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This is a Coronavirus for Forensic Laboratories Briefing.  A guide to the everchanging practices 

taking place during the pandemic. Future briefings will include employee wellbeing, the post-

quarantine workplace, and vaccine deployment. If you have topics you would like examined or a 

COVID plan you are willing to share, please email me at JNorthup@uri.edu.   

The novel coronavirus (SARS-CoV-2), commonly called COVID-19, emerged from Wuhan, 

China in late 2019 and was later designated as a pandemic by WHO.  What we know: 

• COVID-19 is a highly contagious pathogenic viral infection 1 

• Closed environments contribute to secondary transmission of COVID-19 and promote 

super-spreading events. 2  

• Measures, such as working from home, were encouraged by many state leaders to help 

decrease the spread of the virus. 3 

To mitigate COVID-19 exposure, every Forensic Lab should have a COVID-19 Control Plan.  

The plan should a hazard assessment.  A Hazard assessment will help identify potential 

laboratory and workplace hazards related to COVID-19.  

Prepare a COVID-19 preparedness, response, and control plan.  

 

1. Make the plan specific to your workplace/laboratory. Conduct a thorough hazard 

assessment of the laboratory for hazards related to COVID-19.  

2. Identify all areas and job tasks with potential exposures to COVID-19. Identify where 

and how workers might be exposed to COVID-19 at work.  

3. Include control measures to eliminate or reduce such exposures. 

4. Get employee input and collaborate with your employees to effectively communicate 

important COVID-19 information. 

5. The plan should include activities which prevent and reduce transmission among 

employees, maintain healthy forensic laboratory operations, and maintain a healthy work 

environment. 

6. If possible, consider conducting daily in-person or virtual health checks of employees 

before they enter the facility. If implementing in-person health checks, conduct them 

safely and respectfully.  

7. Use appropriate combinations of controls, including engineering controls, workplace 

administrative policies, and personal protective equipment (PPE) to protect your 

employees from the identified hazards. 

 

Completing a Hazard Assessment  

A hazard assessment should be completed to determine if laboratory/workplace hazards are 

present, or are likely to be present, and determine what type of controls or PPE are 

needed for specific job duties. 

 

1. Inform affected employees of the process  
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Affected employees from each work area that is being assessed should be involved in the 

process.  Discuss the reasons for the assessment and the procedures being used. Review 

the job procedures, potential hazards and the PPE currently in use.  

 

2. Review data  

Reports of COVID-19 illnesses or anyone directed to quarantine due to a COVID-19 

exposure are sources of data that can provide helpful information for assessing hazards.  

 

3. Conduct a walk‐through  

The purpose of the walk-thru is to identify sources of COVID-19 hazards to employees.  

Observe the following: layout of the workplace, location of the employees, work 

operations, hazards and places where PPE is currently used including the device and 

reason for use.   

 

4. Determine the hazard risk level for each employee 

Use the definitions below to select the appropriate hazard risk level. 

a. High Exposure Risk: Jobs/tasks which are those in places of employment with 

high potential for employee exposure to COVID-19 during specific forensic 

laboratory procedures.  

Examples: Crime Scene Techs and other employees who conduct lab activities 

outside of the laboratory setting 

 

b. Medium Exposure Risk: Jobs/tasks that have potential for exposure inside six 

feet to known or suspected sources of COVID-19. 

Example: Evidence Submission personnel and those who work closely with 

individuals outside of the laboratory setting 

 

c. Low Exposure Risk: Jobs/tasks that require more than minimal occupational 

contact inside six feet with other employees, other persons, or the general public  

Examples: Analysist’s with no contact to personnel who are working with individuals 

outside of the laboratory setting.  

 

5. Determine Controls to protect against COVID-19:  

After considering and/or planning for engineering and administrative controls, select the PPE 

which provides at least the minimum level of protection required to protect employees 

from the hazards.   

 

a. Engineering Controls 

Engineering Controls protect workers by removing hazardous conditions or by 

placing a barrier between the worker and the hazard.  

Examples include local exhaust ventilation to capture and remove airborne emissions, 

Shields and barriers such as Plexiglas panels between individuals, filter 

maintenance plans.  When implementing social distancing policies, use of signs 

and floor and hallway markers. Eliminating seating in common areas. Have 

disinfecting stations, cleaning supplies and laundry services, if necessary, 

available.  



