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Explosions in the Lab 
What can be learned from the death of a young biochemist at UCLA? 

By Beryl Lieff Benderly Posted Friday, May 22, 2009, at 7:03 AM ET  

What makes so academic laboratories such dangerous places to work?A few days 

after Christmas of 2008, a young technician in a biochemistry laboratory at the 

University of California-Los Angeles began to transfer a tablespoon of t-butyl 

lithium from one container to another. T-butyl lithium is pyrophoric, meaning it 

ignites on contact with air, but Sheri Sangji wasn't wearing a protective lab coatð

instead, she had on a flammable synthetic sweatshirt. Somehow the stuff spilled 

onto her clothing, and she was engulfed in flames. Sangji died from her burns 18 

days later, and UCLA officials bemoaned the "tragic accident" that killed her. 

UCLĂUniversity of California, Los Angeles  
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tert-Butyllithium  is a chemical compound with the formula (CH3)3CLi. As 

an organometallic compound, it has applications in organic synthesis (see 

also Grignard reaction) since it is a sufficiently strong base to deprotonate 

many carbon acids, including benzene. In regard to molecular aggregation 

state, the compound exists in clusters. 

 

 

tert-Butyllithium is readily available commercially as solutions of ethers or 

hydrocarbons; it is not usually prepared in the laboratory. 

The lithium carbon bond in tert-butyllithium is highly polarized, having 

about 40 percent ionic character. The molecule reacts like a carbanion, as is 

represented by these two resonance structures. (Given the polarity 

calculations on the C-Li  bond, the "real" structure of a single molecule of t-

butyllithium is likely a near-average of the two resonance contributors 

shown, in which the central carbon atom has a ~50% partial negative 

charge while the lithium atom has a ~50% partial positive charge.) 
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Safety  

tert-Butyllithium is a pyrophoric substance, meaning one that easily catches 

fire on exposure to air. (A precise definition of a pyrophoric material is one 

"that ignite[s] spontaneously in air at or below 54.55 C̄ (130.19̄ F)".) The 

solvents used in common commercial preparations are themselves 

flammable. In 2009, a researcher at the University of California, Los 

Angeles, died 18 days after being severely burned while working with this 

compound when her synthetic sweater caught on fire. Air-free techniques are 

important so as to prevent this compound from reacting violently with 

oxygen and moisture in the air: 

 

t-BuLi + O2 Ÿ t-BuOOLi  

 

t-BuLi + H 2O Ÿ t-BuH  +  LiOH  
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                                      C&E  News, Dec. 28, 2011 
 

       Felony charges have been filed against the University of California and a 

UCLA chemistry professor in connection with a laboratory fire that killed a staff 

research assistant three years ago. 

       On Dec. 29, 2008, Sheharbano "Sheri" Sangji, 23, was severely burned over 

nearly half of her body when air-sensitive chemicals burst into flames during an 

experiment and ignited her clothing. Sangji, who was not wearing a protective lab 

coat, died 18 days later. 

       Her death raised questions about lab safety practices at UCLA and about 

Sangji's training and supervision by professor Patrick Harran, a prominent 

researcher who joined the faculty in July 2008. 

       On Tuesday, the Los Angeles County district attorney's office charged Harran 

and the UC regents with three counts each of willfully  violating occupational 

health and safety standards, resulting in Sangji's death. Harran and UCLA are 

accused of failing to correct unsafe work conditions in a timely manner, to 

require clothing appropriate for the work being done and to provide proper 

chemical safety training. 
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