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LOCATION

With just under a quarter million residents, Kalamazoo 

County is the largest urban area in southwestern Mich-

igan. It is located roughly halfway between Detroit and 

Chicago and bisected by the Kalamazoo River. Kalamazoo City—the 

county’s most populous jurisdiction—dates to the early 1830s and 

is known today for its microbreweries, colleges (notably including 

Western Michigan University) and vibrant outdoor festivals. Vari-

ously referred to as “The Zoo” or “Mall City,” Kalamazoo is home to 

the first outdoor pedestrian shopping mall in the United States and 

prides itself on being a livable, sustainable community.

FACILITY
The Kalamazoo County Health and Community Services (KCHCS) 

Laboratory is just a few miles northeast of Kalamazoo City. It occu-

pies almost 5,000 square feet of a one-time dormitory complex 

on the campus of now defunct Nazareth College. The building is 

leased by the county from the Congregation of St. Joseph, which 

still occupies buildings on campus. The laboratory itself has taken 

over the former dormitory kitchen—a logical location given an 

existing network of exhaust ducts, now retrofitted to vent labora-

tory hoods. It has dedicated areas for water testing, clinical testing, 

PCR testing, microbiology, BSL-2 testing, specimen processing, phle-

botomy, visitor reception and administrative activities. Elsewhere 

in the complex are the county’s area agency on aging, community 

action agency, maternal and child health division, clinical services 

division, environmental health program and other KCHCS offices, 

as well the parks foundation programs, Michigan State University 

(MSU) extension program and 72 senior housing units. The labora-

tory boasts high ceilings and a full bank of windows overlooking the 

campus’s pastoral setting.

MANAGER
Aaron Hoogenboom is a Michigan native, born and raised in Kalam-

azoo. Although he once aspired to be a physician, he discovered a 

love for the laboratory while studying biology at MSU. Hoogenboom 

went on to earn a second bachelor’s degree in medical technology 

and was certified as a medical technologist (MT) through the Amer-

ican Society of Clinical Pathology in 1995. He worked as an MT first 

in Port Huron, just north of Detroit, and then at the POH Regional 

Medical Center in Pontiac, MI (where he also served as laboratory 

outreach supervisor), before taking a job as a laboratory scientist at 

the KCHCS Laboratory in late 2006. Two years later he was promoted 

to laboratory manager, which includes duties as technical consul-

tant for Region 3 of the Michigan Regional Lab System. “I’ve come 

full circle,” said Hoogenboom, “starting in Kalamazoo and now 

ending up in Kalamazoo.”

STAFF
The laboratory employs seven staff members: three full-time labo-

ratory scientists, two medical laboratory technicians, one secretary/

public health technician and the laboratory manager. After a period 

of staff turnover, Hoogenboom said, “We’ve gone two years with no 

vacancies; we’ve found our rhythm and that’s great.” The current 

staff, he said, is made up of experienced, dedicated people, with 

several having a tenure of more than ten years with the county.

REvENUE
The laboratory’s annual $675,000 budget comes from state grants 

(30%), fees (35-38%) and county general fund dollars (32-35%). 

Although the laboratory has suffered no state or county budget cuts 

as a result of government deficits, it has experienced a loss 
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of revenue due to decreased testing, especially water testing. Said 

Hoogenboom, “When the housing industry failed, a lot of construc-

tion stopped, which meant that new wells weren’t being drilled and 

houses weren’t selling, so there was no need for realtors to have 

wells assessed. We saw a big effect on testing that we bill for.” At the 

same time, the county’s downsized environmental health division 

submitted fewer surface water samples for testing. Fortunately, said 

Hoogenboom, the revenue situation is “recovering a little bit.” He 

said last year was the first year “in quite a while” that the demand 

for services increased somewhat, going up a couple percentage 

points from 2009.

TESTING
Last year, about half of the lab’s work was clinical testing (54%) 

and about half environmental testing (46%), much of it for county 

agencies and clinics co-located in the former dormitory. In fact, said 

Hoogenboom, the laboratory strives to deliver test results to county 

providers while patients remain on-site in the building. Its single 

highest-volume work is STD testing, mostly for chlamydia/gonor-

rhea. Other clinical work includes wet preps for trichomonas, noro-

virus testing, pregnancy testing and testing for foodborne patho-

gens. On the environmental side, the laboratory tests well water, 

public swimming pool water and surface water from 

the county’s numerous lakes, streams and creeks, as 

well as from beaches on nearby Lake Michigan.

Since 2003, the laboratory has been a Level B member 

of the Laboratory Response Network, performing rule-

out testing for a number of select agents on behalf 

of sentinel laboratories throughout southwestern 

Michigan.

NOTABLE SUCCESSES
• Implementing a new laboratory information management  

 system, STARLIMS, has been both a challenge and a success  

 for the laboratory. The initial installation is virtually complete  

 and enables electronic communication with the state public  

 health laboratory in Lansing. 

• Last year, the laboratory was involved in 11 separate noro 

 virus outbreak investigations in six different counties. Positive  

 specimens were forwarded to the state public health labo- 

 ratory for typing, and a study is ongoing to track the various  

 outbreak strains.

• In 2007, the laboratory made a preliminary finding of E. coli  

 O157 in frozen beef patty samples. The finding led to a nation 

 wide product recall, following a recommendation from  

 the FDA.

• The laboratory is accredited by the US Centers for Medicare  

 and Medicaid Services to provide clinical testing under the  

 Clinical Laboratory Improvement Amendments and also main- 

 tains certifications from the Michigan Department of Commu- 

 nity Health and the Michigan Department of Environmental  

 Quality.

GOAL
“With an uncertain economic picture, we definitely want to main-

tain the quality testing that we do for our community… We’ve also 

got to remain flexible and open to new ideas and new technology,” 

said Hoogenboom. 
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In a period of economic stagnation, the laboratory’s primary 
challenge is “to maintain quality testing with the ever-present 
threat of decreased funding.” Hoogenboom said, “Every year, 
it seems the state budget shortfall grows a little bit. It keeps 
edging up, so we need to find ways to keep our costs down.”
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