
 
 

Fast Tracking Concept to Experiment 

An interview with Jann Hau about the University of 
Copenhagen’s laboratory animal research infrastructure 

 

Helen Kelly  

A recently-completed laboratory animal 
research infrastructure allows up to 1,000 
scientists to move quickly from concept to 
experiment, bypassing the traditional steps 
of identifying facilities and finding the 
funding to tailor experimental conditions. 

The state-of-the-art facility, which houses 
the University of Copenhagen’s Department of Experimental 
Medicine, aims to provide a more efficient route to research that 
involves sophisticated animal models and advanced technology—
especially studies such as those involving gene-modified mice 
which play a central role in translational medicine. 

Jann Hau, Dr Med, Professor in Comparative Medicine and 
Experimental Medicine’s Chairman, oversaw design and 
development of the new facilities. ALN World™ Contributing 
Editor, Helen Kelly spoke with Dr. Hau about the facility’s key 
features, lessons learned in the course of designing and building 
the facility, and what the future holds in terms of scientists’ needs 
for animal-based technology and research infrastructure. 
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Helen Kelly: This refurbishment took more than five years and 
€15 million to realise. What benefit does it offer the laboratory 
animal research community? 

Jan Hau: Any scientist with sufficient funding will be able to test a 
hypothesis in advanced animal studies. Consider a clinical scientist 
who holds a hypothesis that a specific receptor or protein is 
involved in a human disease mechanism. She could contact us and 
ask for a mouse strain whose gene receptor for this protein is 
knocked out. And, she won’t need to establish a big research 
group to run the experiment; our licensed technicians, 
veterinarians, and core facility experts can run the study for her. 

We hope that our infrastructure will help to close the gap 
between what scientists might learn and what conventional 
practices allow them to investigate. 

HK: Would you provide a high level look at the infrastructure? 

JH: I am very happy to talk with you about the new facilities. 

The Department is divided into six core laboratories that offer 
services to the scientific community. They reflect the University’s 
targeted focus on translational research. Each is independently 
managed by senior Faculty. The core laboratories are transgenic 
services, experimental surgery, molecular imaging (PET, SPECT), 
whole body radiation, behavioural tests, and integrative rodent 
physiology. 

The Department is 
sub-sectioned in 
units. Through air 
pressure gradients, 
traffic regulations, 
and quarantine 
systems, we keep 
the units isolated 
from each other 
(Figures 1, 2, and 3).  

 



This avoids cross-infection where there are potentially animal 
pathogenic microorganisms. It is vital for the quality and integrity 
of research results that no cross-infection takes place. 

 

 

 

HK: During the design phase, you considered many options. What 
do you find characterises an ideal laboratory animal service 
department? 

JH: You start with competent, well educated and trained staff, 
good organisation, and high quality facilities including advanced 
animal-based specialist labs. 
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Then there is the intangible: giving highest priority to animal 
welfare. There must be zero tolerance of avoidable pain, distress 
and suffering associated with housing, care, and experimentation. 
Ideally the services should provide the scientists with all necessary 
infrastructure including cutting-edge technologies. This will 
attract and maintain the very best biomedical scientists. 

HK: Increasingly research is collaboration on a global scale. Does 
your facility extend its provision through collaboration? 

JH: I’ve been active in laboratory animal science research and 
management throughout my career of more than thirty years and 
collaborate with colleagues globally. 

In Copenhagen, we are in partnership with the facilities for large 
(farm) animals at the Faculty of Life Sciences. Here, first-class 
facilities for large animals are being developed and these facilities 
are available to all scientists in the partner-institutions. 

There are no non-human primates (NHP) in our department 
because the need has not been great enough to establish facilities 
for them, but through international collaboration we can assist 
our scientists with contacts to other facilities abroad. In 
primatology, we collaborate with research groups at the Institute 
of Primate Research in Nairobi, The Primate Centre at Bogor 
Agricultural University and the Department of Veterinary Sciences 
at the MD Anderson Cancer Center University of Texas in Bastrop, 
Texas. This collaboration extends to exchange programmes for 
scientists, students, and technicians. 

HK: You organised and 
managed a project of 
enormous proportion. It 
would be interesting to 
know what the major 
challenges were, and 
how you addressed 
them. 

JH: Yes, it was quite a 
challenge. I am quite 
familiar with concepts of 
lean management, and I 
took my cues there. 



At the outset I decided that it would be cost effective if external 
consultants provide specialist skill we need infrequently. The 
consultants have been welcomed as much for their talent as for 
their unbiased approach and objectivity in reporting. As examples 
of specialist consultant companies we have used, one could 
mention companies with expertise in process optimization and 
lean production methods; cost based budgeting and price 
structure; and team building. 

In general I streamlined the organisation chart, eliminating 
entirely one layer of middle technical management (Figure 4). 

 

Fewer management layers and direct two-way access allowed me 
to address the ongoing challenges—the always-thorny issues of 
decision making, communication, and collaboration. 

For me, the challenge in decision making is finding the most 
efficient route to an informed decision and effective action while 
conserving personal energy, time, and money. I thought I could 
promote efficiency without losing excellence by making meetings 
as efficient as possible and by trying to find a balance of keeping 
everyone informed but not overwhelmed with information. 

To minimise endless meetings, the senior staff meets every 
Tuesday morning. Everyone is equipped in advance with a list of 
discussion topics, actions to decide, deadlines and persons 
responsible. All staff meets Wednesday during lunch for 



information. Weekly information meetings ensure that 
geographically dispersed groups stay up to date. 

