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Ocula r gun-shot injuries in Ibadan 

A . M. A G B E J A A N D O . O S U N T O K U N 
Department of Ophthalmology, University College Hospital, Ibadan. Nigeria 

Summary 

Twenty pa t i en t s with eye i n j u r i e s resul t ing f r o m 
gun-shots w e r e a d m i t t e d to t h e Univers i ty 
College Hosp i t a l , I b a d a n . ove r a 10-year 
period. T h r e e of t h e p a t i e n t s h a d involvement 
of both eyes , m a k i n g a to ta l of 23 eyes . Seven 
eyes had con tu s ion in ju r i e s , while 16 had 
perfora t ing in ju r i e s . Eight of t h e pe r fo r a t i ng 
group had p r imary ev i sce ra t ion , t w o r e fused 
eviscerat ion a n d six had repa i r of cornea l / 
corneo-scleral w o u n d s . All seven eyes in the 
contusion g r o u p w e r e t r e a t e d conservat ive ly 
and four r e t a ined a vision of be t t e r than 6/36. 
Seven out of the 20 pa t i en t s w e r e shot by 
someone e l se , six of w h o m w e r e a r m e d 
robbers . T h e o t h e r 13 pa t i en t s w e r e shoo t ing 
animals while h u n t i n g , w h e n the gun e i ther 
backf i red o r e x p l o d e d in the i r faces . 

Resume 

Vingt pa t i en t s qui on t <5te blessd aux yeux pa r 
des ballcs ont e u Padmiss ion h TUnivers i ty 
College Hosp i t a l , I b a d a n , Niger ia , pendan t 
une pe r iode d e 10 ans . T ro i s d e s pa t i en t s ont 
etd affectd d a n s lex d e u x yeux, en faisant Ic 
total de 23 yeux . Sept yeux ont eu les b lessures 
de contus ion tandis q u e 16 ont eu les b lessures 
de pe r fo ra t ion . O n a fait l 'dviscdrat ion p r ima i rc 
dans huit du g r o u p e de p e r f o r a t i o n mais deux 
pat ients ont r e fuse Pdviscdration et six pa t i en t s 
ont eu la r epa ra t i on des b lessures corn£es / 
corneo-sclerot iques . T o u s les sep t yeux d a n s le 
groupe de contus ion ont e t£ trait<5 conserva t ive-
ment et q u a t r e ont conservd une vision de 
meilleur q u e 6/36. Six de 20 pa t ien ts ont dte tire 
par les voleurs a rmds et le sep t i eme par une 
autre pe r sonne . Les au t r e s 13 pa t i en t s ont 
blesse en chassant les an imaux . 

Correspondence : Dr A. M. A g b c j a , Depa r tmen t 
of Ophtha lmology . University College Hospital . 
Ibadan. Nigeria. 

Introduct ion 

Ocula r injuries f rom f i rearms are commonly 
due to accidental backfir ing of the guns used for 
hunt ing game (1). However , with the increasing 
wave of a rmed robbery in Nigeria , more 
pat ients are present ing who have been shot by 
s o m e o n e else. T h e ocular in jur ies associated 
with gun-shots are usually qui te severe , per-
fora t ion of the globe with re ta ined intra-ocular 
foreign bodies being the commones t presenta-
t ion. T h e in jured eye is usually so badly 
d a m a g e d that the re is associated loss of sight 
11-4J-

In this re t rospect ive s tudy , all cases of gun-
shot wounds af fec t ing the eye p resen ted to us 
be tween 1979 and 1989 were rev iewed. 

Pat ients and methods 

T h e clinical records of all pa t ients with gun-shot 
wounds affect ing the eye , admi t t ed to the 
Universi ty Col lege Hospi ta l , I b a d a n , be tween 
1979 a n d 1989 were reviewed. Special a t t en t ion 
was paid to the type of ocular in ju ry , t r e a t m e n t , 
final best cor rec ted vision, type of gun used and 
w h e t h e r the pat ient was the o n e shoot ing o r was 
shot at. 

Results 

T w e n t y pa t i en t s with ocular gun-shot in jur ies 
p resen ted to this d e p a r t m e n t b e t w e e n 1979 and 
1989. T h r e e of the pa t ien ts had bo th eyes 
a f f ec ted . In each of these th ree pa t ien ts , o n e 
eye was p e r f o r a t e d and the o t h e r eye had 
contus ion in ju ry ; 19 of the pa t i en t s were males 
and only o n e was f ema le . T h e age range was 
10-65 yea r s with an average age of 37 years . 
T h e main f indings a re shown in T a b l e s 1 and 2, 
which have b e e n divided in to pe r fo r a t i ng in-
jur ies (16 eyes) and con tus ion in jur ies (seven 
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eyes) . T h e seven eyes with contus ion in jur ies 
were all managed conservatively, i .e. no surgi-
cal t r ea tment was given to the eyebal l , a l though 
two pat ients with subconjunct ival pel lets had 
these removed . Four re ta ined a vision of be t t e r 
than 6/36. two had no light percept ion and o n e 
had count ing fingers. 

