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The Commonwealth of Virginia has a long history of 
“firsts.” In 1607, the first English-speaking settlement in 
the United States was established here in Jamestown. 
In 1789, Virginia, nicknamed “Mother of Presidents,” 
gave the newly independent nation its first chief 
executive, George Washington, who was succeeded by 
seven other Virginians, among them Thomas Jefferson, 
James Madison and Woodrow Wilson.

Less well-known, the commonwealth is home to the 
nation’s first—perhaps only—truly consolidated state 
laboratory, with environmental, clinical, agricultural 
and consumer protection functions all handled under 
one roof and one director, James Pearson, DrPH. 

Pearson, who is also a clinical consultant under 
the auspices of the Clinical Laboratory Improvement 
Amendments, calls his laboratory the “most diverse 
public lab in the United States.” In addition to human 
specimens, it tests animals, animal milk and animal 
feeds; water, soil and air; fertilizers and commercial 
foodstuffs; industrial and weapons-grade chemicals; 
gasoline; and consumer commodities ranging from 
floor wax to lottery tickets to condoms.

The Virginia Division of Consolidated Laboratory 
Services (DCLS) occupies almost 200,000 square feet 
in a seven-year-old, state-of-the-art building situated 
in a biotechnology park in the state capital, Richmond. 
Its current organizational structure, however, dates 
to 1972, when virtually all state testing services were 
integrated to enhance efficiency and cost-effectiveness. 
In this, said Pearson, the lab has succeeded immensely. 

“Having everything together means you can have 
economies of scale. You don’t have to have separate 
pieces of equipment for each of the different program 
areas. You can have highly trained staff who are doing 
multiple tasks... All the samples come into one place 
and one LIMS application is used for all samples.”

The DCLS performs testing for more than two dozen 
state agencies, and a huge part of its value, said Pearson, 
as is a vast data repository.  

In addition to an unusually expansive mission, the 
DCLS is unique in one other regard: its location within 
the hierarchy of state government. While most other 
state public health laboratories are part of a health 
agency or university system, the DCLS is located within 
the Virginia Department of General Services (DGS).

Said Pearson, “None of our customers are within the 
agency, so we don’t report to any of them. That gives us 
a clear advantage in my view, because the [other state] 
agencies don’t see us as a subordinate and they don’t 
have direct control over our budget.” 

Volume-wise, the laboratory’s #1 service is newborn 
screening, which it performs for the roughly 95,000 
infants born in the commonwealth each year. Other 
high-volume work includes sexually transmitted 
disease (STD) testing, drinking water analysis for about 
300 water systems across the state, routine agricultural 
testing and analysis of motor fuels to verify octane 
ratings and other quality parameters.

Virginia has always been a politically important 
state—playing key roles in colonial and Confederate 
America—and the business of government is big 
business here today. A slew of federal offices and 
agencies, including the Department of Defense and 
Central Intelligence Agency, are sited in Northern 
Virginia. And the commonwealth is home to more than 
a dozen military installations, including the Norfolk 
Naval Station—the largest in the world—Quantico 
Marine Base, Langley Air Force Base, Dahlgren Naval 
Surface Warfare Center and seven army posts. 

“Virginia has a huge military presence, so you 
have troops being moved into and out of bases all the 
time,” said Pearson. “That’s always a concern—the 
vulnerability to biological, chemical, radiation threats.”

The DCLS was one of the first four state labs in 
the nation to test clinical specimens for evidence of 
exposure to chemical weapons and is a Level 1 chemical 
terrorism laboratory. It is also a chemical weapons 
prototype lab for the Department of Homeland Security 
and Environmental Protection Agency and is a member 
of the Laboratory Response Network, the Environmental 
Response Laboratory Network and the Food Emergency 
Response Network.

In addition to its work on behalf of the 
commonwealth’s eight million residents, the DCLS, 
said Pearson, is “very quick to say ‘yes’ when others 
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ask for help.” Just within the past two or three years, 
the laboratory has performed anthrax testing for a New 
England state, melamine testing on animal feed and 
urine samples from East Coast pigs, Q fever testing for 
soldiers returning from the Iraqi War and dengue testing 
for Haitian relief workers. The DCLS was one of six 
states that helped to validate the CDC’s PCR influenza 
assay in the months before the 2009 H1N1 pandemic 
and is a regional testing center for the PulseNet food 
safety network.

