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Guidance for Laboratory Start-up During the COVID-19 Pandemic 
 
The following guide covers recommendations for bringing research laboratories back online from 
temporary shutdown.  As research is restarted, please keep safety in mind and contact UW- 
Environment, Health & Safety (EH&S) at (608) 265-5000 or ehsit@fpm.wisc.edu or CoE Safety with 
questions or to request assistance with risk assessment, safeguards, or hazardous materials 
management.  For facility issues, contact the Physical Plant at (608) 263-3333 or 
ppcustomerservice@fpm.wisc.edu.   
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Considerations before start-up 
Before beginning any laboratory activities, you will need approval from your dean or director.  A plan 
should be developed determining how operations will begin, what specific activities will be allowed, and 
a timeline for start-up. 
 
Public health considerations during the COVID-19 pandemic 
COVID-19 is a respiratory disease.  It is thought to spread primarily through respiratory droplets 
produced when an infected person coughs or sneezes.  Other possible means of transmission include 
aerosols (e.g., an infected person breathing) and transfer of virus through touching the mouth, nose, or 
eyes after touching a contaminated surface.  Symptoms may appear 2-14 days after exposure, and some 
infected individuals never exhibit symptoms.  Infected individuals may transmit the disease even if pre-
symptomatic or asymptomatic.  To prevent spread of COVID-19 as researchers return to the lab: 
 

• Develop a plan for physical distancing in the laboratory.  A distance of six feet or more (roughly 
two arm’s lengths) between individuals is recommended.  Suggestions include:  

o Use visual cues (e.g., tape between individual workspaces) as a helpful reminder of 
appropriate social distancing 

o Identify maximum personnel for workspace according to optimal density (350 
SqFt/occupant)  

o Avoid concurrent use of bench tops that face one another or install Plexiglas dividers 
o Use Microsoft Teams or similar program to maintain a schedule for staggered sign-up 

and use of laboratory equipment and spaces 
o Work in shifts and eliminate unnecessary overlap 
o Working alone with hazardous materials is not advised.  Laboratories should evaluate 

the risks and if lab members will be working alone, consider developing a check-
in/check-out system with staff off site 

• Do not use surgical masks or N95/N100 respirators for protection from spread of COVID-19 in 
the workplace; these should be reserved for laboratory activities involving hazardous 
substances. 

• Read the campus guidance on the use of cloth face coverings and consider whether they are 
appropriate for your work area: 
https://hr.wisc.edu/docs/covid19/campus-guidance-on-the-use-of-cloth-face-coverings.pdf 
Do not wear cloth face coverings if they interfere with personal protective equipment (PPE) 
used to mitigate exposure to hazardous materials, such as respirators, eye or face protection. 

• Avoid sharing PPE if possible. 
o Provide individual PPE whenever possible. 
o Disinfection may not be feasible for some commonly shared PPE (e.g. laser glasses, 

cryogloves).  If possible, designate tasks requiring such PPE to select individuals. 
• Disinfect high touch areas between shifts, or more frequently as desired.  Disinfectant wipes 

may be better for sensitive equipment than liquids or sprays, but always check compatibility of 
disinfectants with materials to avoid corrosion or damage. 

• Wash hands upon entry, frequently during occupation, after removing gloves, and upon leaving 
the laboratory.  Alcohol-based hand sanitizer may be used to supplement hand hygiene but 
should not replace handwashing when a sink is available.  

• Do not wear lab gloves outside of the laboratory.  It will be common to see people wearing 
gloves outside of labs, and it is best for it to be clear that anyone wearing gloves is doing so for 
sanitary reasons only. 

https://hr.wisc.edu/docs/covid19/campus-guidance-on-the-use-of-cloth-face-coverings.pdf
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Logistical considerations for start-up planning 
The COVID-19 pandemic has caused considerable disruption of campus operations, staffing, and supply 
chains.  When developing a start-up plan for your laboratory, consider delaying the start-up of 
experiments or operations that rely on other facilities, are especially hazardous, or are long-term in 
nature.  Things to consider include: 
 

• Shared facilities, such as stockrooms or core labs, may be on different ramp-up schedules or 
experience increased demand. 

• Many lab items may be in short supply or have longer lead times, including gases, chemicals, 
and PPE.  Schedule deliveries in smaller quantities and expect delays. 

• Ensure you have adequate PPE for planned research.  Assess your existing supplies and use rate.  
Consider implementing measures to extend stocks, such as modifying workflows to reduce the 
need to doff and don fresh PPE.   

• Acquisition and allocation of PPE critical to the COVID-19 response (e.g., N95 respirators, Tyvek) 
are being coordinated through the UW-Madison Emergency Operations Center (EOC).  Requests 
for critical PPE can be placed through the online EOC request form: 
https://shopuw.wisc.edu/eoc-ppe-request-form/.   

• Plan a schedule of when different processes will be back up and running.  Keep plans flexible to 
accommodate changes.  Document actions taken to help inform future decisions.  

