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ABSTRACT: A practical and unified strategy has been
described for the preparation of mono- and difluoromethylated
phenanthridine derivatives using a visible-light-promoted
alkylation and decarboxylation sequence from biphenyl
isocyanides with ethyl bromofluoroacetate (EBFA) or ethyl
bromodifluoroacetate (EBDFA). These reactions could be
carried out at room temperature in good to excellent chemical
yields. Both stepwise and one-pot procedures have been
developed, which makes this strategy more attractive.

Over the past two decades, fluorine-containing organic
molecules have received increasing attention because of

the elevated reactivity, lipophilicity, and bioactivity compared to
their nonfluorinated counterparts.1 Promoted by a wide range
of applications, organofluorine chemistry is booming and offers
fruitful results to chemists across many disciplines.2 In this field,
the great development of new methodologies for highly
efficient and selective incorporation of a trifluoromethyl
group (CF3) into diverse skeletons has been achieved by
numerous synthetic chemists.3 Yet, compared to trifluorome-
thylation chemistry, the analogous mono- or difluoromethyla-
tion (selective introduction of a CF2H or CH2F group into
organic molecules) is much less studied.4 Incorporation of
partially fluoromethyl groups into organic molecules is a
challenging task and remains mainly unexplored.
Recently, significant progress has been achieved on mono-

and difluoromethylation of aromatic compounds based on two
major strategies.5−7 One is the direct transfer of a “CF2H” or
“CH2F” group into arenes (Figure 1A).5 For example, Baran
and co-workers reported elegant direct oxidative fluoromethy-
lations of heterocycles using zinc fluoromethanesulfinates as
fluorine sources.5a,b Hartwig’s group described stoichiometric
copper-mediated difluoromethylation of aryl iodides with
trimethylsilyl difloromethane (TMSCF2H) at 120 °C.5c

Prakash and co-workers also reported an alternative stoichio-
metric copper-mediated difluoromethylation of aryl iodides
with tributyl(difluoromethyl) stannane (n-Bu3SnCF2H) at
more than 100 °C.5d The other is the transfer of a
functionalized fluoromethyl group (such as “CF2R” or
“CFHR”), followed by removal of the functional groups, to
give a CF2H or CH2F group (Figure 1B).6 Based on this
strategy, Amii and co-workers reported a stoichiometric CuI-
mediated three-step approach (C−C coupling of aryl iodides
with TMSCF2CO2Et, hydrolysis, and decarboxylation) for the

synthesis of difluoromethyl aromatic and heteroaromatic
compounds.6a,b Both coupling and decarboxylation reactions
were carried out at an elevated temperature. Hu’s group
developed a new monofluoromethylation of aryl iodides with α-
fluorinated arylsulfonyl-substituted active methylene com-
pounds. However, the subsequent desulfonylation is plagued
by strong reductive conditions (Bu3SnH at 110 °C).6c,d Thus, a
catalytic method to form mono- and difluoromethylated
aromatic compounds under mild conditions with simple and
cheap fluorine sources is very valuable and provides an
important tool for synthetic and medicinal chemistry.
Ethyl bromodifluoroacetate (EBDFA, 2a) and ethyl bromo-

fluoroacetate (EBFA, 2b) are two commercially available liquids
and can be purchased in bulk quantities, which are ideal
materials for fluoromethylations.8 However, partial fluorome-
thylation with these two readily available fluorine reagents is
less studied.9 Very recently, we succeeded in incorporating
these two building blocks into heteroarenes using visible-light-
promoted somophilic isocyanide insertion (Figure 1C).10,11 We
contemplate whether the ester moieties can be removed under
mild conditions. If so, mono- and difluoromethylated
phenanthridine derivatives can be accessed rapidly with an
alkylation and decarboxylation sequence.
In order to examine this design, phenanthridine derivative 3a,

which could be prepared from biphenyl isocyanide 1a with
EBDFA (2a) according to our previous work,10 was treated
with a mixture of 1 M K2CO3 (aq) in methanol. An acidic
workup at room temperature was followed after hydrolysis was
completed as indicated by TLC monitoring. To our delight, the
desired 6-difluoromethylated phenanthridine derivative 5a was

Received: April 14, 2014
Published: May 21, 2014

Letter

pubs.acs.org/OrgLett

© 2014 American Chemical Society 2938 dx.doi.org/10.1021/ol501081h | Org. Lett. 2014, 16, 2938−2941

pubs.acs.org/OrgLett
http://pubs.acs.org/action/showImage?doi=10.1021/ol501081h&iName=master.img-000.jpg&w=238&h=100


generated directly without further operations in quantitative
yield. Similarly, 6-monofluoromethylated phenanthridine de-
rivative 6a could also be produced quantitatively with the same
procedure (Scheme 1).

