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Most lab managers can list what is wrong with their LIMS. Far fewer get the money
to fix it. The people who approve the spending tend to see the lab as a cost center,
and a request that sounds like one team's frustration rarely survives a budget
review. We wanted to know what gets a LIMS request approved, what stalls or kills
it, and what the approved requests did that the others didn't.

The Sabine Industrial LIMS Approval Study reviewed the written justifications
for 25 LIMS requests from 2019 to 2026, 20 approved and 5 canceled or never
funded, along with the approval policies and capital plans of utilities, refiners and
pipeline companies.

THE NUMBERS

FOUR REASONS

17 of 20
approved requests named compliance, manual data
handling, an unsupported system or security.

EVERYDAY COMPLAINTS

None of the 20
approved requests led with the clicks, the clunkiness
or how staff feel about the system.
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STARTING OVER

14 and 18 months
Two labs whose requests failed got approval on the
second try, 14 and 18 months after their first bid
deadline.

TIME TO APPROVAL

About a year
Across nine approved requests, going from a request
for proposals to an award took about a year on
average.

WHY APPROVERS WORRY

One in six
In a study of 1,471 IT projects, one in six ran over budget, by an average of 200 percent.

1. Four reasons get a LIMS approved

Of the 20 approved requests, 17 named at least one of four reasons, and 13 named
two or more.

REASON
APPROVED REQUESTS (OF

20)

Compliance or accreditation 12

Manual data entry and handling, including paper records and instruments
not connected

12

A system no longer supported 5

Security 3

The same headings run through corporate capital plans. A large refiner reports
spending "for sustaining the business, including costs for turnarounds, catalysts
and regulatory compliance." One utility ranks its capital projects on "regulatory
requirements, system reliability, safe and secure operation of the system,
cost savings."
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2. The strongest requests name a
deadline and what missing it would mean

Two wastewater labs faced the same accreditation deadline. "By October 2023, the
laboratory will have to be fully compliant with TNI in order to remain in compliance
and maintain its accreditation," one wrote. The other spelled out what missing it
would mean: "the City could incur significant fines and penalties."

Two others faced the end of support. A water quality lab's support was running out,
and without it "the LIMS would need to be shut down absent security patches." A
third wastewater lab ran its system on servers using "a programming language no
longer licensed to the City," and wanted the replacement in place "prior to any
potential disruption to regulatory compliance."

3. Approved requests turn everyday complaints into risks

The labs we interviewed for our replacement study describe their systems the way
the bench lives with them. None of the 20 approved requests opened with how hard
the system is to use or how staff feel about it. They described the same problems in
terms an approver can weigh:

An environmental lab set out to "Reduce the amount of hand entry for sample
data to improve data quality," with a target of a quarter less hand entry at login
within six months.

A wastewater lab needed the system "to meet the additional auditing and
documentation requirements of TNI at current laboratory staffing levels," and
expected it to "reduce staff time spent on duplicate data entry."

A defense lab wanted to "eliminate the occurrence of lost or misfiled data,
worksheets, and files."

An environmental chemistry lab wrote that data stored across several systems,
without traceability, "posed a major risk to data credibility."
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When lab data goes wrong, the bill can be large: our study of what lab data errors
cost reviewed documented costs from $7,000 to $1.2 billion, and the size depended
on how far the product traveled before someone acted on the result.

Reviewers notice when a request leaves the problems in the bench's terms:

A technology review board scoring one lab's LIMS request wrote that "it does
read like a sales brochure" and asked for "some quantity assigned to 'more
testing', 'shorter time period', 'reduce data entry'."

A ratepayer advocate objected to a utility's software budget because the
company "has not developed a plan of what software it will be implementing,
what it will cost, nor how it will benefit ratepayers."

4. Requests fail when the plan isn't settled

Five requests in our records never reached approval. Three were canceled before an
award with no reason given, or with only a legal citation. One drew no acceptable
bids. One, a budget request, was left out of the budget.

Some made the same case as the approved requests: results typed in by hand, a
system past support. They lacked a settled plan.

Requirements kept moving. Two were amended six or seven times before they
were canceled.

The budget was missing. Three never published a budget figure.

The schedule wasn't believable. One allowed eight weeks from kickoff to go-
live.

The ask was too small to matter. One asked only for money to study the
problem, and it disappeared from the budget.

Two of these labs went back out to bid and got approval on the second try, about 14
and 18 months after their first bid deadline. For the nine approved requests that
went out for proposals, the time from the request for proposals to the award
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averaged about a year, and ranged from about four months to more than
three years.

