
MSL Reopening Plans for June 2020 
Revised on May 29th, 2020 

Background 
The Microscopy Services Laboratory (MSL) occupies 1820 square feet in the basement of the Brinkhous Bullitt 
building, distributed across 9 rooms, which are further partitioned into 14 discrete areas with curtains or 
walls/doors. These areas house 8 light microscopes, 2 electron microscopes, one analysis workstation, and one 
tissue culture room. There are also two sample preparation rooms, a common area with a table, as well as an 
office for the Director. There are 3 staff members and at peak capacity there could be up to 17 or more (if there 
were more than one person per microscope) additional researchers in lab at microscopes and sample 
preparation locations. See figure, which shows permanently closed doors, new partitions, station locations and 
typical traffic patterns. For simplicity, we estimate our 50% capacity based on square footage at 9 people 
(including staff). 

In what follows, we outline social distancing measures to ensure 50% occupancy or lower and enhance social 
distancing between users and staff. We also discuss PPE, disinfection protocols, signage, phase-in plans and 
communications. 

  



Measures to keep occupancy low and ensure social distancing 
1) In spaces that are not sealed off with doors and have more than one instrument, we will only allow one 

of those instruments to be used at one time. Specifically: 
a. The WILD and IX70 microscopes will be taken offline and will not be bookable on our calendar. If 

anyone needs to use those microscopes, they will need to contact the MSL staff, which will 
coordinate bookings among nearby microscopes to ensure only 1 person is in a space at a given 
time. 

b. The IX81 and BX61 will be chained together in our reservation system, such that only one of those 
microscopes will be usable at one time. 

c. The analysis workstation will only be usable remotely. The sole exception will be people plugging 
in or removing hot-swap data drives (typically, these are light-sheet users), after which they can 
use the workstation remotely. 

d. Occupancy of tissue culture room will be limited to one-person at a time and will be by reservation 
only. If someone needs culture dishes while someone else is at the hood, they will need to 
coordinate for one person to leave the room while the other gets samples. 

2) The following 6 light microscopes will be bookable in our calendaring system by users: LSM700, LSM710, 
Spinning disk, BX61/IX81 (as one or the other, not both at once), light-sheet. 

3) MSL staff will book the 2 electron microscopes or keep close track of bookings of our handful of 
independent users (mostly clinical staff) to ensure lab occupancy is at or below 9 people. 

4) Walk-up bookings will not be allowed. 
5) We will restrict usage to one person per microscope. MSL staff will consider exceptions to this rule for 

our two electron microscopes, which have been outfitted with dual monitor setups that allow social 
distancing while two people are in the room. Exceptions will be granted only for cases where two people 
absolutely must be in the room together and if the total occupancy of the core at that time can 
accommodate the request. An example of this exception is when real-time feedback on images from a 
senior investigator is necessary while another researcher or a staff member is working the controls on 
the microscope. 

6) Common area: we will not allow users to store food in our refrigerator, consume food in our common 
space, or work or loiter at our common table. This space will be reserved exclusively for staff. Maximum 
occupancy of this space will be one staff member at a time. Users can leave closed containers with drinks 
at a desk in our common area and drink if no one else is present. 

7) We will ask our users to leave at least 30 minutes between reservations on the same instrument and will 
be vigilant about encouraging punctuality. This will reduce people overlapping at the beginning and ends 
of sessions. 

8) Trainings for new users are cancelled, until further notice. Trainings seem to be extremely risky activities, 
as they involve a staff member and researcher in a small room, talking and touching the same objects 
for several hours. We are evaluating what PPE might make this activity safer, but we will focus first on 
supporting our existing user base, and not on training new users. 

9) In-person staff assistance will be extremely limited. Staff will be able to perform brief troubleshooting and 
debugging while a researcher steps away from a microscope. We will not retrain people on microscopes. 
We will encourage users to seek out staff via email to seek support for complicated or new projects. 

10) All staff meetings will not be in-person. So far, all meetings have been over the phone. 
11) All consultations will be over the phone or via zoom. 
12) Ms. Madden and Ms. White will be on site approximately from 9am-5pm. During this time, their main 

duties are EM sample preparation and imaging, which will take place in rooms B01 (primary work space 
for Victoria Madden) and B06 (primary work space for Kristen White), as well as in B08 and B09, if 
imaging is required. Staff stay mostly in their individual rooms and stay 6 feet away when they need to 
interact. Staff will not each lunch together in the common room and typically eat lunch at their desks. 

13) Rooms B01, B04 and B06 are for staff only. 



