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I would like to reflect upon the recent C&EN article that 
came out on the tenth anniversary of the death of  
researcher Sheri Sangji (https://cen.acs.org/safety/lab- 
safety/10-years-Sheri-Sangjis-death/97/i1).

My first exposure to a major safety incident was when  
I was in graduate school at Northern Illinois University.  
I started my studies in the fall semester, like most  
incoming chemistry grad students, and received weekly 
safety seminars, hands-on fire extinguisher training, first 
aid and CPR training, and training in safely handling lasers 
and radioactive materials. One professor invited a student 
to join lab during the summer, following my first academic 
year. Because this student joined the lab during the  
summer, she did not receive the training the  rest of the 
lab members received throughout the prior year. Early  
in the following fall, the student created a small fire  
and explosion in the lab while working with pyrophoric  
materials, which she were not authorized to use,  
prompting a response from the Department of Homeland 

Security. The student had not been properly trained in how to handle such materials.

In 2013, when I was a young adjunct instructor, there was an incident in an evening 
organic chemistry lab at a university in Texas. I had an undergraduate TA assigned to 
my class, and the TA was walking around while class was in session, tapping on the gas 
nozzles in the room. Suddenly, without warning, one of the nozzles broke off and the 
room began flooding with natural gas. At this point I evacuated the room, opened the 
windows, and tried to find a way to shut off the gas. When I was unable to locate a gas 
shut-off valve, I called the chemistry department chair, who was also unaware of the 
location of the gas shut-off. In the meantime, I also had to prevent students from  
re-entering the room, as several of them were going back into the room to retrieve 
their belongings. Clearly, the students did not appreciate how hazardous this situation 
was. The eventual response was to evacuate the building and wait for emergency  
responders. They later informed us that the gas shut-off was located under the lab 
bench, near the end, behind a wooden panel that was secured in place by approximately 
eight metal Phillips head screws. There was no emergency shut-off button in the room. 
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Highlights
I would like to begin this issue by  
welcoming Jennifer Leonardi from 
Air Liquide to the Executive Committee.  
Jennifer is replacing outgoing  
secretary Julie Brady, who had to 
step down at the end of last year. The 
Executive Committee would like to 
thank Julie for her service and looks 
forward to working with Jennifer over 
the next year. 

I would also like to introduce Joshua 
Mertz, who has agreed to take over 
coordination of social media for the 
section. Updated meeting announce-
ments and other information can now 
be found on the section’s Facebook 
page at https://www.facebook.com/ 
DelawareACS.

February marks a transitionary month 
for the DelChem Bulletin. The Bulletin 
has been in continuous production 
since 1944. With the departure of 
long-time editor Sheree Gold, the  
Executive Committee has voted to 
move production of the Bulletin to 
Tipton Communications, an internal 
communications and e-marketing 
agency based in Newark, DE. Com-
mensurate with this change, begin-
ning this month, we will no longer be 
sending print versions of the DelChem 
Bulletin. This move reflects trends in 
green initiatives, reduces paper, and 
is estimated to save the section over 
$4,000 annually. The DelChem Bulletin 
will continue to be available online, 
on the Delaware ACS website. I would 
like to send a big Thank You to Tiffany 
Hoerter, who went above and beyond 
her duties by identifying new potential 
publishers, negotiating price points, 
and spearheading this transition to 
the new format.
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The Occupational Safety and Health Administration  
was formed by Congress in 1970 to promote health  
and safety in the work place. When I signed up for a  
chemistry major at U. Mass-Lowell in 1952, chem labs  
were often scary places. Fume hoods were a joke by  
today’s standards. Asbestos heat shields were common,  
as was mercury. Benzene, everyone’s favorite solvent, was  
often stored in gallon size glass jugs. Eye protection was often optional!

Luckily OSHA has made chem labs much safer places to learn and work.
When I joined the faculty at the University of Wisconsin–Eau Claire in 1964, the Chem 
Department decided that I should Chair the Safety Committee due to my DuPont 
background. Sadly, the Department Head had never worked in industry and felt that 
safety glasses should be optional. 

Eventually my title of Safety Committee Chair evolved into Chemical Hygiene Officer.  
Luckily we had no major accidents, but not all faculty members were 100% support-
ive of our safety program.

Our Science Hall opened the year I arrived. Our Chemical Stockroom was not 
air-conditioned and we stored flammable solvents in glass jugs on wood shelves!  
I had to warn our night custodian against entering with his customary lit cigar!  
In academia, budget limits often prevent operating in an ideal manner.