The great success prompted us to investigate the generalities
of this stepwise fluoromethylation. First, a series of 6-
difluoromethylated phenanthridine derivatives were prepared
enabled by the alkylation and decarboxylation sequence from
biphenyl isocyanides and EBDFA (2a) as shown in Scheme 2.
A variety of biphenyl isocyanides were employed to react with
2a under the established alkylation conditions. The correspond-
ing 6-alkylated phenanthridine derivatives were prepared in
good to perfect yields (60−100%). The substituents on both
benzene rings did not affect this transformation significantly.
The subsequent decarboxylation also worked quite well. All the
isolated 6-alkylated phenanthridine derivatives could go
through hydrolysis and decarboxylation smoothly to afford 6-

difluoromethylated phenanthridine derivatives in high yields
(76−100%).
We then turned our attention to prepare 6-monofluoro-

methylated phenanthridine derivatives as shown in Scheme 3. A
broad range of 2-isocyanobiphenyl compounds reacted
smoothly with EBFA (2b) to give the corresponding 6-
alkylated phenanthridine derivatives in satisfactory yields (59−
88%). After alkylation, the subsequent decarboxylation also
worked smoothly. All the 6-alkylated phenanthridine derivatives
afforded 6-monofluoromethylated phenanthridine derivatives in
good to excellent yields (73−100%) after hydrolysis and acidic
workup.
The miscibility of DMF with MeOH and H2O prompted us

to investigate the possibility of a one-pot procedure for the
synthesis of di- and monofluoromethylated phenanthridine

Figure 1.Major strategies of mono- and difluoromethylation of arenes.

Scheme 1. Room Temperature Decarboxylation

Scheme 2. Scope of Isocyanides of Difluoromethylationa,b

aReaction conditions: Step 1: 1 (0.2 mmol, 1.0 equiv), 2a (0.4 mmol,
2.0 equiv), Na2HPO4 (0.24 mmol, 1.2 equiv), and Ir(ppy)3 (0.002
mmol, 1.0 mol %) in dry DMF (2.0 mL) were irradiated by 3 W blue
LED; Step 2: 3 (0.1 mmol) in 1 M K2CO3 (1 mL) and CH3OH (1
mL), then diluted HCl (aq). b Isolated yield. c 3.0 equiv of 2a were
used.
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derivatives, which can improve the overall efficiency of this
transformation significantly. After the alkylation step was
complete, the solution was treated with 1 M K2CO3 (aq, 1
mL) and MeOH (1 mL) at room temperature directly. And
then the reaction mixture was acidified to about pH 3 with
diluted HCl (aq). Fortunately, we found the sequential one-pot
protocol worked quite well for a number of substrates without
significantly affecting the yield compared to the stepwise
procedure for both di- and monofluoromethylations (Scheme
4). More importantly, the one-pot procedure could be scaled
up easily with comparable yields. 5a (1.68 g) and 6a (1.20 g)
were prepared when the reaction was run in 10 mmol scale.
This greatly improved the practicability of this synthetic
procedure and provided a convenient route to the preparation
of 6-mono- and difluoromethylated phenanthridine derivatives.
In summary, we have described a practical and unified

strategy for the preparation of 6-mono- and difluoromethylated
phenanthridine derivatives using alkylation and decarboxylation
sequences. Both alkylation and decarboxylation reactions

proceeded at room temperature in good to excellent chemical
yields with a broad substrate scope. Furthermore, the
fluoromethylation reagents (EBDFA, 2a and EBFA, 2b) are
inexpensive and readily available, which serve as ideal fluorine
sources. Both stepwise and one-pot procedures worked quite
well, which makes these protocols ideal choices for the
synthesis of mono- and difluoromethylated heteroarenes.
Further work on the mono- and difluoromethylation of various
substrates using these reagents is underway in our laboratory.
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Scheme 3. Scope of Isocyanides of
Monofluoromethylationa,b

aReaction conditions: Step 1: 1 (0.2 mmol, 1.0 equiv), 2b (0.4 mmol,
2.0 equiv), Na2HPO4 (0.24 mmol, 1.2 equiv), and Ir(ppy)3 (0.002
mmol, 1.0 mol %) in dry DMF (2.0 mL) were irradiated by 3 W blue
LED; Step 2: 4a (0.1 mmol) in 1 M K2CO3 (1 mL) and CH3OH (1
mL), then diluted HCl (aq). b Isolated yield. c 3.0 equiv of 2b were
used.

Scheme 4. A One-Pot Procedurea,b

aReaction conditions: 1 (0.2 mmol, 1.0 equiv), 2a or 2b (0.4 mmol,
2.0 equiv), Na2HPO4 (0.24 mmol, 1.2 equiv), and Ir(ppy)3 (0.002
mmol, 1.0 mol %) in dry DMF (2.0 mL) were irradiated by 3 W blue
LED; After the alkylation was complete, to the solution were added 1
M K2CO3 (1 mL) and MeOH (1 mL), and then diluted HCl (aq) was
added. b Isolated yield. c 10 mmol scale.
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