14) The Director will be on-site to perform maintenance on Monday mornings, and as needed throughout the 
week. We are evaluating multiple tools to allow the Director to provide assistance remotely. 

PPE and cleaning 
15) MSL will provide black gloves for our users. This color of glove will signify no hazardous chemicals or 

biological material are being used. We have colored gloves for the few cases where hazardous materials 
are used. 

16) Staff and users must wear gloves and face masks at all times, except: 
a. Staff: if they are in a room alone, with the door shut, they can remove masks. If they are at are 

their own computer, they can remove gloves. If they are having lunch or a drink in the common 
area or at their desk, they can remove both. 

b. Users: light-sheet users should only wear gloves when handling DBE. Using gloves on the 
computer, joystick or objective is not allowed, as the potential for cross-contaminating surfaces 
with a hazardous chemical is very high. Instead, light-sheet users will disinfect keyboard, mice, 
joystick and microscope objective before starting, wash their hands, and then use the system, 
following procedures laid out before COVID 19 

c. Users: if they are drinking from a closed contained in the common room (though not at the 
common table), alone, they can remove their mask. 

17) Users will use EtOH 95% and lens paper to wipe down eyepieces, before and after using a microscope. 
18) Users will be provided with EtOH 70% to wipe down microscope knobs, joysticks, keyboards and mice. 

They should disinfect equipment before and after each session 
19) Staff will disinfect microscope controls and eyepieces once a week, during maintenance on Monday 

mornings. Staff will clean doorknobs every morning. 

Signage 
20) We will post signage on the lab doors with list of symptoms that are grounds for not entering the lab, 

according to most recent guidelines. [GUIDANCE NEEDED: there are inconsistencies between 
information from the SoM, OVCR, CDC website, CDC informational posters, NCDHHS]. As of May 26th, 
2020, according to NCDHHS and SoM, these are: 

a. Fever 
b. Cough 
c. Shortness of breath or difficulty breathing 
d. Chills 
e. Repeated shaking with chills 
f. Muscle pain 
g. Headache 
h. Sore throat 
i. New loss of taste or smell 

21) We will post signage on lab doors indicating the people with known exposure to coronavirus should not 
enter the lab. 

22) We will post signs at each microscope stressing the no-food or drinks rule, as well as the disinfection 
procedures. 

Conduct in the lab 
23) We will ask all researchers that wish to use our core to sign a code of conduct outlining lab rules, 

acknowledging they have read them, and informing them that not following the rules may result in us 
revoking their access. 



24) Any breach of rules will be evaluated on a case-by-case basis by the Director. An initial event will result 
in the Director contacting the person in question’s supervisor, to ensure non-compliant behaviors are 
corrected. Further events will result in access to the core being denied for 2 weeks and all other imaging 
core directors will be notified of this non-compliant behavior. An attempt to enter the lab during this period 
will be escalated to Department Chairs and could result in a permanent ban from the core. Based on the 
conduct of our users over many years, we consider the possibility of this happening extremely unlikely. 

Phase-in plans 
25) MSL will begin operations on June 1st, albeit in a “soft-launch” mode. Access will only be allowed for 

UNC users with after-hours access, for two weeks, which can be reduced to one if conditions allow it. 
These users have significant experience and require very little staff assistance. They have also been 
granted 24/7 access to the Brinkhous Bullitt building and our lab via their key cards. We will expedite 
key card authorization for users we consider advanced, but that have not had their key card access 
granted. 

26) The first week will be used as a ramp-up period to evaluate policies, determine whether they need to be 
adjusted, and implement any changes. At the end of the first week, MSL staff will evaluate conditions 
and determine whether the lab can be opened to more people. If not, we will continue for a second 
week only allowing users with after-hours access. 

27) We will evaluate access for external users on a case-by-case basis. The main consideration will be 
their expertise. If they can operate independently, agree to our rules and we receive clearance from 
SoM OoR we will allow them to use our instrumentation. 

28) At the end of the soft-launch, we will open the core up to our normal user base, and continue to adjust 
plans and policies as needed.  

29) Even though UNC is reopening, our understanding is that building doors will still be locked. All 
advanced users will have keycard access to the building. After we reopen more broadly, staff will 
provide access to the building to users that do not have key card access. 

Communications 
30) We will communicate policies to our users with as much advance notice and clarity as possible. We will 

emphasize: 
a. Do not come to lab with symptoms 
b. Wear PPE and follow disinfection guidelines 
c. Respect scheduling rules 
d. Contact staff BEFORE doing something that might require assistance 

31) We will provide an abridged version of these policies in our code of conduct, and post summaries 
around the lab. 
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