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division manager for the city of Abilene, explains to a group of Abilene ISD fifth-
grade teachers how the city 

The variegated blues of the rusted and peeling cabinets and countertops in the city of 
Abilene's Environmental Laboratory contrasted starkly against the gleaming white 
machines and sterilized glass beakers and test tubes used to evaluate the city's water 
supply. 

The royal blue countertops where technicians test water and soil samples for possible 
contaminants that could harm people's health bore powder blue stains, some in the 
shape of rings left behind by a beaker or Erlenmeyer flask. Others were shapeless bright 
spots, like puffy cumulus clouds in an otherwise clear sky. Some countertops had faded 
to powder blue. 

Labels dangled from drawers in the autoclave room, where equipment is sterilized. Rust 
stained the cabinet doors, leaving long reddish brown trails and drips that looked like 
spilled paint. Only in three rooms were the work surfaces unblemished black plastic 
countertops with shiny metal cabinets. 

The Reporter-News toured the laboratory Feb. 25 with a group of Abilene ISD fifth-
grade science teachers, who would later relay what they learned to their students. 



Questions about the laboratory's conditions arose during the Feb. 11 City Council 
meeting in which the Water Utilities Department requested the purchase of new high-
grade plastic countertops and work benches on which technicians perform water and 
soil tests. The cost of the laboratory furniture - $277,000 - was too high for the four 
councilmen who voted against the motion, hoping to find a cheaper solution for the 
laboratory that ensures the city's drinking water is safe for consumption. They did not 
dispute the need for new benches. 

Councilmen Bruce Kreitler, Anthony Williams, Jay Hardaway and Steve Savage voted 
against the item after discussing the possibility of exploring other options, such as 
benches made of different, possibly less expensive material. Savage pulled the item from 
the consent agenda for discussion. 

Robert Hanna, city manager, said staff was working to re-format the request for bids so 
the council could see alternative options. He said they would make sure whatever 
equipment is purchased meets laboratory accreditation standards. 

The laboratory is one of 177 Texas laboratories accredited by the National 
Environmental Laboratory Accreditation Program, said Mike Michaud, quality control 
division and laboratory manager. The program is managed by The National 
Environmental Laboratory Accreditation Conference Institute, a nonprofit in 
Weatherford committed to uniform laboratory accreditation that authorizes state and 
federal agencies to administer the guidelines, according to its website. 

"That means we're heavily regulated," Michaud said during the tour. "Every two years, 
we have an inspection that takes about a week. They're very strict, but they have to be 
because we're talking about people's health." 

Michaud said there are less than 2,500 NELAP-accredited labs nationwide. The Texas 
Commission on Environmental Quality performs accreditation for the Abilene 
laboratory. 

Accreditation promotes confidence in the lab's ability to conduct tests and ensure the 
public's health, according to The NELAC Institute. It makes sure the lab meets the 
"accepted standards of competency." 

The city lab could jeopardize its accreditation if the laboratory conditions, such as 
possible cross-contamination in water testing due to rust from the work surfaces, do not 
meet NELAP standards, according to The NELAC Institute. The standards say that 
"measures shall be taken to prevent cross-contamination." 

"The laboratory shall ensure that the environmental conditions do not invalidate the 
results or adversely affect the required quality of any measurement," the manual states. 
"Due attention shall be paid, for example, to biological sterility, dust, electromagnetic 
disturbances, radiation, humidity, electrical supply, temperature, and sound and 
vibration levels, as appropriate to the technical activities concerned. Tests and 
calibrations shall be stopped when the environmental conditions jeopardize the results 
of the tests." 

Laboratories should document any conditions that can affect test results, according to 
the manual. 



Rodney Taylor, water utilities director, said during the City Council meeting that he 
believed the purchase was necessary because the work benches installed in the lab are at 
least 25 years old and have caused a rust problem, resulting in cross-contamination in 
testing. He said there was "surface rust in every part of the lab." 

That poses a problem for one of the most important analyses the Environmental 
Laboratory conducts, Taylor said. That is the one that detects the presence of metals in 
water "down in the parts per billion or less." The rust interferes with other tests, as well. 

"Our standard, based on international standards organizations, puts the responsibility 
for things like this on lab management," said Jerry Parr, executive director of The 
NELAC Institute. 

Michaud selected which type of work benches and cabinets would work best for the lab's 
functions, Taylor said. The manager chose work benches made of polypropylene, a 
common type of plastic used in toys, automobiles and carpeting, among other products, 
according to the British Plastics Federation website. It can withstand temperatures up to 
320 degrees and does not absorb water or mold. 

The cost of the lab furniture includes delivery, installation and a one-year warranty to 
outfit six rooms, according to the bid document issued by the city. The purchase would 
have been a budgeted expense and the latest in a series of equipment upgrades to the lab 
done over several years, Hanna said. 

"In an environmental lab, there's a tremendous amount of analysis that goes on using 
very strong bases and acids," Taylor said, "and these create an environment over time 
that obviously is not good on painted surfaces." 

He also said wood and metal would not be good materials to use in the lab, although 
they may cost less. The current work benches are painted steel and have been repainted 
over time. 

A TCEQ spokesman said if an on-site auditor who assesses the lab for accreditation 
finds evidence that laboratory conditions consistently interfere with test results, then 
the lab's accreditation could be denied. 

"If the laboratory is analyzing samples for certain metals, an introduction of rust from 
laboratory equipment could adversely impact the results of the test," said Andrew Keese, 
the spokesman, in an email. 

The next step would be for the auditor to determine whether the equipment is adversely 
impacting the test results by sampling the lab's data for a particular test, Keese said. If 
there is evidence of impact, such as cross-contamination, the auditor will report it in the 
findings and have the lab submit a corrective action plan to fix the problem. 

"Failure to adequately implement corrective actions to address the finding could result 
in the denial of the laboratory's accreditation during the next renewal application," 
Keese said. 

The Abilene lab's accreditation is up for renewal at the end of March, according to a 
copy of its accreditation report. The lab also is due for an on-site visit this year. 

Still, Taylor said that he did not think the rust issue would impact the lab's 
accreditation, which is renewed every two years. He said the lab technicians would 



continue to do their jobs with the equipment they have but that new counters and 
cabinets would improve their ability to perform their work. 

The last time the laboratory received an on-site audit from the TCEQ was in January 
2015, Keese said. 

Overall, the laboratory's quality system adhered to the NELAP requirements, the report 
states, but TCEQ inspectors noted 10 negative findings, five of which were considered 
critical because they were identified in 2012. 

TCEQ docked the lab last year for poor record-keeping of document changes, 
subcontractors used and corrective actions from the 2012 TCEQ assessment, according 
to the 2015 report. It also found several repeat problems, such as management not 
following its procedure when handling complaints and not consistently recording oven 
temperatures. 

The Environmental Laboratory had to submit a corrective action plan detailing how it 
would address the deficiencies the TCEQ found, Keese said. TCEQ approved the plan in 
May 2015. The lab must resubmit documentation for accreditation in March as part of 
the annual accreditation process. 

Revised 1623 Lab Furniture 12.15.15 

https://www.scribd.com/doc/302268906/Revised-1623-Lab-Furniture-12-15-15

