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Although iron is low-cost and environmentally friendly, there is no report about iron-catalyzed conver-
sion of unactivated aryl halides to phenols. In this Letter, a new method for the present conversion was
developed with iron compounds as the catalyst and water as the solvent. The suggested method allowed
a series of unactivated aryl bromides and aryl iodides to be converted into the corresponding substituted
phenols in moderate to high yields.
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Phenols are structural motifs frequently occurring in such di-
verse compounds as pharmaceuticals, agrochemicals, and naturally
occurring compounds.1 They also have served as versatile interme-
diates in preparing aryl ethers.2 Therefore, effective methods for
the synthesis of phenols would be valuable.3 One of the most clas-
sical methods for the preparation of phenols is the conversion of
aryl halides to phenols with palladium4 or copper5 salts as the cat-
alysts. Compared with these catalysts, iron is lower-cost and more
environmentally friendly.6 Although the coordination chemistry of
iron has been widely developed in the past decades, iron is under-
represented as the homogeneous catalyst compared to the other
transition metals.6g So the use of iron as the catalyst has recently
drawn increasing attention in some fields including hydration of
alkynes,6a cross-couplings,6g,7 cycloadditions,8 oxidation,9 and
hydrogenation.10

To our knowledge, there is no report about iron-catalyzed con-
version of unactivated aryl halides to phenols. In addition, the use
of water as the solvent is still a highly desirable goal from environ-
mental and economic perspectives.11 Thus our attention was
drawn to the development of an effective iron catalyst for such a
conversion in water. The results are reported here.

In our initial study, bromobenzene was chosen as a model sub-
strate to demonstrate the catalytic effectiveness of FeCl3 in water.
Control experiments showed that no product was obtained in the
absence of FeCl3 (Table 1, entry 1). In the case of no ligand, only a
small amount of desired product was obtained (Table 1, entry 2).
An addition of N,N0-dimethylethylenediamine (DMEDA) as the
ligand improved significantly the catalytic activity of FeCl3, and
ll rights reserved.
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the desired product was obtained in 80% yield (Table 1, entry 3).
1,2-Ethylenediamine was also an effective ligand, while other
bidentate nitrogen ligands such as 2,20-bipyridine, o-phenylenedi-
amine, 1,10-phenanthroline were almost inactive (Table 1, entries
4–7). Interestingly, a small amount of diphenyl ether by-product
was detected in almost all the cases, which was possibly rational-
ized by assuming that the initially formed phenol was reacted with
alkyl halides to afford the diphenyl ether product (Scheme 1). These
results implied that it was possible to explore a protocol for target-
ing symmetrical diaryl ethers. Unfortunately, our attempts to
obtain diphenyl ether in high yield were not successful by changing
reaction conditions.

With the above results in mind, a series of iron sources were
screened to ascertain the optimal pre-catalyst with DMEDA as the
ligand and water as the solvent. As seen from Table 1, FeCl3, ferric
acetylacetonate and c-Fe2O3 were suitable pre-catalysts for the
conversion of aryl halides to phenols (Table 1, entries 3, 8, and
12). It was surprising that ferrocene could also be used as the
iron-based catalyst to catalyze the reaction (Table 1, entry 10).
We could not yet give a reasonable explanation for such an unusual
phenomenon. Considering the fact that FeCl3 was most inexpensive
and commercially available, we performed all the following reac-
tions with FeCl3 as the pre-catalyst. In the absence of inorganic
base, the phenol product was obtained in a very low yield (Table
1, entry 14), revealing that an addition of the inorganic base was
necessary. Of the bases screened, K3PO4 turned out to be the most
effective one (Table 1, entries 3, 15, and 16). In view of the poor
solubility of the substrate in water solvent, tetrabutylammonium
bromide (TBAB) was additionally used as a phase transfer agent
to improve the reaction. As expected, such a modification caused
a slight increase in the yield of the phenol product (Table 1, entry
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Table 3
Conversion of various aryl halides to phenols catalyzed by DMEDA/FeCl3

a

Entry Substrate Product Yieldb (%)

