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Chief
Thomas Hathaway was born and reared
in Bradner, Ohio, just 11 miles from
Bowling Green University—where he
earned three degrees (including a
doctorate) in the biological sciences.
Today, however, he spends his days at the
Alaska Environmental Health Laboratory,
where he can scarcely see over the snow-
drift mounded outside his office window. 

Between Ohio and Alaska, Hathaway
spent an entire career working with
blood. He joined the military in 1970,
stationed at the First US Army Medical
Laboratory in Fort Meade, Maryland.
From there to Denver to Germany to
Washington, DC, he gained increasing
expertise in blood bank management
and emergency response. His final post
was executive director of the Walter
Reed Army Medical Center blood
center—the pinnacle of military blood
bank management. Upon his retirement
in 1991, Hathaway was awarded the
prestigious Legion of Merit.

After stops in Oklahoma and Kentucky,
he came to Anchorage to head the Blood
Bank of Alaska. In that position, Hath-
away quickly learned the challenge of
supplying blood products to 23 hospitals
scattered across four time zones and half
a million square miles in some of the
most rural and rugged terrain in America. 

He has been chief of the state environ-
mental health laboratory since 2003—a
position, he said, “that came out of the
sky for me.”

Location
The laboratory is located in southeast
Anchorage, facing the “awesome”
Chugach Mountain Range, site of the
World Extreme Skiing Championships.

A sidewalk connects the Alaska Environ-
mental Health Laboratory to the state’s
public health laboratory (PHL).

Facility
When Hathaway joined the laboratory,
part of his assignment was to oversee the
construction of a $15 million dollar,
20,000-square-foot facility. He said, “All
they had were the architectural drafts, so
I had an opportunity to fine tune the
design.” The new building—which also
houses the state veterinarian—replaced a
facility that was more than 30 years old
and originally built as a grocery store in
Palmer, Alaska, about 50 miles north of
Anchorage. “The powers-that-be here
decided that they wanted to relocate this
new lab into Anchorage itself to have
better accessibility to the airport,” said
Hathaway. What authorities did not
anticipate was that only one of the staff ’s
21 employees would remain after its first
year of operation. Said Hathaway, “Over
a three-year period, we’ve not only built
a whole new building, we’ve put all new
people in it. The building, the quality
management system, the safety

program, disaster planning; everything
was basically created from scratch.”

The facility became operational in
December of 2005 and boasts a state-of-
the-art necropsy suite, BSL-III suites,
molecular biology suites, 15 computer
systems and wireless temperature moni-
toring. The lab’s administrative wing is
completely separated from the testing
side with negative air pressure and a
locked door. Moreover, all of the indi-
vidual testing labs have negative air pres-
sure relative to the hallway, “so whatever
they’re working on stays in those labs.”

The building also features “huge bay
windows” and a number of elaborate
pieces of artwork specially commis-

A Fresh Start for Alaska’s Environmental Health Laboratory
sioned for the laboratory—a byproduct
of a state legislative mandate that
requires that one percent of the total
cost of major public buildings be
invested in art.

Staff
22 permanent staff positions, including
two vacancies: one for an existing tech-
nician position and one for a new
chemist position. 

Revenue
Last year the laboratory performed
roughly 17,000 “fee tests,” paid by fees
from specific clients, including state
agencies, private sector customers and
federal grants. The laboratory also
performed about 7,800 “non-fee tests,”
funded by Alaska state general funds. 

A major federal revenue source is a
multi-million dollar EPA grant for
analysis of fish tissue for heavy metals,
mercury and pesticides. This grant is
particularly important, said Hathaway,
“because part of Alaska’s economy is
based on the fish industry.” A second
important grant is from the USDA to
support testing of wild and domestic
birds for avian influenza—a special
concern here because of migratory bird
routes that stretch from Asia to Alaska. 

Distinguishing Characteristics
• Certified by the FDA, the
National Animal Health Labora-
tory Network and the EPA.

• Preparing for International Stan-
dards Organization (ISO) 17025
certification. “Since we had three
federal agencies that wanted to see
the processes we performed,” said
Hathaway, “we decided to use an
international set of standards. I
don’t think a lot of environmental
labs take it that far.” One chal-
lenge of ISO 17025 certification is
that the laboratory must consider
certifying “the entire organiza-
tion”—including procurement,
document control, personnel and
other administrative activities—in
its certification process.

