
30  Lab MaTTerS  Summer 2012

membership

Separated by the Atlantic Ocean, more than 4,300 miles and a 
sharp cultural divide, the odds were long that a young woman 
living in Freetown, the capital of Sierra Leone, would one day 

direct New Jersey’s public health laboratory.

Two life-changing events steered Onesia Bishop, PhD, toward a career 
in microbiology and public health: the death of her nine-year-old 
cousin from tetanus and several life-threatening bouts of malaria. 

“I was fortunate,” said Bishop, “because many others plagued by the 
disease did not live to tell about their experiences. …These events 
robbed me of so much that I was determined to make a difference in 
the field of healthcare.”

Bishop came to the United States at age 17 and earned an under-
graduate degree from Howard University in Washington, DC, and 
a PhD in microbiology from the University of Medicine and Den-
tistry of New Jersey. A two-year fellowship at Philadelphia’s Temple 
University Health Sciences Center introduced her to public health 
laboratory practice through rotations at the Pennsylvania Bureau of 
Laboratories.

After 25 years working in hospitals, commercial labs and the Hous-
ton Public Health Laboratory, Bishop accepted the directorship of 
New Jersey’s Public Health and Environmental Laboratories (PHEL) in 
2011. She said, “I felt I had the leadership skills that could set the lab 
on a course to not only serve the 8.8 million residents of New Jersey, 
but to achieve a position of national prominence.”

NeW FacILITY, NeW DIRecToR, 
NeW DIRecTIoNs FoR NeW 
jeRseY’s PuBLIc HeaLTH aND 
eNvIRoNMeNTaL LaBoRaToRIes
by Nancy Maddox, writer

Although only three states have less land area than New Jersey, none 
is more densely populated. Much of the Garden State lies within the 
extended metropolitan areas of New York City and Philadelphia, and 
its residents benefit from cultural and employment opportunities in 
both cities. The state has a long history as an industrial and research 
powerhouse, home to both inventor Thomas Edison and the ship-
yards that turned out hundreds of battleships and destroyers during 
the two world wars. 

Today, New Jersey has a multicultural population that rivals the 
diversity of its landscape. A quarter of state residents speaks a 
second language and nearly as many boast a college education, well 
above the national average on both counts. The Garden State has 
mountains in the west, Atlantic beaches in the east and pine and 
oak forests in the south. It ranks second in the nation for blueberry 
production, and is home to 24 Fortune 500 company headquarters. 
Pharmaceuticals, financial services, chemical development, telecom-
munications, food processing and shipping are all important indus-
tries here.

Key health concerns include obesity, diabetes, access to STD screen-
ing and the high cost of managing chronic diseases. The state’s large 
number of uninsured has led to significant disparities in health 
outcomes, especially for HIV/AIDS, cancer and infant health. And the 
state’s proximity to New York City and Washington, DC, heightens 
the need for terrorism preparedness. 

The timing of Bishop’s return to New Jersey was excellent. She 
stepped into her new position soon after the laboratory moved into 
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a brand new, 200,000-square-foot, state-of-the-art facility, located 
just north of Trenton. The laboratory is one of only three consoli-
dated state labs in the US and now houses more than 8,000 square 
feet of BSL-3 containment space. It is New Jersey’s only Laboratory 
Response Network facility.

Overall, PHEL has an annual budget of roughly $30.8 million, about 
half of which comes from the state, 8% from federal grants and the 
remainder from fees. It performs more than 5 million tests annually 
from about 400,000 samples, ranging from peanut butter to human 
blood specimens and from bay water to bats. 

The laboratory has four primary service areas.

The Environmental and Chemical Laboratory Services (ECLS) area 
maintains expertise in inorganic, organic and radiological analy-
ses, including biomonitoring and chemical 
terrorism response capabilities. It is New 
Jersey’s principal source of data for enforce-
ment of federal and state environmental reg-
ulations, such as drinking water standards 
and pollution discharge limits. And it is a 
member of the Food Emergency Response 
Network, the Environmental Laboratory 
Response Network and the New Jersey Water 
Monitoring Council. Among the ECLS’s many 
accomplishments are development of a  
radium-224 water-testing procedure using 
gamma-ray spectrometry, a collaborative study with the US  
Geological Survey to document the occurrence of radium isotopes in 
a southern New Jersey aquifer system and development of analytical 
capabilities for the state’s medical marijuana project.

