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For more than a century, the University of Iowa’s State 
Hygienic Laboratory has conducted public health and 
environmental testing on behalf of the state’s three 
million residents. Although Iowa has thriving urban 
centers, the majority of its land is used for farming. 
These large rural swaths can pose challenges to the 
administration and delivery of healthcare services.

“Iowa has always had a reputation for high qual-
ity healthcare despite the rural nature of the state,” 
said Christopher Atchison, MPA, director of the Iowa 
Hygienic Laboratory.  Hygienic Laboratory leaders have,  
over the years, worked to assure access to healthcare 
services by building an infrastructure that meets needs 

in all parts of the state.  This includes 
three separate laboratory locations and 
a 24-hour courier service that enables 
the lab to receive samples from 300-400 
miles away.  “Our lab system, with our 
courier service, is central to our ability 
to meet the rapid turnaround needed 
to meet critical testing timeframes,” 
said Atchison. 

The laboratory’s 260 staff members 
work in Ankeny, a suburban commu-
nity outside Des Moines, performing 
testing for the state’s newborn screen-
ing program, and for several environ-
mental programs, including blood lead;  
in a new facility at Lakeside Lab, in 
northwestern Iowa, conducting water 

monitoring and testing; and in the main facility, on the 
University of Iowa Research Park, a satellite campus 
about five miles from the main University campus in 
Iowa City.  

“The Hygienic Lab’s Iowa City location is in a rap-
idly developing part of the state that is committed to 
promoting public and private research initiatives around 
biotechnology,” said Atchison. “This gives us enormous 
potential for future collaborations in health and envi-
ronmental sciences, including biomonitoring and genet-
ic predispositions to certain diseases or conditions.”

Beginning later this spring, these collaborations 
will be launched from the Hygienic Lab’s new home, a 
$38 million facility with more than 81,000 net square 
feet of laboratory space. This new facility will replace 
the current building, a converted tuberculosis sanato-
rium built in 1917. 

“From a historical perspective, our current labo-
ratory is pretty remarkable,” Atchison said.. “From 
several of our labs you can look out at an enclosed 
courtyard where concrete pathways mark the loca-
tions where patients were taken to therapeutically 
benefit from the sunshine. Unfortunately, for our pur-
poses, the facility loses much of its appeal. Despite 
our staff’s best efforts and retrofitting, it remains an 
expensive and inefficient location for laboratory work, 

heating, cooling, plumbing and electrical issues too 
numerous to renovate.”

At the other end of the spectrum, the Ankeny Lab 
was built in 2005 with the kind of the open architectural 
that the Iowa City laboratorians anxiously await.  “The 
flexibility aspect of the Ankeny facility was demonstrat-
ed in the wake of hurricane Katrina when we were able 
to assume all of the newborn testing services for the 
state of Louisiana.  Though this more than doubled our 
workload, we were able to adjust to this demand in part 
because of the flexible design of the facility. It’s a real 
demonstration of what our new lab facility will be able 
to do,” said Atchison. 

The director expects that the open floor plan will 
help meet the frequent demand for surge capacity 
during disease outbreaks, such as the mumps or the 
novel H1N1 epidemic, as well as dramatically stream-
lining operations.  

The testing surge is not limited to microbiology. 
“New state regulations encourage parents to have their 
children’s’ blood-lead levels tested before entering 
school. This has increased our annual test load by 50% 
per year,” he said. “We went from 20,000 blood lead tests 
to more than 30,000.”

Such growth in lab services and testing volume have 
led the laboratory, in its 100+ years of operation, to be-
come a complex organization with a budget of roughly 
$24 million annually: $4 million from state appropria-
tions; $6.5 million from grants; and $13.5 million from 
fee-for-service work. 

However Atchison is greatly concerned by the effects 
of the current economic downturn.  

“We are actually facing a double whammy of de-
creased funding and heightened expectations. An infu-
sion of federal funds after the 9/11 attacks developed 
a high level of expectation for customers for sophis-
ticated testing and quick turnarounds. Unfortunately 
we are now faced with the reality that the equipment 
we acquired four or five years ago is starting to age. 
Funding for preparedness has declined. State govern-
ment is struggling and with it support for maintaining 
our level of service. The immediate future is going to 
be very challenging.”

Budget cuts have had a pronounced effect on the 
laboratory’s workforce. “We need to pay competitive 
rates to chemists and biologists. After all, on a research 
campus, we should expect that our best and brightest 
will be recruited away.  I don’t want to be totally vul-
nerable to the risk that our lab will become a training 
ground that others recruit from,” Atchison noted. 