In retrospect, I was a chemist for 18 years before OSHA. Senior chemists of that era 
who are now alive feel lucky indeed.

AL DENIO
  FEBRUARY— 28 DAYS TO SHINE!

The Toilet Revolution
The News Journal 
ran an article 
back on  
November 9th 
from the N.Y. 
Times. It was 
about Bill Gates, 
the Microsoft 
Guy, who got 
very rich focusing 
on zeroes and ones. Now his focus  
is on #1 and #2, with the goal of  
better toilets.

Back in November, Mr. Gates held the 
“Reinvented Toilet Expo” in Beijing. It 
was a place to show and demonstrate 
new and better toilets. Today, it’s  
estimated that about 4.5 billion people 
live without access to safe sanitation.

The new toilets on display are a  
culmination of seven years of research 
and $200 million given by the Bill and 
Melinda Gates Foundation. In  
November, Mr. Gates pledged another 
$200 million to this effort.

You may wonder about this interna-
tional drive for better toilets, since the  
developed world has had functional 
toilets for many years. The problem is 
that many poor countries do not have 
modern sewage treatment plants. They 
rely on crude latrines and “out houses.”  
This poor hygiene causes much  
sickness and death in poor countries.

The goal is to develop toilets that  
convert human waste into fertilizer. 
This is a job for chemists and chem 
engineers!  However, the new toilet 
must be safe, durable and capable of 
being manufactured for about $500. If 
you are ready to take on this challenge 
to improve our world, Bill Gates wants 
to hear from you!

The Carbon  
Dioxide Problem
We need to reduce the  
CO2 levels in the  
atmosphere as much as  
possible. During the holiday  
season I consumed a variety  
of carbonated beverages such  
as beer and champagne. I was thus  
able to personally sequester their CO2 content and 
prevent the escape to the atmosphere. Next, I shall 
organize a “Sequestration Society” to help control  
CO2 levels in the atmosphere. Dues are free but  
you must pledge to sequester the gas each day!

Al Denio
Delaware ACS  
Bulletin Contributor
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The incongruity of the reviewers’ comments with the criteria 
that one thinks should govern the evaluation of a paper or  
proposal is what makes the cartoon funny. But, as is always  
true in Sidney Harris’s cartoons, there is another message 
under the surface — 

Perhaps scientists should embrace the “broader audience” of 
their papers, or the “outreach” criteria of the granting agencies 
more openheartedly. Nothing in the nature of the world or the 
understanding of scientists would be damaged if humor and 
suspense were allowed to enter scientific papers.  
Gatekeepers, relax!

Roald Hoffmann, Cornell University

 

 

 

The incongruity of the reviewers’ comments with the criteria that one thinks 
should govern the evaluation of a paper or proposal is what makes the cartoon 
funny. But, as is always true in Sidney Harris’s cartoons, there is another message 
under the surface:  Perhaps scientists should embrace the “broader audience” of 
their papers, or the “outreach” criteria of the granting agencies more 
openheartedly. Nothing in the nature of the world or the understanding of scientists 
would be damaged if humor and suspense were allowed to enter scientific papers. 
Gatekeepers relax! 

    -- Roald Hoffmann, Cornell University 

Rob Mishur’s

A Focus on Safety Standards 
Continued from page 1

Fast-forward to today, when I am currently a teaching assistant 
professor at Widener University. Since joining the faculty at  
Widener, I have taken over as Chair of the Science Division  
Safety Committee, I also oversee annual lab inspections, and 
am currently undergoing training to be certified as a Chemical 
Hygiene Officer. During the course of conducting lab  
inspections, I realized that the benches with gas lines in our 
chemistry and biology labs had a similar flaw to those I had 
previously observed when teaching in Texas — the gas shut-off 
valves are located inside the bench woodwork, underneath the 
fume hoods, and access is blocked by a wooden panel that is 
screwed in place. On further reflection, among the eleven  
academic institutions where I have been a student, researcher, 
or instructor, I cannot recall a single instance where I knew how 
to shut off the gas in the lab in the event of an emergency, and I 
suspect that this is a problem that is commonplace in academia. 
Although an ideal fix involves installing an emergency shut-off 
button for the entire lab, this is best done during renovations 
and can become costly if renovating multiple labs. However, 
this safety issue can also be remedied quite easily (and cheap-
ly!) by cutting access panels into lab benches and training labo-
ratory workers in their location.

