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Importance of diatoms in the diagnosis of drowning
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Resumo
Introduction:  Diatoms are unicellular microalgae 
ubiquitous in lotic or lentic aquatic ecosystems, though 
they can also be found on humid land surfaces, even if 
less frequently [1,2]. Individual species and communities 
are diverse and environmentally specific due to their 
sensitivity to pH, temperature, and type of aquatic 
ecosystem [3,4]. Diatom cell wall is composed of silica 
(SiO2), which provides resistance and different shapes, 
size, and colours according to the species [5]. Diatoms 
have been of great importance in forensic investigation 
providing a useful tool for the diagnosis of drowning. In 
fact, objects of a crime or persons linked to an accident 
or crime scene that takes place in water will have algae in 
or on them [1,2,3]. Objectives: This work focuses on the 
significance of diatoms in the diagnosis of drowning death 
cases. Methods: Search was based on ScienceDirect and 
PubMed database and considering the following keywords 
alone or in combination: diatoms, forensic science, and 

drowning. Results: Diatoms have a relevant importance 
in assisting post-mortem diagnosis of an individual found 
in an aquatic environment. It is possible to distinguish 
whether death occurred by drowning or by other cause, 
through the identification of diatoms present in bone 
marrow, kidney, liver, or only in the upper respiratory tract 
[2,3,5]. Distinctive diatoms species and pattern also help 
in the geolocation as algal communities are distinctive of 
certain aquatic ecosystems or water quality. In fact, some 
studies have been shown the correlation between tissue 
and diatom pattern and drowning sites. Additionally, 
their adherence to surfaces also allows to establish a link 
between submerged objects, persons, and aquatic system 
and even seasons [4,5].Conclusions: The identification 
and pattern of diatoms in a specific aquatic environment 
can therefore be a useful tool in forensic investigation. The 
importance of diatoms should not be underestimated, 
and their role in Forensic Sciences should be evaluated.
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