
Dear University of Pittsburgh research community, 
  
The research response to the COVID-19 outbreak has been overwhelming. Many investigators would like 
to collect biospecimens on COVID-19 patients in order to better understand and treat the disease. The 
research around this disease is a new frontier as investigators from multiple disciplines are interested in 
studying the same patients, and biological specimens from these patients pose significant issues in 
collection and processing. The COVID-19 Biospecimen Repository Committee has been developing a 
framework to allow broad access to patient samples to as many investigators as possible. This effort is 
meant to be inclusive of the research community while balancing safety and feasibility. Several of the 
unique challenges include: 
  

• Safe handling of samples: We are developing protocols for safe collection and processing of 
multiple types of samples. We are working with Environmental Health and Safety to establish 
collection methods that inactivate the virus and provide guidance for collection and processing 
of samples with potentially live virus. Any work with samples (including blood and tissue) with 
potential to aerosolize will need to be in biosafety containment in BSL2+. No samples can be 
cultured for Sars-CoV-2 or any other cell or virus culture outside of BSL3 in CVR. All studies will 
require separate permission from EHS for each room and study. 

  
• Methods for obtaining samples: Because of the need to limit exposure to COVID-19 patients 

and save PPE for health care workers, specimens can only be collected by a health care worker 
during routine clinical care. The burden on the care givers will need to be minimized. We are 
approaching this issue by working with the clinical labs to obtain left-over specimens and 
developing protocols to streamline additional clinical collection.  

  
• Avoiding multiple studies consenting the same patients: Many investigators are interested in 

collecting samples from COVID-19 patients and we need to be mindful of the burden on patients 
as well as the amount of blood that can be taken for research. We will centralize a biospecimen 
repository and appoint a multi-disciplinary committee to oversee sample distribution. We will 
attempt to centralize common analyses of wide interest (i.e. DNA sequencing, cytokines) and 
provide this data to investigators.  

  
We appreciate your patience as we develop the best system to broadly and fairly support this important 
research. If you have a study that will require biospecimens, please submit a description to the CTSI 
COVID-19 website. We will share details of this effort as it develops and look forward to working with 
investigators to maximize ability to conduct this important research. Guidelines around clinical trials will 
be shared later this week. 
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