Fortunately, since I have been involved with safety at Widener, 
I have received tremendous support from both the chemistry 
faculty and the Associate Dean of Science, which has allowed 
me to receive training, invite speakers on campus, and improve 
the safety culture among the Science Division. The chemistry 
faculty at Widener have been leaders in promoting green 
chemistry (hazard reduction), and safety is embedded across 
the undergraduate curriculum. Recently, ductless fume hoods 
were installed in all of the chemistry labs, which will reduce the 
release of hazardous materials to the atmosphere and reduces 

Widener’s carbon  
dioxide emissions by  
almost 1 million  
pounds per year, in  
addition to 14 MWh/year  
energy savings.

In many undergraduate programs,  
the only time students are exposed to safety is the  
first day of lab, when the instructor goes over the dress code, 
PPE, and safety equipment. When students are not exposed  
to concepts such as hazard assessment and risk reduction  
continuously throughout the semester, these concepts are  
often forgotten, as they do not see the importance. Further, 
since transitioning into teaching, I have not once received  
departmental safety training as part of orientation. This is  
of concern because of the constant turnover of adjunct  
instructors — who have varying backgrounds — in academic 
institutions. Currently, many places do not train adjuncts in 
safety, citing concerns over scheduling, availability, and asking 
adjuncts to do more work for a meager amount of pay. This is 
certainly an area in which many institutions can improve.

I would like to conclude by thanking contributor Al Denio for his 
comments on safety at UW Eau Claire in the 1960s. Obviously, 
we have all come a long way in lab safety since then, but there 
is still work to do. Do you have a safety story from your work-
place? Or do you have recollections from when you were an 
undergrad, graduate student, or postdoctoral researcher? If so, 
feel free to share them with me at rjmishur@widener.edu, and 
they may be published in an upcoming issue of the DelChem!

Wishing everyone a safe and happy 2019,

Win your own Sidney Harris original cartoon! A contest will be held in which ACS members can submit “one original cartoon caption” 
of 35 words or less. Cartoonist Sidney Harris will draw a cartoon based on the winning caption. The grand prize winner will receive the 
original cartoon based on his/her winning caption. The runner-up will receive a personally autographed copy of one of Harris’s most 
famous cartoons chosen by Harris. For more information and the official entry form, go to:  http://acshist.scs.illinois.edu/index.php
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Joseph Priestly Society Luncheon
Thursday, February 14, 11:30 AM – 2:00 PM
Science History Institute  
315 Chestnut St, Philadelphia PA 19106

Speaker: Jody A. Roberts,  
Director, Institute for Research
Cost: $25 | Purchase tickets online at  
https://www.sciencehistory.org/event/joseph- 
priestley-society-luncheon-201902 

For more information, contact Sarah Reisert at  
215-873-8263 or sreisert@sciencehistory.org

Delaware ACS Section Meeting  
Co-Hosted with UD Women in Chemistry

Thursday, February 7 (snow date 2/21)

University of Delaware, Newark, DE
6:00 – 8:00 PM

6p.m. Dinner: �Lammot Du Pont  
Laboratory, Room 201

7p.m. Seminar:  Brown Lab, 219

RSVP online or contact Celia Foster at  
fosterce@udel.edu, 518-588-7668 

Free for members and non-members
Directions and additional meeting  
information can be found online at  
https://www.delawareacs.org

It takes a Village to Raise a Child:  
New Product Development in Industry
Abstract  
There are a myriad of careers in the chemical 
enterprise. This talk aims to examine the  
roles and responsibilities required for new 
product development and commercialization 
to simultaneously explain how new products 
are developed in industry and explore the 
career paths available to chemists.

Christine McInnis
Dow Microbial Control
Speaker

The ACS Philadelphia Section Meeting 
Co-hosted with the Chemical Consultants Network (CCN) 

Wednesday, February 13, 5:30 PM to 8:30 PM 
Speaker: Dr. Patrick Lam of the Baruch S. Blumberg Institute —  
Discovery of a Blockbuster Drug and Chan-Lam Coupling Reaction
Time will be allotted for networking between members of the  
ACS Philadelphia Section and CCN.

For more information and to register  
please visit — http://chemconsultants.org/event-3156630  
Please note, no registrations, walk-in registrations or cancellations 
will be accepted after February 9, 2019.


