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loCatIon
Located 50 miles from the Gulf of Mexico, Houston is 
the fourth most populated city in the United States and 
a sprawling, multi-cultural place. Houston is a large in-
ternational port, heart of the American energy industry, 
and home to NASA’s Johnson Space Center and many 
educational institutions.

Houston’s local laboratory conducts public health 
testing for the city’s 2.245 million residents and also 
serves as a reference lab to the greater Houston region, 
encompassing 6.33 million people. 

dIStInguIShIng CharaCterIStICS
“We seem to fall somewhere between local and state 
labs,” said Sudha Pottumarthy, MD, FRCPA, D(ABMM), 
acting laboratory director. This local laboratory has 
developed unusual testing depth in response to its large 
population base, proximity to Mexico and risk of hur-
ricanes and other disasters.

The laboratory participates in many national pro-
grams, such as BioWatch and the CDC’s Childhood Lead 
Poisoning Prevention Program. It also performs special-
ized testing to support the state’s Clean Rivers Program, 
state dairy programs and potable water supplies. In the 
aftermath of Tropical Storm Allison in June 2001, the 
lab—operating on emergency power—continued test-
ing programs, including water testing for the hospitals 
and for residents with private wells. 

“We also have the PulseNet program, which 
is unusual for a local lab, but very valuable,” said 
Pottumarthy. During an outbreak over a two-week pe-
riod, the lab identified six cases of typhoid salmonella, 
which were spread across four counties and involved 
no travel. Researchers ultimately traced the illness to 
oysters harvested from nearby Galveston Bay. 

The PulseNet technology has proved its worth 
against other pathogens as well. An outbreak of  
E. coli 0157:H7 was traced back to a fair’s petting zoo. 
“It’s good to house these programs in a local lab,” 
said Pottumarthy.

leaderShIp
The overall leadership of the Houston laboratory is 
divided among the CLIA director, S. Vern Juchau, PhD; 
Pottumarthy, who serves both as acting director and 
manager of clinical services; and Odatt Rajan, PhD, 
manager for environmental services.

Pottumarthy’s education has been global: leav-
ing her native India after medical school, she spent 
10 years in New Zealand while completing a fellow-
ship in clinical microbiology at the Royal College of 
Pathologists of Australasia. Then she moved to the 
US for a fellowship at the University of Washington in 
Seattle. After, Pottumarthy went to JMI Laboratories in 

Iowa, where she worked with Dr. Ron Jones. In 2006, 
Pottumarthy came to the Houston laboratory, becoming 
acting director in 2007.

She focused on microbiology due to its hands-on 
approach. “It tends to be less mechanized, which 
makes it more interesting to me,” she explained. Her 
laboratory counterpart in environmental sciences, 
Rajan, “is my exact opposite,” said Pottumarthy. “He 
loves the instrumentation.”

Rajan focused initially on teaching and research, 
but came to the lab in search of more interesting work. 
He finds particular fulfillment in environmental sci-
ences due to the terrible pollution evident in developing 
countries. “It is satisfying to help control pollution here 
through environmental monitoring programs, like the 
Clean Rivers program and Neighborhood Protection 
Program,” he said. 

faCIlIty 
Houston’s public health laboratory is part of the Texas 
Medical Center, which contains 47 health institutions—
including 13 hospitals, two medical schools, four 
nursing schools and schools of dentistry, public health, 
pharmacy and more.

The 34,000 square foot lab is integrated into the 
city’s health department, inside of a three-story 
building with a basement. The laboratory has two 
BSL-3 spaces: one in a built-out area on the third 
floor for molecular bioterrorism work and another for 
microbiological bioterrorism work. The health depart-
ment building is about 50 years old, resulting in some 
significant technical challenges. Pottumarthy ex-
plained, “Building Services help us a lot, but we have 
HVAC problems and can’t modulate the temperature 
efficiently inside the lab.”

A solution is pending as the city negotiates the 
purchase of a new public health lab within the Texas 
Medical Center. The new building is a 10-year old, 
37,000 square foot building that was constructed as a 
laboratory. If all goes well, the Houston lab will move 
by the end of 2009. In addition to eliminating the HVAC 
problems, the lab will expand its BSL-3 space and cen-
tralize molecular testing.

teStIng
The lab runs about 650,000 tests annually. In recent 
months, swine flu has kept staff busy: as of mid-June, 
the lab had tested more than 6,000 samples and identi-
fied 804 local cases. Typically, however, the busiest area 
of the laboratory is in HIV and STD testing, with about 
228,000 tests per year. 

The Houston public health laboratory has fully func-
tioning clinical, environmental and molecular sections. 
It is one of the 11 Laboratory Response Network labs 

houSton’S publIC health laboratory:  
a loCal laboratory wIth a worldly vISIon
by Emily Mumford, writer

Staff 
the Houston laboratory 

employs about 70 people: 23 

of these staff have at least 

a master’s degree, including 

three Mds and four Phds. 