Fortunately, he believes the flexibility offered by the 
new facility will enable greater variety for laboratori-
ans as scientists, who, with cross training, will be able 
to move easily from one bench to another.  “This will 
broaden the variety of rewarding work that our laborato-
ry scientists conduct, and also provide opportunities for 
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The new Hygienic Laboratory 
is scheduled to open in Spring 
2010.
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career growth and development,” he said.
Atchison anticipates that the open design for the 

new building will change more than the scientific oper-
ations. “Currently the different laboratories and offices 
are virtually cocooned away from each other.  This will 
not be the case in our new facility.  The operational, 
cultural and lifestyle changes our folks will face will be 
dramatic in the new building.” 

The lab’s capacity for higher security testing, high 
complexity testing and specialized training will also in-
crease with the new facility, which will have a dedicated 
wet laboratory training space.  

“Because we are on the leading edge of many public 
health and environmental programs, we are a very at-
tractive site for those thinking about what they want to 
do with their careers.  We believe with the new facility, 
the lab will be a magnet for the next generation of labo-
ratorians,” said Atchison. Already, the lab is collaborating 
with the university colleges and the school’s Area Health 
Education Center.

With a background in government and academia, it 
is perhaps unsurprising that Atchison stresses collab-
oration. Born in 1949 in a small town in south central 
Iowa, he grew up and attended Catholic parochial 
schools in Chicago which instilled an early appreciation 
for public service.  “Trust me when I say the good sisters 
made sure we all thought well of President Kennedy and 
what he was trying to do,” Atchison recalled.

He went on to enroll in the Chicago Archdiocesan 
seminary system through high school and college. 
Given the turbulent social era, Atchison said, “I came 
out of that experience educated, if not a bit cynical, 
but still firmly of the opinion that working for the pub-
lic good is one of the most important responsibilities 
we can take on.”  

He moved to the state capital, Springfield, where 
he worked in various capacities, including serving as 
chief of staff for the state lieutenant governor and as 
assistant director of the state health agency. He took 
the latter position one month before the 1985 Salmonella 
outbreak.  “My orientation to public health policy 

and practice was truly formed during that outbreak.  
Not only did I see my boss, the sitting director of the 
agency, get fired by the governor, I saw the emergence 
of true public health professionals and outstanding 
scientists who were able to lead the agency for the rest 
of the decade in the face of another crisis: the unfolding 
HIV epidemic. It was quite an experience.” 

During this time he earned a master’s in public ad-
ministration at the University of Illinois.  A gubernato-
rial change led him to return to Iowa in 1991 as director 
of the Iowa Department of Public Health, a post he held 
until 1999. He also served as president of the Association 
of State and Territorial Health Officials from 1994-1995.  
“This was another fascinating time in American his-
tory and for public health.  The field was adjusting to 
new demands, and the president was calling for health 
reform.  Sound familiar?” Atchison joked.  “And although 
we didn’t achieve everything we set out to do, we did 
make real progress in seeing that public health was 
more visible and included as a part of health reform.” 

In 1999, Atchison moved to Iowa City to assist 
with the founding of a new college of public health. 
“Helping start a new college with a responsibility to 
support the delivery of public health programs is a 
wonderful way to deliver on all of the opportunities I 
have had during my career” Atchison said.  “We have 
a faculty who share my belief in service and the pub-
lic good, and a state that has provided tremendous 
support for our future development.”  

While serving as associate dean for public health 
practice and a clinical professor in health management 
and policy, Atchison also became the interim director 
of the Hygienic Laboratory in 2006 and was named 
permanent director a year later.  

“Having been in state public health practice for 25 
years, I have seen the important contribution made 
by the lab to local practitioners to respond to health 
threats. I saw it in 1985 in Chicago, and I see it today 
with H1N1 and newborn screening.” he said.

Today, the Iowa laboratory is split into three 
divisions: environmental, disease control and admin-
istration. Atchison thinks there are some exciting 
opportunities to blend those components through 
biomonitoring and genomics. 

“We have already seen the profound effect metals 
can have on human growth and development through 
the definitive studies of lead effects.  What other 
effects, and what genetic predispositions are there 
that can help us better address disease and disability?  
Biomonitoring is a hugely promising area for the na-
tion’s public health laboratories and for the next gen-
eration of public health science and practice. I want 
the Hygienic Lab to help drive this development.  Our 
location at one of the nation’s leading health science 
research institutions should help us do that.” 
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