The Clinical Laboratory Improvement Services (CLIS) area is charged 
by statute with two critical tasks: protecting the health of blood  
donors and transfusion recipients and assuring that clinical labora-
tories produce accurate test results to aid in the prevention, diagno-
sis or treatment of diseases or the assessment of medical conditions. 
To fulfill these responsibilities, CLIS develops and enforces New 
Jersey’s administrative code rules for the licensing and operation of 
blood banks and clinical laboratories and serves as the designated 
state entity for certification and inspection of clinical laboratories 
under the federal Clinical Laboratory Improvement Amendments  
of 1988 (CLIA). Altogether CLIS evaluators conduct more than 650 
laboratory inspections each year.

PHEL’s Public Health Laboratory Services area handles more than 
15,000 samples a month. It is charged with testing clinical specimens 
for foodborne pathogens, analyzing potable and non-potable water 
and dairy products on behalf of other New Jersey agencies, maintain-
ing biothreat response capabilities and screening more than 10,000 
newborns each month for 54 congenital disorders. In addition, the 
section carries out influenza surveillance, vector-borne disease  
surveillance (including for West Nile virus), testing for vaccine- 
preventable diseases, HIV and STD testing, rabies testing and  
outbreak investigations.

The Policy, Planning and Regulatory Compliance (PPRC) area runs 
an outreach and training program for New Jersey’s clinical labora-
tories and other clients, oversees PHEL’s quality assurance activities 
and engages in collaborative planning and policy-making. Last fall, 
the PPRC section oversaw a comprehensive laboratory assessment 
through APHL’s Laboratory System Improvement Program. The three 
major recommendations ensuing from that project were (1) revamp-
ing the website, (2) enhancing communications with laboratory  
partners and (3) establishing an advisory committee for PHEL and 
New Jersey’s broader public health laboratory system.

As in most public health laboratories, the work comes with signifi-
cant challenges. PHEL’s 171 employees work only regular business 
hours, in accord with civil service requirements (except in the new-
born screening laboratory); the lab’s billing and electronic reporting 
systems are in the midst of an overhaul; a prohibition on “market-

ing” makes it difficult to secure additional  
operating revenue; and 69 vacancies remain 
unfilled due to a hiring moratorium.

“However,” Bishop said, “I am surrounded by an 
incredible staff of highly educated and motivat-
ed professionals who routinely make sacrifices 
in their personal lives to make sure our work 
gets done. We all recognize that the public’s 
health is often dependent on our work and 
everyone here does their best to ensure attention 
to the smallest detail.” 

Looking ahead, Bishop would like the laboratory to go “above and 
beyond” CLIA certification and attain accreditation by the College of 
American Pathologists by the end of the next fiscal year. She has also 
made it a priority to establish a comprehensive training/internship 
program, both for continuing education for PHEL staff and to  
“assume responsibility” for workforce development within the field.

overall, PheL has an annual budget of roughly 
$30.8 million, about half of which comes from the 
state, 8% from federal grants and the remainder 
from fees. it performs more than 5 million tests  
annually from about 400,000 samples, ranging 
from peanut butter to human blood specimens 
and from bay water to bats. 

“By no stretch of the imagination am I a self-made laboratorian,” she 
said. “I am indebted to countless people, from laboratory technicians 
and scientists to directors who trained me along the way.” Bishop 
said incorporating training into a laboratory operation has always 
been a challenging enterprise. But, with prospects of a diminishing, 
qualified workforce, she said training is a “challenging imperative.”
 
Finally, Bishop said she plans to maximize the use of the laboratory’s 
cutting-edge facility to pull in more revenue: “In addition to its  
current operation, PHEL can function as a contract lab offering highly 
specialized analyses to universities and industries in and out of New 
Jersey. We owe it to our taxpayers to use their newly acquired asset 
to its maximum potential.” u

The 200,000-square-foot facility that houses New Jersey’s Public 
Health & Environmental Laboratories