5. Finance asks three questions,
and payback is the usual yardstick

A reliability leader who sells programs to finance put the questions plainly: "How
much does the current state cost us?" "How much will the proposed change cost?"
"What's the expected return, and when?" His advice: "Use conservative estimates.
If your projections look too good, the CFO will assume you're inflating them."

At companies under $1 billion in revenue, payback is used far more often than net
present value or internal rate of return.

Reviewers mark down the same gaps. "Only the 'do nothing' option was
mentioned," the technology review board wrote of one lab's request. "Maintenance
at 10% could easily be over-optimistic."

The approved requests answered finance's questions up front. They separated the
one-time cost of getting started from the yearly cost of running the system, showed
the full cost over five years (our cost study breaks that total down), and set aside
contingency as its own line: 10 percent in one request, 20 percent in another.

6. Price matters less than labs expect

In the scoring behind four approved purchases, price was worth 10 of 110 points in
one and 20 to 30 percent of the score in the other three. A lab that is still choosing
its system gives price 10 points of 100. Other things weighed as much or more. One
request gave an oral interview and system demonstration 30 points and price 20.
The lab still choosing gives efficiency and ease of use 20 points and price 10. A third
gave security, and training and support, each as many points as price.

None of the 20 approved requests gave cost as the reason to replace. What a LIMS
really costs over five years, beyond the license, is the subject of our cost study.
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7. Approvers fear a failed project more than a high price

In a study of 1,471 IT projects, one in six ran over budget, by an average of 200
percent. In our replacement study, labs that kept an old system said leaving looked
too hard.

A plan for handling the change lowers that risk. A pilot is one way; as the reliability
leader put it, "A pilot de-risks the investment." Others are starting at one site and
rolling out from there, keeping the old system running until the new one matches,
and setting milestones. Labs write this into their own requirements: one asked for a
parallel run of at least five business days, another for "continuity of operations
between existing systems and new systems."

8. Labs with no LIMS make a different case

Several of the approved requests were for a lab's first LIMS, replacing paper,
spreadsheets or a home-built database. These requests make the case on
traceability, paper records and audit risk, as well as efficiency.

"Up to this point, laboratory staff have been using paper and a system of
spreadsheets to manage samples and data." A wastewater lab.

A new accreditation standard "requires a more detailed level of documentation
than was previously required," and "The software will automatically record
important metadata and maintain an audit log." A water district lab.

"To streamline operations, increase efficiency, and minimize paper records." A
water utility lab.

"Reduce number of manual entries and review time." An environmental chemistry
lab.

Spreadsheets carry risks of their own, which our study of lab data errors covers.
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What this means if you're making the case

Lead with the risk, not the annoyance. Approvers fund risk, so translate each
complaint into what it puts at risk: a missed deadline, a result that can't be
defended, hours the lab doesn't have.

Tie the request to a date with a consequence. An accreditation deadline, an
end-of-support date, a security patch that won't come, and what happens when
it passes.

Settle the plan, and have the answers, before the request goes in. A budget
figure, requirements that won't change midstream, a schedule people believe, a
place in the annual plan, IT's sign-off and a sponsor.

Answer finance's three questions, conservatively. What the current state costs,
what the change costs, and when it pays back, with the options side by side,
including doing nothing.

Show how the risk of the change is handled. A pilot, one site first, the old system
running until the new one matches.

How we did the study

We reviewed the written justifications behind 20 LIMS requests that were approved
and 5 that were canceled or never funded between 2019 and 2026, from the same
records as our replacement study, along with the scoring sheets, award decisions
and budget records they went through. We added published approval policies,
capital plans and regulatory filings from utilities, refiners and pipeline companies,
interviews with labs in refining, pipelines, midstream and electric power, and
research on how companies decide to buy software.
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ABOUT SABINE INDUSTRIAL

Sabine Industrial builds SI LIMS for fuel, energy, utility and chemical quality labs. Our team has
spent fifteen years working with data extracts from every major LIMS. This is the second
study in a series on how labs buy, run and replace a LIMS.