 

b. Administrative Controls 

Create a cleaning and disinfecting program which includes how common surface 

areas are to be cleaned and disinfected.  

i. Cleaning and Disinfecting: Have a routine cleaning program. Promote 

frequent hand washing.  When purchasing supplies for inanimate objects to be 

cleaned, make sure that the chemicals you use contain a virucide.  COVID-19 

is a virus and not all disinfectants will kill viruses. For example, hospital 

grade disinfectants are generally broad-spectrum disinfectants which have 

greater effectiveness against bacterial pathogens. However, a virucide will 

destroy or irreversibly inactivate viruses on inanimate surfaces 

ii. Prepare policies for a variety of topics. For example, a policy should be 

made on when an employee may return to work if exposed to, have suspected 

symptoms, or has tested positive for COVID-19. What social distancing looks 

like in your facility?  When social distancing cannot be met, what are 

additional safety measure taken?  

iii. Implement health checks.  Actively encourage sick employees to stay home.  

Have employees who have symptoms notify their supervisor and stay home. 

Employees who are well but who have a sick family member at home with 

COVID-19 should also stay home.  Have a policy on what actions are taken 

when an employee becomes sick while working. What will happen if an 

employee travels, do you have travel restrictions in place? 

iv. The use of cloth face masks. When engineering and administrative controls 

cannot be implemented or are not fully protective, laboratory leadership are 

required to determine what additional PPE is needed for their workers’ 

specific job duties.  Require employees to wear a cloth face covering at work 

if the hazard assessment has determined that they do not require PPE. Cloth 

face coverings are not considered PPE.  

 

c. Personal Protective Equipment (PPE).  PPE is generally a large part of any 

forensic laboratory. However, with COVID-19 exposure, additional PPE may be 

required by staff. Do crime scene techs require PPE such as N95 masks, face 

shields, or other PPE devices?  Does the evidences submission tech require 

additional PPE? Address any additional PPE required by staff in the COVID 

Control Plan.    

 

6. Lastly, reassess the workplace as necessary by identifying and evaluating changes in 

how COVID-19 is addressed in research and how your laboratory/agency operates. 

a. Are there new equipment and processes 

b. Changes in accident records 

c. Suitability of previously selected PPE, the availability of PPE and a look to the 

future needs for PPE 

 

Additional examples of disinfectants are:  
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Alcohol based disinfectants are bactericidal, tuberculocidal, fungicidal, and virucidal but do not 

destroy bacterial spores. Optimal solutions are 60%–90% for effectiveness. Alcohol based 

disinfectants tend to damage surfaces such as wood and tubing. 

Chlorine and chlorine compounds disinfectants, such as household bleach (5-6% sodium 

hypochlorite) work against broad spectrum microbial activities, do not leave toxic residues, and 

are inexpensive and fast-acting.  However, they will destroy surfaces and the possibility of 

chlorine gas exists if inappropriately mixed with ammonia and other household acids.  

Formaldehyde and glutaraldehyde work as chemical sterilants.  They are used mainly for high-

level disinfectants of medical equipment 

Hydrogen peroxide has recently been reported as an effective germicide. Published reports 

ascribe good germicidal activity to hydrogen peroxide and attest to its bactericidal, virucidal, 

sporicidal, and fungicidal properties.  Hydrogen peroxide has shown promise as a chemical 

sterilant when the solution is between 6% to 25%. 

Proper precautions when working with any disinfectant are: 

• Wear skin protection and consider eye protection for potential splash hazards 

• Ensure adequate ventilation 

• Use no more than the amount recommended on the label 

• Use water at room temperature for dilution (unless stated otherwise on the label) 

• Avoid mixing chemical products 

• Label diluted cleaning solutions 

Polices and plans generated must be revisited frequently, particularly when COVID-19 research 

data reports on changes in the evolution of how to mitigate COVID exposure issues. A careful 

eye must be kept on cleaning and disinfecting supplies.  Also, the community the 

laboratory/agency resides may have exclusive issues that will need to be addressed.   
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