It is a major challenge to satisfy everyone with communication 
and the consequences of getting it wrong can mean serious 
delays, especially when it comes to major decisions. So, too little 
information and you’re a gatekeeper; too much and you’re 
drowning them. It’s a tricky balance that is always a work in 
progress, especially when communicating to more senior 
managers and Board members, and with colleagues. 

It is another challenge to communicate with big users and 
demonstrate that we can meet their very diverse needs, 
especially as we scientists hate bureaucracy and hate to wait. This 
often requires subsectioning the facilities e.g. for mice of different 
health status, which means that we sometimes reach max 
capacity in certain sought after units. 

To provide for communication among users, we established four 
advisory groups consisting of large users in each of the four 
buildings. The Department issues a newsletter to all users four or 
five times a year. We discuss matters such as per diem rate 
adjustments in meetings where the ten biggest users are invited. 
In this way we introduce changes gradually and maintain trusting 
relationships. 

Collaboration—people from the different categories of staff 
working together—is perhaps the biggest challenge, for several 
reasons. There is the fact that people tend to establish territory 
and establish small empires. We have technicians, academics, and 
veterinarians. People respond differently to training, development 
and work practices. People have different vested interests and 
each group wishes to influence decisions. We meet every quarter 
with departmental trade union representatives to consider plans 
for future developments, staffing, economy and salaries. So, 
although people work well together within their individual groups, 
it is not a simple matter for the different groups to integrate for 
collaboration. 

We are working to identify joint initiatives and programmes that 
bring staff and faculty together. I welcome new ideas and 
information on trends in people, financial and organisational 
management from unrelated types of businesses. 



HK: You have explained that your Department not only manages 
the laboratory animal-based services but also conducts research 
and development as well as teaching. Why is a hybrid department 
important? 

JH: Teaching and training at all levels of laboratory animal science 
are vital for the quality of the services, and the quality of the 
research produced by the scientists. 

It is well known that first class university teachers are often 
deeply involved in research. Their own questions illustrate theory 
and their passion infuses and enlivens the lecture. Similarly, first 
class lab animal services rely on research activity, teaching, and 
training. Research and teaching help to create a stimulating and 
attractive environment for LA veterinarians and scientists, and 
ongoing training helps staff to sustain pride in providing best 
possible services, animal husbandry and care. 

Reliable results and maximum implementation of Reduction and 
Refinement depend on quality and professionalism. To instill a 
culture of care throughout the program, scientists must pass a 
fourteen-day course before starting work here. This gives us a 
golden opportunity to interact with all the young scientists when 
they embark on their career. We can emphasize the importance 
of animal welfare and also that animal welfare goes hand in hand 
with good science. 

All our Danish LA technicians and veterinary nurses, who are very 
skilled and competent, have been through a 3-4 year long 
education which consist of part practical training (often in-house 
in the Depart ment) and part theory which is taught at two 
different colleges in Denmark. Our Swedish LA technicians have 
been through a fairly similar secondary education. 

We run courses for technicians, students, post-graduate students 
and physicians undergoing specialist education in surgery and 
micro-surgery. All scientists that have a personal license for 
animal experimentation are required to pass a two-week course 
(FELASA-category C)1 in laboratory animal science. In addition, we 
run courses in more advanced animal experimentation. 

European legislation requires that scientists performing animal 
experiments are competent to do so. In practice this means each 
scientist has to attend mandatory courses to obtain a licence from 



the authorities, a license that allows the scientist to perform 
animal experiments. 

In the mid-nineties, The Federation of European Laboratory 
Animal Science Associations (FELASA) made recommendations on 
the educational and training requirements for scientists working 
with laboratory animals. Many countries have introduced strict 
regulations regarding competence based upon these FELASA 
Guidelines, and the Council of Europe has adopted the FELASA 
competence categories, which are regarded by many as the basic 
competence classification in Europe. 

HK: This infrastructure is a major innovation in European research 
service and already warmly welcomed by scientists from many 
institutions, countries, and cultures (Figure 5). 

What is your view on what the future will be in terms of scientists’ 
needs for sophisticated animal based technology and research 
infrastructures? 

 

JH: Progress in technological development is fantastic. More 
advanced in vivo imaging technologies continue to become 
available, and developments in producing humanised rodents 
through gene technology show phenomenal progress. 

I think that the really important research sites will be those that 
specialise within a certain area where they will be world leaders. 
This is already happening where expertise, funding and facilities 
within certain areas become focused in few big centres attracting 



the best scientist in the respective fields. This development seems 
to be actively supported by the big funding bodies like the EU and 
NIH. The time when a single institution or university will have the 
resources to provide their scientists with the full range of animal-
based technologies has probably come to an end. International 
collaboration and networks will ensure that scientists will be able 
to get assistance with even the most sophisticated animal-based 
research at centres in the U.S., Europe and elsewhere. 

And may I add that my thanks go not just to my own staff, but in 
very large part to strong support from the University and 
especially Dean of the Faculty of Health Sciences Professor Ulla 
Wewer. Professor Wewer and then Dean of the Faculty Ralf 
Hemmingsen procured half of the funding necessary for the 
transformation of the services up front. Both are eminent active 
biomedical scientists. Without their enthusiasm and continued 
commitment it would not have been possible to establish this 
infrastructure. 
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