• Much is still unknown about COVID-19.  Be prepared to reduce or cease operations again in case 
a resurgence leads to re-closing of laboratories. 

 
First day back 
Initial laboratory re-entry 
After a temporary shutdown, the condition of the laboratory may not be as you left it.  Enter with a 
sense of caution: 
 

• Stop outside the door and check for unusual odors indicative of a chemical release or spill 
before entering.  

• Turn lights on and scan the lab for any immediate concerns prior to walking through the 
doorway.   

• Listen for any local alarms indicating safety issues.  
• Enter slowly to see if any materials or equipment may have been damaged. 

o If liquids are present on the floor or indication of leaks are identified on the walls or 
ceiling tiles, contact Physical Plant Customer Service at (608) 263-3333. 

• If a hazardous condition that poses a threat to you or to others is identified, such as a hazardous 
material release:  

o Isolate the hazard (e.g., close the door to the lab) 
o Notify occupants in the area 
o Activate the appropriate incident response action.  Exit the laboratory and the building, 

if required.  Call the UW-Madison Police Department (UWPD) non-emergency line at 
(608) 264-2677 to report the situation. 

 
Laboratory walkthrough and re-start preparations 
Once you have determined the laboratory is safe, walk through all areas and rooms to identify problems 
and prepare for active work: 

https://shopuw.wisc.edu/eoc-ppe-request-form/
https://uwpd.wisc.edu/services/
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• Avoid engaging in start-up procedures alone.  Try to have at least two people present in case 

any issues arise.  Maintain social distancing during walkthrough and start-up. 
• Use the opportunity of bringing processes back online to cross-train laboratory members. 
• Take things slowly as research ramps back up.  Accidents are more likely to occur if a lab rushes 

back into research. 
• Review and update all Occupant Emergency and Evacuation Plans and Laboratory Emergency 

Door Cards. 
• Check that nothing is obviously out of place, missing, damaged, leaking, etc. 
• Ensure the laboratory has adequate soap and paper towels for handwashing, and disinfectant 

appropriate for cleaning lab surfaces and equipment.  Requests for disinfectant wipes and hand 
sanitizer can be placed through the online EOC request form:  https://shopuw.wisc.edu/eoc-
ppe-request-form/.   

• Check that all utilities such as compressed air and natural gas are operational. 
• Turn water back on slowly. Run hot and cold water for five minutes before flushing eyewashes.  

Check connections for leaks.  Do not walk away with water running as some connections may 
burst or leak after a few minutes.  Report any leaks immediately.  

• Pour small amounts of water down dry traps/floor drains to mitigate sewer gas smell.  Remain 
clear of the drain to avoid backsplash or other unpleasant occurrence. 

• Sewer gas can be confused for a natural gas leak.  If an occupant is unsure of the identity of an 
odor, vacate the space immediately and touch as few items as possible to prevent static 
discharge.  Do not turn lights off when exiting.  Once outside and clear of the space call 911.   

• Verify all emergency equipment is functional and accessible. 
o Verify that eyewashes, safety showers, sprinkler heads, fire extinguishers, and pull 

stations are visible and not obstructed. 
o Flush all eyewash stations in the lab for 1 to 2 minutes, given a functional drain exists. 

Check for a tepid water temperature.  Document that a check of the eyewash station 
has been completed. 

o Verify that safety showers have been checked by EH&S in the last 6 months.  
o Check fire extinguisher pressure gauges to make sure the indicator is in operating range.  

If needed, request a replacement from Fire & Life Safety: https://ehs.wisc.edu/fire-life-
safety-service-request/ 

• Without regular cleaning, mold may grow in humid or damp conditions.  Check walk-in cold 
rooms and air conditioning units for visible mold.  Questions about mold exposure or removal 
should be addressed to Environmental & Occupational Health (EOH) at (608) 265-5610 or 
eoh@uhs.wisc.edu.  

• Any damage or losses due to the shutdown should be reported to Risk Management.  
Information on filing a claim can be found online: https://businessservices.wisc.edu/managing-
risk/property-and-equipment/.   
 

Please note that if the laboratory has been idle for several months, there may be instances where the 
operating of equipment, utilities or other installed devices (i.e., faucets, valves, flush levers, pull chains, 
operating handles, push buttons, cabinet doors, and disconnect switches) will cause an uncontrolled 
reaction that results in liquids or stationary particulates becoming airborne with the potential to pose a 
hazard to the occupant(s).  Extreme care must be taken and wear the recommended PPE (i.e., safety 
glasses, goggles, face masks, respirators, face shields, gloves, and protective outerwear) to prevent 
personal injury or contamination of clothing during these start-up procedures.  Contact EH&S or CoE 

https://shopuw.wisc.edu/eoc-ppe-request-form/
https://shopuw.wisc.edu/eoc-ppe-request-form/
https://ehs.wisc.edu/fire-life-safety-service-request/
https://ehs.wisc.edu/fire-life-safety-service-request/
mailto:eoh@uhs.wisc.edu
https://businessservices.wisc.edu/managing-risk/property-and-equipment/
https://businessservices.wisc.edu/managing-risk/property-and-equipment/
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Safety when it is determined that an assessment for safety compliance is necessary. 
 
