
Published on ASSIST (https://assist.asta.edu.au)

Home > Phosphorus use and storage

Phosphorus use and storage

Posted by Anonymous on Mon, 2015-08-24 12:25

Demonstration of phosphorus: Are teachers still allowed to demonstrate the properties of white 
phosphorus? If so, where do we get some? Clearly we would need only a tiny amount.

is it desirable or necessary to store Phosphorus in a sand bath? (Yes, I know it goes under water first!)
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White Phosphorus1, 2, 3, 4 
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Phosphorus is not on our List of recommended chemicals for science in Australian schools 20215
because of the significant risks associated with its storage and use which include the following:

Fire hazard: White phosphorus is a severe fire hazard and will ignite on exposure to air. It is 
classified as DG 4.2 and packing group I, which represents 'high danger'. It is a pyrophoric solid, 
spontaneously combustible in air, which is why it should be stored under water at all times.
Toxic hazard: Upon combustion in air both red and white phosphorus produce highly toxic 
phosphorus pentoxide. In water with low oxygen content may produce phosphine. Therefore, inhaling 
the fumes should be avoided at all times.
Security hazard: Phosphorus is listed as a chemical of security concern and a drug precursor, 
category 1.6, 7

Science ASSIST strongly recommends the disposal of phosphorus by a licenced chemical disposal 
contractor. See our list of School science suppliers8 for contact details.

Instead, a suitable video could be shown to demonstrate the properties of white phosphorus. For example: 
https://youtu.be/LSYLUat03A4 9

Recommendations

For schools that may currently have white phosphorus, we recommend that it is disposed of by a licensed 
waste disposal contractor. Until this is achieved, it is vital that the correct storage is managed by a 
technician or teacher with tertiary-level chemistry training and/or experience such that they understand the 
chemistry and hazards involved with storing and handling the chemical.

White Phosphorus:

should always be stored under water in a clear glass jar (Note: many schools may have traditionally 
kept the glass jar in a tin in a sand bath)
In cold locations, ensure that it is stored appropriately to prevent the water from freezing which might 
cause the jar to break
Containers should be regularly monitored and the phosphorus should not be allowed to dry out
Should always be stored in a secure chemical store away from incompatible substances
Should be handled under water in an operating fume cupboard, with appropriate PPE and 
established handling safe procedures.

Red phosphorous is more easily managed and less hazardous than white phosphorus.10 It should be 
stored with other flammable solids away from oxidising agents, alkalis and other incompatible chemicals.10
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