Questions about the data: info@sabineriverpartners.com

Sources

APPROVED REQUESTS

1. Wastewater lab, California. Staff report, May 2022. https://sanjoseca.gov/home/showpublisheddocument/86669/63789767
2463400000

2. Wastewater lab, California. Staff report, September 2020. https://weblink.sanleandro.org/PublicWeblink8/0/edoc/406936/8
F%20Consent%202020%200903.pdf

3. Water district lab, California. Staff report, December 2022. https://www.camrosa.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/12/12-15-2
2-Agenda-Packet.pdf

4. Water utility labs, Texas. Staff report, June 2022. https://webapi.legistar.com/v1/cityofdallas/matters/10543/texts/10935

5. Water quality lab, Arizona. Request for quotation, September 2025. (Copy hosted by a third party.) https://govtribe.com/file/
government-file/sol-140r8125q0224-dot-pdf

6. Water quality lab, Arizona. Contract award record, September 2025. https://www.fpds.gov/ezsearch/FEEDS/ATOM?FEEDN
AME=PUBLIC&q=PIID:140R8125P0166

7. Water utility lab, Arizona. Staff report, April 2023. https://webapi.legistar.com/v1/phoenix/matters/25743/texts/25846

8. Wastewater lab, California. Staff report, June 2023. https://agendas.fresno.gov/en/legislation/id-23-958-16390

9. Environmental lab, North Dakota. IT project report, December 2022. https://www.ndit.nd.gov/sites/www/files/documents/pr
oject-management-office/startup-closeout-iterative-reports/deq-lims-startup-report.pdf

10. Wastewater utility labs, Illinois. Staff report, May 2020. https://webapi.legistar.com/v1/mwrd/matters/22146/texts/22152

11. Water quality lab, Colorado. Sole-source justification, February 2022. (Copy hosted by a third party.) https://govtribe.com/fil
e/government-file/a16-abbott-informatics-ss-copy2-redacted-1-dot-pdf

12. Water science labs, Colorado. Presolicitation notice, December 2022. https://sam.gov/opp/780e65498250498a9547af274
8a60331/view

13. Large water utility lab, California. Request for proposals, May 2022. (Copy hosted by a third party.) https://media.governmen
tnavigator.com/media/bid/1652739080_5-16-22_202933.pdf

14. Large water utility lab, California. Board approval item, November 2025. https://ladwp.granicusideas.com/meetings/1601-bo
ard-of-commissioners-special-meeting/agenda_items/6917c883442538d9b7002718-26-recommended-by-water-system
-approval-of-agree

15. Occupational safety labs, Utah. Sources-sought notice, April 2019. https://sam.gov/opp/1ce73672ba56f2536342dce99c74
b02b/view
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16. Water utility lab, California. Staff report, May 2021. https://ww2.cityofpasadena.net/2021%20Agendas/May_24_21/AR%205.
pdf

17. Environmental chemistry lab, California. IT project report, November 2022. https://cdt.ca.gov/tmf/technology-modernization
-fund/our-investments/laboratory-information-management-system

18. Defense labs, including petroleum labs, multi-state. Request for information, February 2020. (Copy hosted by a third party.)
https://govtribe.com/file/government-file/rfilims-rfi-lims-draft-13-feb-2020-dot-pdf

19. Defense lab, Colorado. Sources-sought notice, January 2019. https://sam.gov/opp/0daba41aa72ed6a80705885e7ace165f/
view

20. Water utility labs, Ohio. Staff report, December 2023. https://webapi.legistar.com/v1/columbus/matters/128215/texts/127611

21. Wastewater district lab, California. Lab report to the board, May 2026. https://cawd.specialdistrict.org/files/a2b84bf72/Mont
hly+Lab+Report+05112026.pdf

22. Wastewater district lab, California. Board packet with approval, August 2026. https://cawd.specialdistrict.org/files/f18143bf
4/08-27-2026+Board+Packet.pdf

23. Water resources lab, Georgia. Request for proposals, May 2026. https://www.gwinnettcounty.com/static/upload/bid/80212
9/RP022-26%20INV.pdf

24. Water resources lab, Georgia. Award tabulation, September 2026. https://www.gwinnettcounty.com/static/upload/bid/8024
05/RP022-26%20Award%20Tabulation.pdf

25. Agriculture or regulatory lab, California. IT project report, October 2026. https://www.cdt.ca.gov/statewide-it-project-portfoli
o/

26. Wastewater lab, California. Advisory committee agenda recording the council's approval, August 2022. https://sanjoseca.go
v/home/showpublisheddocument/88443/637952266295300000

27. Wastewater lab, California. Council action record, September 2020. https://webapi.legistar.com/v1/sanleandro/matters/829
9/histories

28. Wastewater utility labs, Illinois. Board award item, December 2020. https://webapi.legistar.com/v1/mwrd/matters/23007/text
s/23014