• Has three distinctive negative-
pressure rooms that are isolated

The building also features huge bay windows and
elaborate pieces of artwork specially
commissioned for the lab—a byproduct of a

state legislative mandate that requires that 1% of the
total cost of major public buildings be invested in art.
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from the rest of the facility and
dedicated to molecular biology.
“It’s extremely sensitive and
extremely fast compared to micro-
biology. In the future, I think the
majority of testing—especially
food testing—is going to be done
using molecular technology.”

Highest Volume Testing
In 2006, the laboratory performed
83,000 procedures to report out 25,000
test results on 19,000 samples. High-
volume work includes testing livestock
samples for brucellosis and horses for
equine infectious anemia. Two summers
ago, the state experienced a major
outbreak of Vibrio, a bacterium that
grows in bodies of water where shellfish
are farmed. “That particular organism,”
said Hathaway, “is one we’ll probably see
more and more problems with in the
future if we continue on a global
warming trend,” since the organism
favors a warmer water temperature.

Overall, the laboratory performs chem-
ical, microbiological and molecular tests
on a range of matrices, including
seafood, processed food, dairy products,
drinking water, air, soil and wild and
domestic animals. Notable conditions
for which the laboratory conducts
surveillance include:

• Johne’s disease, a contagious,
chronic and usually fatal infection
that affects primarily the small
intestine of ruminants. The
mycobacterium responsible for the
illness takes three months to
culture in the laboratory.

• Prion diseases or transmissible
spongiform encephalopathies,
such as chronic wasting disease
(CWD), scrappie and mad cow
disease—all rare neurodegenera-
tive disorders that affect both
humans and animals.

• Paralytic shellfish poison, a test
that requires the laboratory to
maintain its own colony of mice.
Juice from commercial geoduck
clams (the largest burrowing clam
in the world) is injected into the
mice to ascertain whether or not
the toxin is present.

The laboratory recently hosted a class in its

BSL-III suite to train members of the
Kawerak Reindeer Herders’ Association to
extract the obex from reindeer brains. The
samples were sent to the NVSL to test for
CWD, but Hathaway said he’d like to
eventually get USDA approval to perform
the test on-site. The lab is also completing
construction of a histology room to allow
the state veterinarian to process, section
and stain animal tissue. “That’s important
because we’re getting into emerging
diseases in these animals, and we need to
be able to take these tissues and look at
them a little bit more diagnostically.”

Notable Success Stories
• Laying the foundation for a
quality management system based
on ISO 17025, which is NELAC,
FDA, USDA, EPA and NAHLN
compliant.

• Developing a comprehensive labo-
ratory submission manual to
improve customer service, which
will be posted online.

• Designing, building and opening
a state-of-the-art laboratory that
required all new processes, equip-
ment and personnel, as well as
relocation to a different city. 

Challenges
Funding, particularly for disaster and
bioterrorism (BT) planning. Hathaway
explained that environmental health
laboratories have received little to none
of the federal BT funding that has
supported infrastructure improvements
in the nation’s public health laboratories.
Moreover, a new governor “will prob-
ably change some priorities, and there
may be some belt tightening. At one
point they thought that this lab should
be self-sufficient, but we’re not at that
point. If some of that political thinking
changes, it will be difficult for us.”

Weather. As of late January, Anchorage
had received 72 inches of snow this
winter, and “it’s still snowing,” said
Hathaway. But perhaps a bigger issue for
the laboratory is humidity: Alaska is so
dry that the humidity in the lab can go
down to 5 to 10 percent. “Very small
substances virtually disappear in that
kind of humidity. You cannot work in a
dry environment. We have to maintain
about 35 percent humidity, which is
very difficult up here.”

Maintenance to regulate air pressure,
temperature, humidity, security systems,
computerized information systems and
other aspects of laboratory infrastructure.

Goals
When Hathaway became director of the
laboratory, he outlined eight long-range
goals, five of which are completed:
building the lab, developing and imple-
menting a safety/security program,
developing the lab submission manual,
starting a molecular biology testing
program and implementing an animal
diagnostics program. The remaining
goals are still in progress:

• Implementing a quality manage-
ment system with standard oper-
ating procedures for more than 30
quality procedures.

• Implementing a laboratory infor-
mation management system,
which should be complete by
year’s end.

• Planning for bioterrorism and
other disasters. “If we want to
respond to an earthquake or food
outbreak or contamination of the
drinking water, we’ll have to
curtail something else that we’re
doing. We’d like to do more, but
it’s very difficult without any
funding.” 
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The new facility became operational in December 2005.