1 Br OH 82

2 BrO2N OHO2N 85

3 BrMeO OHMeO 91

4 BrMe3C OHMe3C 82

5
Br

Me

OH

Me
66

6 Br

CMe3

CMe3

Me OH

CMe3

CMe3

Me 47

7
OH

Bu

Br OH

Bu

HO
77

8 BrBr OHHO 56

9 BrHO OHHO 78

10

Br OH
93

11
Br OH

65

12

Me Me

BrHO

Me Me

OHHO

76

Table 1
Iron-catalyzed conversion of bromobenzene to phenola

Br
Catalyst, 180 °C

K3PO4 ·3H2O, H2O
OH

Entry Pre-catalyst Ligand Conv.b

(%)
Yieldb

(%)

1 — — 0 0
2 FeCl3 — 5 2
3 FeCl3 DMEDA 92 80
4 FeCl3 1,2-

Ethylenediamine
83 71

5 FeCl3 2,20-Bipyridine 6 0
6 FeCl3 o-

Phenylenediamine
17 7

7 FeCl3 1,10-
Phenanthroline

8 0

8 Ferric
acetylacetonate

DMEDA 100 73

9 Ferric citrate DMEDA 12 5
10 Ferrocene DMEDA 100 62
11 Nano Fe3O4 (20 nm) DMEDA 8 2
12 c-Fe2O3 (20 nm) DMEDA 83 71
13 FeSO4�7H2O DMEDA 41 34
14c FeCl3 DMEDA 5 2
15d FeCl3 DMEDA 11 3
16e FeCl3 DMEDA 82 75
17f FeCl3 DMEDA 96 88
18 — DMEDA 0 0

a Reaction conditions: iron salt (0.2 mmol), ligand (1 mmol), H2O (3 mL),
K3PO4�3H2O (2 mmol), bromobenzene (1 mmol), 180 �C, 0.7 MPa, 20 h.

b Determined by GC analysis using n-tetradecane as an internal standard.
c No K3PO4�3H2O was used.
d 2 mmol Na2CO3 instead of K3PO4�3H2O were used as the base.
e 2 mmol NaOH instead of K3PO4�3H2O were used as the base.
f 1 mmol TBAB was added.

Br OH
Br

O
H2O

Catalyst Catalyst
180 °C 180 °C

Scheme 1. Conversion of bromobenzene into diphenyl ether.
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17). If iron source was absent, the reaction in the present of DMEDA
could not proceed (Table 1, entry 18). A use of less than 100 mol %
DMEDA would lead to a decrease in the yield of the phenol, which
revealed that it was necessary to use as much as 100 mol % ligand.
So 100 mol % DMEDA was used to perform all the following reac-
tions. The effect of the loading amount of FeCl3 on the reactions
was also investigated, and it was found that a use of less than
20 mol % catalyst caused a significant decrease of the yield.

As described in previous literature,12 the catalyzed N-, O- and
C-arylation reactions ascribed to FeCl3 could instead result from
catalysis of trace quantities of copper salts in commercial FeCl3.
So our attention was drawn to clarifying the role of FeCl3 in conver-
Table 2
Conversion of bromobenzene to phenol in the presence of FeCl3 and Cu2Oa

Entry Purity of FeCl3 (%) Cu2Ob (ppm) GC yield (%)

1 >98 — 88
2 >99.99c — 91
3 >99.99c 10 86
4 >99.99c 100 89
5 — 100 3

a Reaction conditions: FeCl3 (0.2 mmol), DMEDA (1 mmol), H2O (3 mL),
K3PO4�3H2O (2 mmol), bromobenzene (1 mmol), TBAB (1 mmol), 180 �C, 0.7 MPa,
20 h.

b Cu2O was additionally added.
c Content of Cu salt in FeCl3 was less than 10 ppm.
sion of bromobenzene to phenol. As shown in Table 2, a use of a
high purity of FeCl3 did not cause a significant change in the yield
of phenol (entries 1 and 2), and the addition of copper salts had also
a slight effect on the reaction (entries 3 and 4). Trace amount of
copper salts gave a very low yield in the absence of FeCl3 (Table 2,
entry 5). These results revealed that conversion of bromobenzene
to phenol in the presence of FeCl3 was mainly ascribed to catalysis
of Fe salt. According to some related reports,6g the catalytic active
species may not be +3 but lower oxidation state of iron. Similar with
copper catalyst for cross-coupling reactions,13 iron catalyst in the
catalytic cycle possibly takes part in successive oxidative addition,
transmetallation, and reductive elimination reactions. The ordering
of oxidative addition and transmetallation steps in the catalytic
cycle is unknown, so either of two possibilities can take place.

