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University of Pennsylvania Vacuum Pump Explosion
Courtesy of Penn Environmental Health and Radiation Safety

On the evening of August 14, 2020, a University of Pennsylvania chemistry 
graduate student was attempting to evaporate ethyl acetate and hexane using a 
Buchi Rotavapor (R-200) connected to a Savant VP100 rotary-vane roughing 
pump.  The vacuum pump was located in a designated pump cabinet in the base 
of the fume hood, and power to the cabinet was controlled by a toggle switch on 
the face of the fume hood.  

The student was alone in the lab at 6:30 PM when he engaged the power switch 
on the hood to turn on the vacuum pump.  He reports that the vacuum monitor 
on the rotary evaporator indicated that the pump was not supplying vacuum, so 
he turned off the power switch.  When he flipped the switch back on, he heard ?a 
loud bang? and saw the cabinet door ?burst open.?  The vacuum pump was on 
fire, producing orange flames and black smoke.
  
The student was not standing in front of the cabinet when the explosion 
occurred and as a result  was uninjured.  The fire alarm was act ivated, and the 
fire department ext inguished the fire using water.

Based on the information provided by the witnesses and responders, the most 
likely direct cause of the explosion was the ignit ion of an explosiv most
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Centrifuge Safety Tips
Source: The University of Texas at Austin EHS

If hazardous mat
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