation should be collected and reported on a systematic basis to 

facilitate correct interpretations in the future.
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and which are fatal. It is likely that there are many deaths 
which come under this heading, but they are not properly 
identified, recorded, analysed and published [2]. At pres-
ent, the only information collated on such fatalities is pre-
sented in a book chapter [3] and two papers by the corre-
spondent [2, 4], and the aforementioned paper [1]. This is 
summarised in Table-1.
This shows that the cathinone levels reported in the most 
recent case for both blood and vitreous humour are towards 
the low end of those previously reported by the correspon-
dent. Perhaps, more importantly, the results presented 
show just how scant the published information is on this 
issue and, therefore, how difficult – if not impossible – it 
is to state with any confidence what constitutes a toxic or 
fatal level. One can only do that if there are sufficient cases 
reported with toxicological levels and where no other sub-
stances were found and/or implicated. 
It would have been of interest if Attafi et al. [1] had provid-
ed the autopsy findings (including any information on he-
patic or renal impairment and co-ingestion of other drugs), 
and the findings reached by the investigating officials in 

1. Introduction
The recent case report by Attafi et al. [1] raises the impor-
tant issue of the need to take into account the post-mortem 
(re)-distribution of the key psychoactive constituents of 
khat (Catha edulis Forsk), i.e. cathine and cathinone and 
their precursors, when interpreting their levels in various 
human body tissues. 
The sampling site may be affected by metabolism, espe-
cially if there is any hepatic or renal impairment. The levels 
of cathine, cathinone and related metabolites may also be 
affected by deterioration during the period between death 
and post-mortem sample collection, as well as storage 
methods, etc. Another important consideration in deter-
mining the toxic/lethal levels of these molecules is whether 
the decedent(s) had co-ingested any other drugs which may 
have given rise to drug-drug interactions and/or synergistic 
effects.
It is important that portmortem toxicology levels in ‘deaths 
associated with khat consumption’ are not only quantified, 
but also recorded and published. This will greatly assist in 
establishing what levels of these two molecules are toxic 
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Table 1- Summary of measured toxicological findings for the psychoactive constituents of khat (Catha edulis Forsk) in deceased humans.

Reference Case number Tissue levels (µg/L)

Norephedrine/ norpseu-
doephedrine Cathine Cathinone

1
Kidney - 310

Stomach - 3280

Brain - 30
Liver - 30

Stomach - 1850
Blood - 60

Vitreous humour - 70

3 2 Blood - 154 Blood - 104

3 5 Blood - 1000
Urine - detected Blood - <50

3 9 Vitreous humour - 310 Vitreous humour - 110

3 10 Blood - <50
Urine - detected

Blood - <25
Urine - detected

3 13 Blood 19

3 15 Peripheral blood - 1447 Peripheral blood - 122
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nia T, Naidoo V, Button J. ‘Bundle of fun’or ‘bunch 
of problems’? Case series of khat-related deaths in 
the UK. Drugs: education, prevention and policy. 
2011;18(6):408-25. https://doi.org/10.3109/09687637.
2010.504200
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respect of the cause and manner of death, for example, ac-
cidental asphyxiation caused by the khat content in the de-
cedent’s mouth.
It is recommended that toxicologists and pathologists 
should bear in mind the need to build up the very limited 
published evidence-base we have on post-mortem cathine, 
cathinone and norephedrine/norpseudoephedrine tissue 
levels for deaths involving khat consumption.    
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