Next, our attention was turned to an examination of the scope
and limitation of the present protocol by testing a series of unacti-
13 I OH 83

14 IMeO OHMeO 75

15

I OH
87

16 IO2N OHO2N 83

a Reaction conditions: FeCl3 (0.2 mmol), DMEDA (1 mmol), H2O (3 mL),
K3PO4�3H2O (2 mmol), aryl halide (1 mmol), TBAB (1 mmol), 180 �C, 0.7 MPa, 20 h.

b Isolated yield, the products were characterized by comparison of 1H NMR and
13C NMR data with that in the literature.
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vated aryl bromides.14 The results were summarized in Table 3. In
general, many aryl bromides were smoothly converted into the
corresponding phenols. Moreover, the reactions were able to toler-
ate some functional groups such as hydroxyl, nitro, and methoxy
groups. Although nitryl group had an ability to activate aryl bro-
mides, our experimental result showed that 4-bromonitrobenzene
with a nitryl group could not be converted into 4-nitrophenol in
the case of no catalyst. Steric hindrance of the substituent in the
substrate had a significant effect on the reactions. For example,
bromobenzene gave the desired product in 82% yield, while 2,6-
di-tert-butyl-4-methylphenol with two tert-butyl groups in the
ortho-position of bromine gave a lower yield of 47% under the
same conditions (Table 3, entries 1 and 6). a-Bromonaphthalene
afforded the naphthol product in 93% yield, whereas b-bromo-
naphthalene gave a lower yield of 55% (Table 3, entries 10 and
11), which suggested that bromine in b-position of naphthalene
was more difficult to transform. The present method was also
applicable to the reactions of aryl iodides. As shown in Table 3 (en-
tries 13–16), several aryl iodides afforded the desired products in
high yields from 75% to 90%.

In conclusion, an iron-catalyzed method for the conversion of
unactivated aryl halides to phenols was developed with water as
the solvent. After the reaction conditions were examined, it was
found that DMEDA/FeCl3 was the optimal catalytic system. By
using the present method, a series of unactivated aryl bromides
and aryl iodides were converted into the corresponding phenols
in moderate to high yields.

Acknowledgments

The authors wish to thank the financial supports from the
National High Technology Research and Development Program of
China (863 Program, Grant No. 2007AA05Z454) and the Innovation
Scientists and Technicians Troop Construction Projects of Henan
Province (Grant No. 084200510015).

References and notes

1. Tyman, J. H. P. Synthetic and Natural Phenols; New York: Elsevier, 1996.
2. Fyfe, C. A.. In The Chemistry of the Hydroxyl Group; Patai, S., Ed.; Wiley

Interscience: New York, 1971; Vol. 1,.
3. (a) Hoarau, C.; Pettus, T. R. R. Synlett 2003, 127–137; (b) Shelby, Q.; Kataoka, N.;
Mann, G.; Hartwig, J. F. J. Am. Chem. Soc. 2000, 122, 10718–10719.

4. (a) Chen, G.; Chanb, A. S. C.; Kwongb, F. Y. Tetrahedron Lett. 2007, 48, 473–476;
(b) Anderson, K. W.; Ikawa, T.; Tundel, R. E.; Buchwald, S. L. J. Am. Chem. Soc.
2006, 128, 10694–10695; (c) Willis, M. C. Angew. Chem., Int. Ed. 2007, 46, 3402–
3404; (d) Maleczka, R. E.; Shi, F.; Holmes, D.; Smith, M. R., III J. Am. Chem. Soc.
2003, 125, 7792–7793.

5. (a) Kormos, C. M.; Leadbeater, N. E. Tetrahedron 2006, 62, 4728–4732; (b)
Weller, D. D.; Stirchak, E. P.; Yokoyama, A. J. Org. Chem. 1984, 49, 2061–2063;
(c) Rusonik, I.; Cohen, H.; Meyerstein, D. J. Chem. Soc., Dalton Trans. 2003, 2024–
2028; (d) Saphier, M.; Masarwa, A.; Cohen, H.; Meyerstein, D. Eur. J. Inorg. Chem.
2002, 1226–1234.

