
VA Using 3D Printing to Aid COVID-19 Response
New manufacturing techniques are closing shortages in necessary medical and 
protective equipment.
Adam Patterson
Thu, 04/16/2020 - 11:45

Credit: U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs

As a component of the Department of Veterans Affairs' “fourth mission” to assist 
America’s health care systems during times of national crisis, the agency has begun 
leveraging newly developed 3D-printing techniques to close widespread shortages 
in necessary medical and protective equipment.

The rapid spread of the COVID-19 pandemic throughout the U.S. has led to abrupt 
shortages in the supplies necessary to care for patients and protect medical staff 
overseeing emergency triage.

As an ongoing project within the VA’s modernization program, 3D printing as a 
means of advancing medical care has brought returns in areas ranging from 
surgical preparation to diagnostics. This has rested on the back of the 
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VHA’s innovation ecosystem, which has invested considerable resources into novel 
uses of 3D printing to improve patient care with a particular attention to long-term 
outcomes. The VHA’s focus on using medical 3D printing to create orthotic devices 
for same-day delivery has proven the value of using new technology to manufacture 
medical devices at a speed that was previously unfeasible.

This investment in the rapid manufacturing potential of 3D medical printing has 
proven well-suited for supporting the agency’s vital supply lines, particularly in the 
production of masks, face shields and ventilators — all for which the U.S. 
has experienced shortages in health care systems overwhelmed by the COVID-19 
pandemic.

While the initial pilot to test and codify novel applications of 3D printing to medical 
care was overseen at the VA Puget Sound Health Care System under the guidance 
of Beth Ripley, subsequent programs were seeded across 33 VA sites in the wake of 
the Puget Sound initiative’s demonstrable success.

Rather than being improvised or managed ad hoc across VHA facilities, this 
reallocation of 3D-printing resources to meet the demands of the COVID-19 
pandemic is occurring as a deliberate policy across the agency as well as in 
coordination with other partners in the federal government.

"The collective actions of our partners allow us to bring VA’s medical expertise in 3D 
printing to the frontline of the fight against COVID-19, helping health care providers 
and patients stay safe,” VA Secretary Robert Wilkie said following the 
announcement of the VA’s mobilization to fulfill its Fourth Mission.

In addition to meeting needs particular to the VHA health system, VA is also 
partnering with other leaders in public sector 3D printing innovation — namely the 
FDA and NIH — to pioneer more sophisticated and broadly deployable methods to 
meet America’s broader COVID-19 response. This has included coordination with 
the private sector to provide manufacturing and supply chain support to bring to 
fruition the design work occurring across technically innovative wings of the federal 
government.

Going forward, the VA appears to be taking a particular discretionary role in 
evaluating the design and efficacy of new equipment that will be manufactured and 
deployed to emergency wards caring for the most critical COVID-19 patients.
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“With the collective actions of our partners, we’re bringing our medical expertise 
and 3D-printing experience to the front line of the fight against COVID-19," Ripley 
said upon the announcement of the VA’S forefront role. "We’re helping health care 
providers and patients stay safe.”
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