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Short Communication
Allergic contact dermatitis from para-nitrobenzyl bromide

R. T1, A. M. F2  R. J. G. R3

1Occupational Health Department, Shell International, London, UK
2Occupational Health Department, Glaxo Wellcome Research & Development, Greenford,

Middlesex UB6 ONN, UK
3St John’s Institute of Dermatology, St Thomas’s Hospital, London SE1 7EH, UK

Key words: para-nitrobenzyl bromide; halogenated organic compounds; allergic contact dermatitis; occupational;
laboratory workers; prevention; material safety data sheets; lack of cross-sensitivity. C Munksgaard, 1998.

Para-nitrobenzyl bromide (PNBB) is a commercially
available alkylating agent, belonging to the family of
halogenated organic compounds. These are highly reac-
tive and hence used to produce novel pharmaceutical in-
termediates and products. PNBB is a potent contact irri-
tant and sensitizer (1–5). Several cases of contact allergy
to this chemical have been reported (1, 2). When our
patient presented, the supplier’s material safety data
sheet (MSDS) made no reference to its sensitizing poten-
tial.

Case Report
A 26-year-old medicinal chemist was working in a phar-
maceutical research laboratory. She had no history of
skin problems and was not atopic. In March 1995, she
developed a severe, slowly evolving rash on her face,
neck, hands and arms up to the elbows. It was itchy,
papulovesicular, and discretely macular rather than gen-
eralized. She was treated with topical corticosteroids,
with resolution in 3 weeks.

A workplace assessment revealed PNBB as the sus-
pect. A literature search confirmed it as a sensitizer. Sub-
stance information sheets and Control of Substances
Hazardous to Health (COSHH) assessments were duly
reviewed and updated. The patient was temporarily re-
moved from exposure. On return to work, the rash reap-
peared despite no new direct exposure to PNBB, and in
spite of the use of appropriate personal protective equip-
ment (PPE) for all other work. She was, however, inad-
vertently exposed to a daughter compound, which has
in part a similar structure.

In view of the recurrence of the rash, there were impli-
cations for her career as well as her health, so she was
referred for patch testing, which was ππ at both 2 and
4 days to PNBB at 0.001% pet. and πππ to 0.01% pet.
and 0.1% pet. She was also tested against p-nitrobenzyl
alcohol, p-tertiary-butyl benzyl bromide and ethyl p-
nitrophenyl acetate. None of these were positive. As a
result of these findings, she was restricted from work

with PNBB only. She has since remained well and symp-
tom-free.

Discussion
This case of confirmed sensitization to PNBB follows 1
report of allergic contact dermatitis due to highly hal-
ogenated compounds (6) and 3 other reports of allergic
contact dermatitis due to PNBB itself (1–3). In 1980,
NIOSH investigated PNBB dermatitis at Sterling Or-
ganics (3), confirming that a closed production process
prevented exposure to PNBB and hence PNBB derma-
titis. In 1983, Goodwin et al. (1983) examined the sensit-
izing potency of alkylating agents, including PNBB,
finding a simple correlation between alkylating rectivity
and sensitization potential (5).

The Chemicals (Hazard Information and Packaging
for Supply) Regulations 1994 (CHIP) (7) require the sup-
plier to classify, label and package chemicals appropri-
ately, and, under certain circumstances, to provide an
MSDS. There are recommended sources of information
which the supplier should use to classify appropriately,
among them reference works and scientific papers. This
clearly does not always happen.

As a result of our own findings, changes were made in
the control and handling of PNBB and related com-
pounds in our organization. This case might serve as a
useful warning to companies using PNBB to ensure that
their MSDS are current for this and other chemical com-
pounds, and to consider how they might check or
supplement suppliers’ MSDS, as has recently been
pointed out in connection with (meth)acrylate-contain-
ing products (8).
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