6. (a) Wu, X. F.; Bezier, D.; Darcela, C. Adv. Synth. Catal. 2009, 351, 367–370; (b)
Liu, Z. Q.; Wang, J. G.; Zhao, Y. K.; Zhoua, B. Adv. Synth. Catal. 2009, 351, 371–
374; (c) Bolm, C.; Legros, J.; Le Paih, J.; Zani, L. Chem. Rev. 2004, 104, 6217–
6254; (d) Gaillard, S.; Renaud, J. L. ChemSusChem. 2008, 1, 505–509; (e)
Enthaler, S.; Junge, K.; Beller, M. Angew. Chem., Int. Ed. 2008, 47, 3317–3321; (f)
Correa, A.; Mancheno, O. G.; Bolm, C. Chem. Soc. Rev. 2008, 37, 1108–1117; (g)
Sherry, B. D.; Furstner, A. Acc. Chem. Res. 2008, 41, 1500–1511; (h) Czaplik, W.
M.; Mayer, M.; Cvengros, J.; von Wangelin, A. J. ChemSusChem. 2009, 2, 396–
417.

7. (a) Ottesen, L. K.; Olsson, R. Org. Lett. 2006, 8, 1771–1773; (b) Hocek, M.; Cahiez,
G.; Habiak, V.; Duplais, C.; Moyeux, A. Angew. Chem., Int. Ed. 2007, 46, 4364–
4366; (c) Yamagami, T.; Shintani, R.; Shirakawa, E.; Hayashi, T. Org. Lett. 2007,
9, 1045–1048.

8. (a) Edulji, S. K.; Nguyen, S. T. Organometallics 2003, 22, 3374–3381; (b) Ohara,
H.; Itoh, T.; Nakamura, M.; Nakamura, E. Chem. Lett. 2001, 30, 624–625; (c)
Breschi, C.; Piparo, L.; Pertici, P.; Caporusso, A. M.; Vitulli, G. J. Organomet. Chem.
2000, 607, 57–63.

9. (a) Suzuki, K.; Oldenburg, P. D. Angew. Chem., Int. Ed. 2008, 47, 1887–1889; (b)
Taktak, S.; Ye, W.; Herrera, A. M.; Rybak-Akimova, E. V. Inorg. Chem. 2007, 46,
2929–2942; (c) Gelalcha, F. G.; Bitterlich, B.; Anilkumar, G.; Tse, M. T.; Beller, M.
Angew. Chem., Int. Ed. 2007, 46, 7293–7296.

10. (a) Casey, C. P.; Guan, H. J. Am. Chem. Soc. 2009, 131, 2499–2507; (b) Enthaler,
S.; Hagemann, B.; Erre, G.; Junge, K.; Beller, M. Chem. Asian J. 2006, 1, 598–604;
(c) Casey, C. P.; Guan, H. J. Am. Chem. Soc. 2007, 129, 5816–5817.

11. (a) Ren, Y. L.; Wang, W.; Zhao, S.; Tian, X. Z.; Wang, J. J.; Yin, W. P.; Cheng, L.
Tetrahedron Lett. 2009, 50, 4595–4597; (b) Barbero, N.; Carril, M.; SanMartin,
R.; Domínguez, E. Tetrahedron 2008, 64, 7283–7288.

12. Buchwald, S. L.; Bolm, C. Angew. Chem., Int. Ed. 2009, 48, 5586–5587.
13. Beletskaya, I. P.; Cheprakov, A. V. Coord. Chem. Rev. 2004, 248, 2337–2364.
14. General experimental procedure for Iron-catalyzed conversion of aryl halides to

phenols: FeCl3 (0.2 mmol, purchased from Aladdin Reagent Co., purity >98%, Cu
<10 ppm), ligand (1 mmol) and TBAF (1 mmol) were added to a 10 mL stainless
steel autoclave containing H2O (3 mL). After the mixture was stirred at room
temperature for 5 min to give a homogeneous solution, K3PO4�3H2O (2 mmol)
and aryl halide (1 mmol) were added. Subsequently, the sealed autoclave was
placed in a 180 �C oil bath stirred for 20 h (the pressure that created on the
sealed autoclave was about 0.7 MPa). The desired product was extracted with
3 � 5 mL of diethyl ether. Evaporation of the solvent was followed by the GC
analysis of the product. The product was purified by column chromatography.
All the products are known compounds and were identified by comparison of
their 1H NMR and 13C NMR data with the literature data.


	Iron-catalyzed conversion of unactivated aryl halides to phenols in water
	Acknowledgments
	References and notes