Of the 16 eyes with per fora t ing in jur ies , 
seven had re ta ined intra-ocular foreign bodies , 
four had the pellets in their orbi ts , o n e had the 
pellet e m b e d d e d under conjunct iva and o n e 
had the cap of the pellets e m b e d d e d in the 
zygomatic region of the face (Fig. 1). In t h r ee 
eyes, the pellets were nowhere to be f o u n d . 
X-ray pictures of some of these pa t ien ts showed 
different sites of the pellets (Figs 1—4). Fou r of 
the 16 per fora ted eyes had total rup tu re of the 
globe with loss of intra-ocular con ten t s , a n d the 
eviscerat ion was thus comple ted surgically. All 
four eyes were hit by the cap of the pellet 
compar tmen t of the gun which shot back into 
their eyes as they were shoot ing. T h e size of 
these caps ranged f rom 20 to 30 mm in length. 
Eight of the 16 pe r fo ra ted eyes had eviscerat ion 
ai> the primary surgical p rocedure , two re fused 
eviscerat ion, the eyes eventually becoming 
phthisical , and mx had repair of corneal and /o r 
scleral wounds , with removal of retained intra-
ocular foreign bodies . Foreign bodies in the 

FIR. 1. X-ray picturc of a cap in the zygomatic region. 

orbit were left a lone but the pellet cap embed-
ded in the zygomat ic region was removed 
surgically. Visual o u t c o m e in the perforated 
g r o u p was poo r , II out of the 16 eyes (69%) 
e n d e d up with a vision of no percept ion of light, 
two with percep t ion of light only, two with hand 
m o v e m e n t and only o n e had a vision of 6/12 
cor rec ted . 

O u t of the 20 pa t ien ts , 13 were shooting 
while hun t ing g a m e and seven were shot at . six 
by a r m e d r o b b e r s and o n e , a 10-year-old boy, 
was accidental ly shot by his bro ther while 
hunt ing . All 13 pa t i en t s w h o were shooting 
were m a k i n g use of dane -guns , while the six 
a t t acked by a r m e d robbers were a t tacked with 
shot-guns; the 10-year-old boy was shot with a 
dane -gun . 

Discussion 

Accidenta l ocu la r gun-shot in jur ies are a regu-
lar occu r rence dur ing the shoot ing season [2]. 
but in o u r s tudy 3 0 % of the pa t i en t s were shot 
by a r m e d robbe r s ; 9 5 % of the pa t ients were 
males , as most h u n t e r s a re males , the only 
w o m a n in the s tudy was shot by an armed 
robbe r . Eye in jur ies caused by missiles f rom 
guns a re usually qu i te s eve re , with poor visual 
prognosis (5). In 8 7 % of the pa t ien ts in this 
s tudy , vision was r educed to 6/60 o r less in the 
in ju red e y e , and in 3 4 . 8 % t h e extent of the 
in jury , with accompany ing endophtha lmi t i s , 
caused by re ta ined in t raocula r foreign bodies, 
necess i ta ted eviscera t ion . 

T h e most severe in jur ies were found in the 
pene t ra t ing in jury g r o u p , in which only two of 
the 16 eyes involved re ta ined useful vision, 
most of the o the r s having had evisceration. 
N o n e of the con tus ion g r o u p requ i red eviscera-
t ion. I he o the r s in the pe r fo r a t i ng injury group 
who did not requi re eviscerat ion had surgical 
repair of the en t ry w o u n d with removal of any 
intra-ocular foreign body. Var ious s tudies have 
descr ibed extensively the surgical management 
of these cases (1,2,6). Con tus ion injur ies were 
t rea ted conservat ively , a l though the re is a risk 
of late ret inal d e t a c h m e n t . T h e visual prognosis 
in these cases was g o o d , four out of seven eyes 
( 5 7 % ) re ta ining a visual acuity of 6/36 o r better . 
In the cases whe re the pa t ients were shooting 
g a m e , 69% had the right eye involved. This was 
found to be due to the fact that most hunters 
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These could be tried on some h u n t e r s , a s t h e 
visual prognosis a f t e r ocu la r gun-shot i n ju r i e s is 
poor [5J. 
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Ocular gun-shot injuries 

Figs 2 & 3. X-ray pictures of pellets scattered all over the face including both orbits 

Fig. 4. X-ray picture of a cap in the orbit. 

focus on an ima l s with the right eye while try ing 
to s h o o t , while the left eye is kep t closed fo r a 
no-para l l ax view b e t w e e n t h e gun a n d a n i m a l . 
In the contus ion g r o u p s 7 1 . 5 % of the pa t i en t s 
w e r e shot a t , all by a r m e d robbe r s . In this 
g r o u p , the cause of the con tus ion m a y be d u e to 
the fact that the gun be ing f i red was at a 
d i s tance f r o m t h e pa t i en t , unl ike t h e pa t i en t s 
w h o w e r e shoo t ing , in w h o m the backf i r ing gun 
was right next to thei r faces . 

Plain X- rays of the orb i t have b e e n f o u n d to 
best locate r e t a i n e d pel le ts with the use of a 
l imbal r ing to locate the posi t ion in o r a r o u n d 
the eye . In this s t udy , the pellet was r e t a ined in 
t h e eye a n d orb i t in 12 pa t i en t s ( 6 0 % ) . D a n e -
gun pel le ts have a high lead c o n t e n t a n d so 
p re sen t a po ten t i a l risk of sys temic lead po ison-
ing [7 | . 

In conc lus ion , t he re shou ld be m o r e publ ic 
a w a r e n e s s abou t the d a n g e r s of these w e a p o n s 
and va r ious sa fe ty p recau t ions tha t could be 
t a k e n . I l u n t e r s shou ld be adv ised t o w e a r sa fe ty 
goggles . In a p rev ious s tudy , s a fe ty glasses 
i nco rpo ra t i ng p o l y c a r b o n a t e lenses w e r e f o u n d 
to wi ths tand t h e impac t of a i rgun pel le ts [8]. 
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