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 Dear reader:  the following is a summary of the opening session.  I’ve also written a more 
detailed blow-by-blow recap of the session.  If you are interested, you can email me and I’ll send it to 
you.  I think it would be good therapy for insomnia.   

 The opening session of JAM2020 was entitled “COVID-19: Lessons Learned Informing Future 
Response”.  The format of the session was a panel discussion with a moderator and three panelists.  
The moderator was Linda Wilson, a journalist and Managing Editor of Medical Laboratory Observer 
(MLO).  The three panelists were Cindy Johnson, Senior Director of Laboratory Services for a large 
health care consortium of 8 hospitals, 30 clinics, 11 senior care facilities, and 7 long term care 
facilities in Minnesota (and President of ASCLS); Bill Whitmar, President of the Association of Public 
Health Laboratories (APHL), and laboratory director of the Missouri state public health laboratory; 
and Julie Khani, President of the American Clinical Laboratory Association (ACLA). 

 Jim Flanigan, Executive VP of ASCLS, opened the session and introduced Cindy Johnson, 
President of ASCLS.  Cindy introduced Helen Bixenman, President of AGT, who gave a very brief 
history of AGT.   

 The primary focus of the session was on the problems, difficulties, and issues involved in 
starting Covid-19 testing (molecular testing for viral RNA).  Each panelist spoke from their 
experience over the past 3-4 months.  The most significant problems were: 

1) Supplies for testing.  Initially, pre-analytic supplies (swabs, viral transport media) were the 
most problematic.  Later it was the analytic supplies (assay reagents) that were the biggest 
problem. 

2) The initial CDC assay had a faulty control and testing had to be suspended until this problem 
was resolved. 

3) Resources, staffing, and reimbursement. 
4) Test volume capacity of individual labs. 

 
The moderator asked the panelists how they dealt with these issues.  The most significant 
management tools discussed were: 
1) Make contacts with other labs, whether private, commercial labs or government labs 

(public health labs) and find out what their test capacity is and what their logistical 
(supply) situation is.  If possible, transfer supplies to where they are needed.  Public 



health labs can get supplies from the federal government and then transfer them to 
private labs under a contract to do testing. 

2) Share technology, share specimen load if one lab is overwhelmed (which may result in 
decreased profits for that lab), build a consortium of private labs.  Cindy mentioned the 
Governor’s lab task force; Mayo labs and PHS labs worked together, in collaboration, not 
competition. 

            In addition, the moderator asked the panelists what needs to be done in the future to 
enhance testing capability and avoid some of these problems.  The answers given: 

1) Increase investment in information technology (IT).  IT support is critical for public health, 
contact tracing, and because of the vastly increased demographic information now 
required on each patient tested.  Public health labs especially need to upgrade their IT 
systems. 

2) Provide a consistent source of funding for capital investment and reimbursement.  
Currently, federal funding ebbs and flows depending on specific events (e.g., the anthrax 
scare in 2001, the monkeypox incident in 2003, the H1N1 influenza outbreak in 2009).   

3) Ensure adequate reimbursement and insurance coverage for testing.    
 

Personal opinion:  I think that the opening session of a scientific conference should be 
inspiring.  It should inspire the attendees to want to absorb as much information as possible 
from each of the conference sessions to make themselves more knowledgeable and more 
effective scientists.  This opening session was not inspiring.  It was dull and boring.  It could 
possibly have served as a regular session in the conference, or maybe as a preliminary session 
prior to the opening session.  But as the opening session to lead off a major scientific 
conference, it did not fulfill the mission of inspiration to advance clinical laboratory science 
and increase the aspirations of clinical laboratory scientists.  
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