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the slowest to progress in diagnostic 
development. Yet, the infectious dis-
eases continue to challenge healthcare 
professionals to “keep up.” This will not 
change. With all due respect, we need 
current examples of what other progres-
sive labs are doing.  Educate us about  re-
search methods being fast tracked to 
clinical labs. Give us timely information 
about vendors, products, and methods 
which are being successfully used to 
provide excellent patient care while we 
are being fi scally responsible. Once we 
know the full spectrum of what is and 
what will be available,  we can better 
judge of what is useful and possible in 
our particular patient communities.

—Jill Midgett, MT(ASCP) SM
Manager, Microbiology Laboratory

Lawrence and Memorial Hospital
New London, CT

Editor’s note: Thanks to Ms. Midgett 
for voicing her concerns about the article 

on “Lab basics 201.” We consulted with 
Anne Beall, the author of that section 
whose comments follow.
Anne Beall’s response: The title “Au-
tomating micro,” could be misconstrued 
by some as an oxymoron; it was meant 
to be a follow-up article to “Lab Basics 
101.” The movement to a leaner and 
more effi cient micro lab, however, is well 
underway, all across the U.S. 

Automation itself is a very broad 
topic and can range from rapid results 
reporting through integrated IS systems to 
complete tracked systems with advanced 
optical recognition technology with huge 
knowledge bases for interpretation. Obvi-
ously, given the length of the article and 
the sequence in the series, I kept it at 
a lower level, but a level badly needed 
for micro labs today. To address a few 
specifi cs, it has been my experience that 
Anoxomat and BioMIC can improve 
productivity but are infrequently found 

in today’s laboratory. I also realize that 
Gram stainers and plate streakers are 
not new to the laboratory they have not 
been heavily utilized in the U.S. Many 
microbiologists are taking a closer look at 
these instruments for their laboratories as 
they strive to automate some of the more 
manual processes as a way to minimize 
expenses, provide quicker results, and ad-
dress the skilled-labor issue in their labs. 
There are many approaches one can take 
advantage of today in advancing automa-
tion in the microbiology laboratory. We 
also have to remember that this will be 
on ongoing iterative process, not a quick 
fi x. The biggest challenge to automation 
and change in the micro lab, ironically, is 
not the technology but the mind-set. We 
have entered a new paradigm in clinical 
microbiology. It is our responsibility to 
build the next-generation microbiology 
labs for our successors, but, fi rst, we must 
be open to re-invention. 
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Diary of the “mad” med-lab techs Diary of the “mad” med-lab techs 
Anaerobes: the best-kept secret
Microbiologists had always been at the other end of the “Gee, 
whiz” scale from, say, the chemists who always wanted the very 
latest box with the new blue lights instead of the old-fashioned 
(i.e., last month’s) red lights. The fi rst Microscan merely 
semi-automated what techs had been doing with plates and 
tube testing for years. As a chemist, I really never understood 
that — but as a lab manager, I knew better than to mess with 
the micro techs. They had their own little kingdom, and they 
turned out good work. If they were happy, then I was happy. 

—Chuck Millstein, MBA, MT(ASCP), CLDir(NCA)

Culturing for anaerobes has been the bane of all microbiolo-
gists — and has been since the day they were recognized as a 
signifi cant cause of serious and even life-threatening infections. 
They are tough to grow. They need special growth media. They 
need an oxygen-free environment. This means that in order 
to successfully cultivate these microorganisms in the lab, we 
have to dedicate valuable space for anaerobic gas mixtures (gas 
tanks), bags, jars, and/or the infamous anaerobic chamber. 

For 15 years now, a new (new?) methodology remarkably 
simplifi es the technique for growing anaerobes. What is it? An 
enzyme extracted from the wall of a strain of Escherichia coli

that reduces oxygen to water when added to any solid or liquid 
bacterial culture media. It is simply an agar plate with the same 
media as the conventional anaerobic plates (e.g., kanamycin/
vancomycin-laked blood agar or KVLB; brucella blood agar 
[BRU]; Schaedler blood agar [SBA], whichever you prefer). 
The difference is that the oxygen-reducing enzyme has been 
added. The plates look like the aerobic plates and are manipulated 
the same way. No extraneous apparatus is needed. The plate is 
stacked together with the aerobic plates from the same specimen 
and incubated in the same incubator. What could be simpler?

My question is: Why, after 15 years, is this technology not 
mentioned in any of the textbooks or described in the procedure 
manuals? What bothers me is that those same textbooks still 
describe antiquated methods for cultivating anaerobes that have 
not been used in years (e.g., “roll tubes”). That information 
should be relegated to history books, not kept in textbooks. Are 
we so fi rmly ensconced in the old tried-and-true techniques that 
we cannot possibly fathom that there is something else out there 
that can simplify our lab lives? If you are designing a new lab, 
do not make room for the anaerobic chamber. Eventually, this 
method described above will catch on. Hope it does not take 
another 15 years!

—Colleen K. Gannon, MT(AMT) HEW
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