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Hazards 
The primary hazard with flame sterilization is the risk of fire when an open flame (e.g. 
Bunsen burner) is used in the presence of an open container of ethanol or other 
flammable solvent. If flaming ethanol is dripped or carried back to the container of 
ethanol, the subsequent fire can result in severe burns and significant property damage. 
In the presence of an open flame a fire can flash/travel back to the flammable liquid, 
even if the open liquid container and open flame are separated by several meters.  
Working with open flame and flammable liquids requires extra precautions. 
 

 
Recent Flame Sterilization Incident 
 A SFU employee recently suffered second-degree burns to their forearm while 
performing flame sterilization. The employee was sterilizing the benchtop and their 
gloves with ethanol in the presence of a lit Bunsen burner when the open ethanol 
container caught fire and spread to engulf the employee’s hand, arm, lab coat and 
benchtop.  If other lab personnel had not been nearby to extinguish the fire, the resulting 
injuries would have been much more severe. 
 

Alternatives to Flame Sterilization 
If possible, make the sterilization procedure safer through the use of 
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 Use the least quantity of flammable solvent possible to achieve the desired result and 
clearly define acceptable volume limits. 

 Recap ethanol stock containers/bottles in-between use. 
 For repeated flame sterilization procedures, ensure a dedicated location is used with 

minimal flammable and combustible materials in the vicinity (paper, notebooks, Kim-
wipes, flammable solvents). 

 Ensure you are not dripping flaming ethanol onto the gas hose of the Bunsen burner. 
 For the dipping container holding the ethanol: 攴㉄⽃匰⁣猠〠⁳据੬甀洀攠汴⹱੮ㄲ㉃〰㌠ਭ〮〰㈠潳㌲䌰〳‸㐭㌷⸳㌠ⴱ⸲㠠呤ਜ਼楰瀀楮漀獳椀戀氀
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