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An examination of suicide rates in Switzerland during the period when 
domestic gas was detoxified indicated that, not only did the use of domestic 
gas for suicide decline, but so did the overall suicide rate, indicating that 
people did not switch to alternative methods for suicide, contrary to a 
claim made by the late Erwin Stengel. 

During the 1960s and 1970s, domestic gas was 
detoxified in England and Wales, and a dramatic 
decline in the suicide rate using domestic gas was 
observed. During the same period, the total suicide 
rate in England and Wales declined by about a third, 
indicating that, as domestic gas became less toxic, 
people did not switch to other methods of suicide. 
These effects were documented in detail by Kreitman 
(1) and more recently by Clarke & Mayhew (2). 

As a result, the suggestion was made that an 
effective method of preventing suicide would be to 
make lethal methods for suicide less lethal or less 
available (3). However, Stengel (4) stated that detoxi- 
fication of domestic gas in Basle, Switzerland did 
not have the same effect as the detoxification of 
domestic gas in England and Wales. He produced no 
evidence for this assertion, but it has been cited many 
times since as evidence against the hypothesis that 
detoxification of domestic gas might reduce the 
suicide rate in countries other than England and 
Wales. 

Data for the city of Basle alone were not available, 
but data for the whole of Switzerland were. This 
article examines whether there is any validity for 
Stengel's assertion in Switzerland as a whole. 

Material and methods 

Information sent by the Swiss Gas and Water 
Industry Association to the author (May 17, 1990) 
states that the Swiss gas industry began to detoxify 
domestic coal gas from 1955 on. The production of 
domestic coal gas in Switzerland stopped from 1969 
to 1971. 

Data were obtained on suicide using all methods, 
including domestic gas, for the period 1951 to 1968 
from official Swiss government publications with the 
help of Dr. 0. Jakob of the Gerichtlich-Medizi- 
nisches Institut of the University of Basle. 
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Results 

The data are shown in Table 1, and the results of 
simple regression over time for the period 1955 to 
1968 are shown in Table 2. From 1955 to 1968, the 
rate of suicide using domestic gas dropped. The 
regression coefficients were highly significant for 
both men and women, and the Pearson correlations 
over time - 0.91 and - 0.92 respectively. 

In contrast, the suicide rate using all other methods 
did not change linearly over time during this period 
for women and, indeed, decreased during this period 
for men. Thus, there is no evidence that Swiss men 
or women switched to other methods for suicide as 
they decreased their use of domestic gas for suicide. 

The total suicide rate for both men and women 

Table 1. Suicide rates in Switzerland 

Men Women 

Domestic Other Domestic Other 
Total gas methods Total gas methods 

1951 30.98 3.76 27.22 11.64 4.00 7.64 
1952 31.87 3.57 28.30 11.29 3.27 8.02 
1953 33.90 3.35 30.55 9.88 2.83 7.05 
1954 33.48 4.32 29.16 11.74 2.88 8.86 
1955 30.59 3.16 27.43 12.25 2.46 9.79 
1956 30.99 2.47 28.52 11.72 3.22 8.50 
1957 31.26 3.18 28.08 10.30 2.62 7.68 
1958 30.71 3.02 27.69 11.07 2.22 8.85 
1959 29.15 2.93 26.22 9.26 1.94 7.32 
1960 26.96 2.78 24.18 10.78 1.70 9.08 
1961 25.68 2.14 23.54 10.90 1.78 9.12 
1962 27.32 2.51 24.81 10.39 1.90 8.49 
1963 24.86 1.61 23.25 9.55 1.90 7.65 
1964 24.31 2.05 22.26 10.03 1.50 8.53 
1965 27.40 1.88 25.52 9.72 1.55 8.17 
1966 26.58 1.34 25.24 10.35 1.09 9.26 
1967 26.10 0.78 25.32 9.13 0.59 8.54 
1968 25.03 0.50 24.53 9.52 0.29 9.23 
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Table 2. Results of the regression analyses 

Regression t-value Pearson 
coefficient Error (df = 12) correlation 

Male suicide rate 
total -48.40 9.58 5.05 -0.82 
domestic gas - 18.74 2.51 7.48 -0.91 
other methods -29.66 10.03 2.96 -0.65 

Female suicide rate 
total -16.12 4.32 3.73 -0.73 
domestic gas - 16.94 2.10 8.05 -0.92 
other methods 0.82 4.84 0.17 0.05 

there being a corresponding increase in the use of 
other methods for suicide. This casts serious doubt 
on Stengel’s assertion that people switched methods 
in Basle, Switzerland, when domestic gas was de- 
toxified, an assertion made without providing any 
data to document it. Unfortunately, Dr. Stengel is 
dead, and so it is no longer possible to ascertain on 
what basis he made his claim. It must be concluded, 
therefore, that the experience in Switzerland sup- 
ports the effects documented in England and Wales 
for the impact of the detoxification of domestic gas 
on suicide. 

declined significantly during this period (see 
Table 2). 

Discussion 

As domestic gas was detoxified in Switzerland from 
1955 to 1968, its use for suicide declined without 
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