Lessons from a Lab Fire

At UVM, we had a significant lab fire on Memorial Day, 2007. While the laboratory has not been able to resume operations a year later, damage was not as significant as it could have been. Reviewing lessons learned from this fire, we identified several reasons for this: 

1. The fire occurred in a plastic fume hood. While the fume hood melted down, the sprinkler system limited the actual fire to the immediate area of the hood. 

2. The laboratory conducts isotope geology work that requires excellent housekeeping. This meant that the location of the fire has only the samples being worked with and other samples in the lab were properly stored in a flammable storage cabinet; therefore no other samples were affected by the fire or smoke and no data was lost. 

3. Firefighters responding to the fire reported irritation upon removing their SCBA after leaving the lab area. We believe this resulted from combustion products from the plastics in the hood, particularly a teflon container, no traces of which were found. Plastics produce a variety of irritating gases and laboratory equipment contains many different unusual plastics which could burn in an intense blaze. One lesson learned from this observation is to remind firefighters responding to lab fires to carefully decontaminate their equipment before removing it if possible. 

More information about this incident can be found at: 
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