Pearson is especially proud of the laboratory’s 
training programs, which are sought out by laboratorians 
worldwide. The lab’s molecular quality assurance 
program is extraordinarily strong, notes Pearson. 
Employees who perform any biosafety Level 3 (BSL-3) 
testing go through a structured 40-hour program before 
they are even allowed to enter the BSL-3 suite. Then 
they undergo escorted training before being granted 
limited solo access to the suite. 

Last year, the DCLS trained more than 3,000 people, 
including employees, laboratory workers from the US 
and other countries, FBI agents, first responders and 
local sentinel laboratory staff. High-demand training 
topics range from shipping and handling of high-risk 
samples to quality systems to specialty courses for 
people who collect STD specimens.

Altogether, Pearson employs about 230 people. At the 
time of the interview for this article, he had vacancies 
for 13 positions, including one for a much-needed PhD 
chemist. “Our salaries just cannot compete,” he said. 

The laboratory’s $25.5 million budget comes from 
general state funds (42%), fees and other non-general 
funds (36%) and federal grants, cooperative agreements 
and contracts (22%). Despite a $1.5 million budget 
cut, and despite having to stop most work for one 
furlough day earlier this year—the first in the lab’s 
history—Pearson said he has no complaints about the 
laboratory’s fiscal situation. “There are states that have 
been harder hit, so I’m not gonna whine,” he said. 

The commonwealth is planning to close a handful 
of local public health laboratories—which report to the 
Virginia Department of Health—and Pearson expects 
the DCLS may be called upon to pick up some of the 
workload (excluding routine clinical chemistries, which 
the laboratory does not perform).

But future uncertainties do not unsettle the DCLS 
director, whose constant mantra is When you’re planning, 
plan for change. “We don’t have challenges. We have 
opportunities,” he said.

This philosophy has guided Pearson his entire life. 
Born in Minnesota and raised in North Dakota, Pearson 
has had an unusual share of opportunity. He “fell into” 
microbiology as an undergraduate at North Dakota 

State University in Fargo.

“Just days before I graduated,” he said, “I got a call 
out of the blue from A.A. Gustafson, the director of 
the branch [public health] laboratory in Grand Forks. 
‘Do you want a job?’ he said. I had a young family and 
didn’t know where we were going to get the next nickel. 
So I went to work for the lab, physically located at the 
University of North Dakota (UND).”

Pearson ended up as UND faculty, teaching 
microbiology to medical technology students who 
rotated through the various laboratory units. After 
three years, Gustafson walked by, said Pearson, “and 
put a brochure on my desk.” It was a flyer for the 
laboratory directors’ training program then in place at 
the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. 

“I applied to that program and—surprise, surprise—I 
was accepted,” said Pearson. “I was really surprised.”

He and his wife sold all of their belongings—
“everything we had in Grand Forks, everything”—and 
“packed up the kids and moved to Chapel Hill.”

It was there that he responded to a research 
proposal from Bruce Evatt, MD, who was running the 
CDC hematology branch at the time. Pearson did his 
graduate research in Evatt’s laboratory, studying one of 
the components of the clotting cascade. 

“It was something I knew almost nothing about,” said 
Pearson. “It was really new, really different, intriguing.”  
Evatt became a mentor and introduced Pearson to 
CDC’s Epidemiology Intelligence Service (EIS) and its 
then-director, Lyle Conrad, MD, MPH, a North Dakota 
native and fellow goose hunter who became a lifelong 
friend. 

After graduation, Pearson returned to North Dakota, 
this time working at the main branch of the state PHL in 
Bismarck. About two years later, the state health officer 
petitioned him to fill a vacancy for state epidemiologist, 
going so far as to arrange for Pearson to go back to CDC 
and complete the EIS training program, which he did.  

Pearson served as director of the North Dakota 
Division of Disease Control for five years, and became 
the DCLS director in October 1992.

Today, the self-described “recovering epidemiologist” 
spends much of his time looking ahead. In Virginia, he 
said, “We’re seeing more TB, influenza.” State officials 
are already bracing for the arrival of oil from the 
massive spill in the Gulf of Mexico. “What happens if 
we start seeing tar balls in shellfish beds or rolling up 
on the beach? What do we do?”

But change is a given at the DCLS. “There are never 
two days the same,” said Pearson. “The challenges keep 
me going. Life is good.” 

Last year, the DCLS 
trained more than 
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employees, laboratory 
workers from the US 
and other countries, 
FBI agents, first 
responders and local 
sentinel laboratory 
staff.