“Not bad for a local lab, 

right?” asked Pottumarthy 

with a laugh. 

 texas has suffered less 

from the national economic 

crisis, but, said rajan, 

“we’re not immune from 

the recession.” the lab lost 

four positions due to city 

cutbacks. the positions 

were temporarily vacant 

during a lab reorganization. 

unfortunately the city 

eliminated all positions vacant 

on a specific date, catching the 

lab in the crosshairs of its cost 

reductions. the lab is applying 

to recapture the positions. 

 the lab did receive an 

unexpected boon from 

the weakened economy. 

during the crush of swine flu 

testing, they hired temporary 

staff to help with sample 

processing and testing. “we 

were able to find some really 

highly qualified people,” said 

Pottumarthy. 
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in Texas, and in that role offers 17 counties and about 
95 hospitals and private labs bioterrorism training and 
reference support. It serves as reference lab for area 
hospitals and private laboratories, performing high 
complexity tests. 

The lab supports the health centers, providing criti-
cal blood counts and chemistries for maternity and 
family planning services; testing for HIV, STDs and TB; 
checking patients’ immune status to vaccine-prevent-
able diseases; and overseeing point-of-care testing at 
STAT laboratories. “We can culture for influenza and 
send isolates to CDC for surveillance and vaccination 
purposes,” said Pottumarthy. 

Its environmental section provides chemical anal-
ysis of water, soil, air and industrial waste samples 
in support of Environmental Health Initiatives and 
Programs mandated by the Federal Clean Water Act, 
Resource Conservation and Recovery Act and the 
state’s health programs. In addition to a robust lead 
poisoning prevention program, the environmental 
section houses a water and dairy section that can 
perform microbiological testing of potable water, milk 
and dairy samples. 

revenue
The lab’s $3.4 million in annual funding comes from 
the city’s general fund. Federal and state grants help 
support TB testing, public health preparedness, lead 
testing, the HIV-STD program and Laboratory Response 
Network bioterrorism work. 

The lab earns about $250,000 in revenue and hopes 
to boost that number. It recently gained permission 
to revamp its 14-year-old fee schedule and will now 
charge paying customers enough to cover test expens-
es. Under a new arrangement, this revenue will remain 
at the lab to buy equipment and supplies. 

SuCCeSSeS
Nucleic Acid Amplification Testing (NAAT). The Hous-
ton public health laboratory is one of the first labs in 
Texas to introduce NAAT to identify acute HIV infection 
and help control the spread of the disease. 

BioWatch Award for Excellence. In August 2007, 
the lab received a reward for teamwork and overall 
excellence in laboratory operations. Additionally, “we 
were the first lab in the nation to have a positive in the 
BioWatch program [Francisella, believed to be environ-
mental], which helped set standards for the program,” 
said Pottumarthy.

EPA Region 6 Laboratory Response Plan functional 
exercise. The environmental section completed this 
exercise successfully, conducting organic testing on 
samples sent by Homeland Security and the EPA that 
mimicked an intentional contamination of the water 
distribution system. 

National Allergy Bureau accreditation for pollen and 
mold count. The lab has a Burkhard machine housed 
above the building that collects pollen and mold samples 
for a 24-hour period. The media, hospitals and public 
have access to the results online, making this the second 
most visited part of the health department’s website.

goalS
•	Move	into	the	laboratory’s	new	facility,	ideally	

before the start of flu season.
•	 Enhance	the	lab’s	food	testing	program	to	include	

bioterrorism agents, aiming for Food Emergency 
Response Network certification. 

•	 Expand	molecular	testing	approaches	for	TB,	slow-
growing bacteria and other bacterial and viral 
diseases.

•	 Expand	environmental	monitoring	programs	to	
include biomonitoring and prepare the laboratory 
for chemical threats or incidents.

But importantly, the lab will continue to prioritize 
community projects such as the upcoming Hip-Hop for 
HIV Awareness Intervention. The health department, 
along with a team of businesses, organizations and a 
radio station, aims to test 15,000 youth during a four-
day social event culminating in a free concert for those 
tested. Activities like these align the Houston public 
health laboratory closely with its mission to maintain 
programs and services that are consistent with the 
health department’s goals.  

bIggeSt ChallengeS 
balancing public 
expectations with a 
rational public health and 
epidemiological approach 
to testing. Pottumarthy 

offered an example of a tragic 

death, in which a child was 

killed by rabies acquired in a 

bat bite: “it brought families 

from Houston to the lab 

with bats from their attics 

increasing the workload by 

150%.	It’s	neither	realistic	nor	

necessary.”

 Juggling the silo-based 
funding of state and federal 
grant programs. Pottumarthy 

said, “it would be beneficial 

to have balanced funding to 

allow continuity and growth of 

services.”

 Improving staff retention 
and training. “we compete 

with the texas Medical center. 

we are often used as a training 

ground for young graduates 

to gain experience, earn 

certification and then move 

on,” said Pottumarthy.

 maintaining the 
full capability of the 
environmental chemistry 
section. rajan noted the 

importance of keeping 

staff trained for potential 

chemical accidents, water 

supply contamination,and 

as a surge lab for chemical 

incidents or threats. 

dr. Shannon york performs 
nucleic acid amplified testing 
for detection of hIv infection. 
Photo courtesy of Houston’s 
public health laboratory.