29. Water utility lab, California. Council minutes, May 2021. https://ww2.cityofpasadena.net/2021%20Agendas/Jun_21_21/CC%2
0MIN%20MAY%2024%202021.pdf

30. Water science labs, Colorado. Request for proposals, January 2023. https://sam.gov/opp/ab29bc2c9e974ca197193d98e76
4fc6a/view

31. Water science labs, Colorado. Contract award record, December 2023. https://www.fpds.gov/ezsearch/FEEDS/ATOM?FEE
DNAME=PUBLIC&q=PIID:140G0224D0002

REQUESTS CANCELED OR NEVER FUNDED

32. Environmental lab, Mississippi. Request for proposals, October 2023. https://rfps.its.ms.gov/Procurement/rfps/4422/4422%
20attachment%20a.pdf

33. Environmental lab, Mississippi. Vendor conference slides, October 2023. https://rfps.its.ms.gov/Procurement/rfps/4422/44
22vendconfpres.pdf

34. Environmental lab, Mississippi. Questions and answers, October 2023. https://rfps.its.ms.gov/Procurement/rfps/4422/4422
vendqamemo.pdf
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35. Environmental lab, Mississippi. Cancellation notice, March 2024. https://rfps.its.ms.gov/Procurement/rfps/4422/4422notify.
pdf

36. Health and environmental lab, Illinois. Request for proposals, December 2024, canceled March 2025. https://www.bidbuy.illi
nois.gov/bso/external/bidDetail.sda?docId=24-448DOIT-APP44-B-38919&external=true&parentUrl=close

37. Environmental lab, Canada. Request for proposals, July 2023, canceled. https://contracts.opennwt.ca/tenders/taiga-laborat
ory-information-management-system/ocds-v9mmex-GNWT1-24-0000006801/

38. Lab network, United Kingdom. Contract notice and no-award notice, 2021. https://www.find-tender.service.gov.uk/Notice/0
25506-2021

39. Lab network, United Kingdom. Award notice after re-tender, March 2023. https://www.find-tender.service.gov.uk/Notice/00
8765-2023

40. Agriculture lab, California. Budget request, January 2020. https://esd.dof.ca.gov/Documents/bcp/2021/FY2021_ORG8570_B
CP3691.pdf

41. Agriculture lab, California. Enacted budget for the department, 2020-21. https://www.ebudget.ca.gov/2020-21/pdf/Enacted/
GovernorsBudget/8000/8570.pdf

SCORING, APPROVAL POLICIES AND CAPITAL PLANS

42. Water utility lab, California. Pre-proposal meeting slides with scoring weights, July 2026. https://www.ocwd.com/wp-conten
t/uploads/260701_PreProposal-Mtg_LIMS-RFP-25-021_Mtg-Slides.pdf

43. Gas utility, New Mexico. Rate case testimony on capital planning, December 2019. https://nmgco.com/userfiles/files/Bullar
d%2C%20Tom%20C.%20-%20Direct%20Testimony.pdf

44. Refiner. First-quarter 2026 earnings release. https://www.sec.gov/Archives/edgar/data/0001035002/00016282802602860
2/a3312026exh9901earningsrel.htm

45. Technology review board. Scoring of a lab's LIMS request, 2007. https://nitc.nebraska.gov/commission/project_proposals/d
ocuments/fy2007-09/ss/25-02_s.pdf

46. Ratepayer advocate. Report on a water utility's software budget, January 2026. https://docs.cpuc.ca.gov/PublishedDocs/S
upDoc/A2507003/8884/596296812.pdf

RESEARCH

47. John R. Graham, "Presidential Address: Corporate Finance and Reality," Journal of Finance (2022), drawing on the Duke
CFO Survey. https://nber.org/system/files/working_papers/w29841/w29841.pdf

48. Bent Flyvbjerg and Alexander Budzier, "Why Your IT Project May Be Riskier Than You Think," Harvard Business Review
(2011). Full analysis of 1,471 IT projects in the authors' preprint, "Why Your IT Project Might Be Riskier Than You Think." http
s://arxiv.org/abs/1304.0265

49. Jeff Parker, "How to Sell a Reliability Program to a CFO in 10 Minutes," Reliable, February 2026. https://reliamag.com/article
s/how-to-sell-a-reliability-program/

RELATED SABINE INDUSTRIAL STUDIES

Why LIMS Get Replaced: The Sabine Industrial LIMS Replacement Study, 2026.

What a LIMS Really Costs, 2026.

What a Lab Data Error Costs, 2026.
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