Equipment 

• Freezers and refrigerators may have failed during the shutdown.  Donning the proper PPE, check 
each by slowly opening door (items may have shifted).  Consult EH&S if very moldy, a hazardous 
situation exists, or additional waste containers are required for cleaning out.  

• Follow the manufacturer’s instructions to power up electrical equipment.  Power electrical 
equipment slowly and one at a time to avoid overloading electrical circuits.  Complex start up 
sequences can be developed in collaboration with Physical Plant Electric Shop.  

• Do not daisy chain or use extension cords in attempts to reach any electrical power.  
• Verify that “Laser in Use” lights, door interlocks, and other safety related controls still operate. 
• Verify cryogen supply.  Do not fill large units alone. Contact cryogen suppliers to make any 

special delivery arrangements/changes necessary. 
• Verify heat sources do not have damaged cords before reconnecting to power (including, but 

not limited to: hot plates, ovens, heat blocks, sterilizers, and water baths). 
 
Animals 

• Communicate with your vivarium manager prior to restarting animal research. 
• Confirm inventory of controlled substances and proper documentation.  Report any missing 

materials to UWPD immediately at (608) 264-2677 and inform the PI. 
• Check expiration dates on drugs and other agents to be administered to animals and discard any 

that have expired. 
 
Biologicals 

• Verify that certifications of biosafety cabinets (BSCs) are current.  Turn on blower and run at 
least 10 minutes before use.  Check pressure gauge(s) to ensure operating conditions are within 
range of those indicated on the annual certification label.  If certification or repair is needed, 
please submit a service request online: https://ehs.wisc.edu/bsc-certification-maintenance-and-
service-requests/. 

• Ensure biohazardous waste and sharps containers are available before beginning work.  
• Ensure disinfectants appropriate for your biological work are available and have not expired. 
• If applicable, verify the CO2 supply before using incubators. 

 
Chemicals 

• Verify that certifications of chemical fume hoods are current.  Test to ensure that the sash can 
be raised up with one hand to the mechanical stop or 18-inch vertical opening and that it does 
not go into alarm.  If the hood does not have a flow monitoring device, check air flow by using a 
tissue or the equivalent to verify it is sufficiently drawn inward. 

• Ensure you have hazardous waste containers available before beginning work. 
• Maintain separation of non-compatible chemicals as you get set up in the lab again (e.g., 

oxidizers and flammable gases, acids and bases or flammables).  
• Check gas cylinders for pressure loss. 

o Take the time to leak check connections. 
o Check the straps/chains securing the cylinders. 

• Review the chemical inventory: 
o Ensure that materials are stored in the proper location and chemical compatibility is 

appropriately maintained. 

https://ehs.wisc.edu/bsc-certification-maintenance-and-service-requests/
https://ehs.wisc.edu/bsc-certification-maintenance-and-service-requests/
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o Check chemical containers for damage, leaks, pressure build up, etc. 
o If the lab has peroxide forming reagents, ensure that those are checked.  Under normal 

storage conditions, peroxides can accumulate in the chemical container and may 
explode when subjected to heat, friction or mechanical shock.  Peroxide test strips 
provide a simple and convenient mechanism for detection and are available from 
several suppliers through MDS.  Contact Chemical Safety at (608) 265-5700 if you have 
concerns about peroxide forming agents in your lab. 

o Report any missing materials to UWPD immediately at (608) 264-2677.  Contact the PI 
and the Departmental Administrator. 

o If needed, request a chemical waste pickup: https://ehs.wisc.edu/chemical-
disposalsurplus-pickup-request-form-2/ 

 
Radioactive Materials and Radiation Producing Machines 

• Verify all radiological survey equipment and radiation producing machines (e.g., x-ray 
irradiators, crystallography, x-ray units) are operating normally.  Contact the Office of 
Radiation Safety at radiationsafety@wisc.edu for any equipment problems. 

• Perform a survey of the lab before beginning work and contact the Office of Radiation Safety 
if contamination is found. 

• Perform an inventory check and contact the Office of Radiation Safety if any material is not 
accounted for. 

 
Lab Manager Considerations 

• Keep an updated list of which labs are where in the restarting process.  If labs have schedules to 
get back online, request copies. 

• It may be advisable to have a delivery management plan, especially with respect to storage of 
delivered supplies.  Labs that are ramping up may overwhelm standard service plans. 

• Centralized gas storage areas are a particularly important area to keep an eye on.  All gases must 
be restrained immediately upon delivery. 

• Consider developing an entry/exit log for future contact tracing, should that become necessary. 
 
 

https://ehs.wisc.edu/chemical-disposalsurplus-pickup-request-form-2/
https://ehs.wisc.edu/chemical-disposalsurplus-pickup-request-form-2/
mailto:radiationsafety@wisc.edu
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