
What is Legionella?

Legionella bacteria are found in almost all water envi-
ronments. The bacteria multiply where temperatures are 
between 25°C and 50°C. They cannot survive at tem-
peratures above 55°C. There are roughly 60 different 
types of Legionella species.

How do you get Legionella bacteria?

The bacterium is contracted by inhaling small water 
droplets suspended in the air (aerosols).
If the aerosols of an infected water supply are breathed 
in, they can enter the lung and cause one of the in-
fectious diseases mentioned here. It is particularly im-
portant to regularly monitor environments where water 
droplets are produced and dispersed in aerosol form. 
This includes showers, whirlpools, water fountains,  
humidifiers or high-pressure cleaners.
Drinking water that contains Legionella will not usually 
put you at risk if your immune system is healthy.

What illnesses can Legionella bacteria 
cause?

Legionella can cause illnesses such as the Pontiac 
fever or legionellosis.
Pontiac fever is a mild, flu-like illness. Symptoms 
can include headaches and muscle aches, dry 
cough and fever which usually go away without 
medical treatment within a few days.
The time between coming into contact with 
Legionella and experiencing symptoms (incubati-
on period) is about 5 to 72 hours on average.
By contrast, legionellosis (also known as 
Legionnaires’ disease) is a severe form of pneu-
monia. Early symptoms are dry cough, headache, 
fever and chills; some people experience nausea, 
vomiting and diarrhoea. About 9 in 10 cases are 
caused by Legionella pneumophila which is the 
Legionella species most harmful to people. The 
incubation period is 2 to 10 days. If left untreated, 
legionellosis has a mortality rate of about 15 %.  
It appears unlikely that the disease can be passed 
from person to person; no case has ever been re-
ported.

Where is Legionella found?

Legionella occurs naturally in the environment. 
Legionella bacteria can be found in the hot  
water system, and sometimes in the cold-water 
sys-tem, of drinking water installations. Certain 
conditions encourage their growth, for example 
hot water temperatures below 50°C and cold- 
water temperatures above 25°C. The bacteria 
feed on deposits or biofilms in pipes. Deposits 
and biofilms also make disinfection efforts less 
effective. Standing water (stagnation) that can be 
found in older, rarely used dead legs and sentinel 
outlets in the pipework of drinking water supply 
systems can increase Legionella levels.

When do I need to test for Legionella? 

To assess the risk consumers are exposed to, the 
International Health Regulations require you to take 
samples when:

•	 The system has technical or operational  
problems;

•	 national law requires you to analyse the water;
•	 a Legionella contamination is present, or
•	 the water temperature is between 25°C and 

50°C.

What do I need to consider?
•	 The samples must be taken by qualified and trai-

ned staff.
•	 The locations for taking the samples must be 

chosen carefully.
•	 The number of samples to be taken depends on 

the complexity of the system. 
•	 The samples must be analysed by accredited 

laboratories; it takes at least 7 days to get the 
results.

•	 The water to be analysed must be filled into  
sterilised containers.

•	 The samples must be taken from separate hot 
and cold outlets (not through mixer taps).

•	 The second analysis is to be carried out 7 to  
10 days after the system was disinfected.
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LEGIONELLA

IN YOUR WATER SYSTEM?

What you can do to minimise the risk 

Things you should do ...

•	Make sure that the water supply system ope- 
rates in compliance with the generally ack- 
nowledged rules of good engineering prac- 
tice.

•	Make sure that water does not sit in the pi- 
pes, in particular in rarely used sections.

•	Flush out these sections at least once a week, 
better still every three days. Remove dead/
blind ends.

•	Keep the cold-water temperature at always 
25°C or better below 20°C.

•	Keep always the tap outlet hot water tempe-
rature at 55°C or higher.

•	Make sure that the calorifier working tempe-
rature is 60°C or higher at flowline and 55°C 
in circulation.

•	Ensure that the cold and hot water pipes are 
insulated.

•	Regularly check the functionality of existing 
disinfection systems such as UV light and 
chlorine dosing systems.

What do I do when I get a Legionella positive 
result?

If the value in a sample exceeds 100 cfu /100 ml, you 
must take action. Usually, the cause of the Legionella 
contamination will be investigated before any disin-
fection measures are taken. We recommend resamp-
les be taken from different locations in the system.
If Legionella levels are extremely high (> 10,000 cfu/ 
100 ml), you must take action immediately to minimise 
the risk of exposure.

•	 Inform your crew and passengers about the 
Legionella contamination and possible measures  
taken.

•	 Increase the hot water temperature (thermal disin-
fection). If you use thermal disinfection to clean the 
pipes affected, ensure that each outlet is flushed 
out at a temperature of 70°C and above for at 
least 3 minutes. Remember that temperatures this 
high may cause damage to the pipes and taps.  
Caution: risk of scalding!

•	 If required, you must arrange for the tank(s) and 
its (their) pipework to be mechanically cleaned and  
chemically disinfected with chlorine. If you use chlo-
rine (sodium hypochlorite or calcium hypochlorite) 
for disinfection, the pH value must be lower than 
8.5.

•	 Prepare a risk assessment if required.
•	 Ships sailing under German flag must notify the 

port health service at their home port when the  
action level of 100 cfu/100 ml is exceeded.

•	 We recommend you engage the services of a  
company specialised in drinking water systems.

•	 You’ll find more information about Legionella and 
how to prevent Legionella growth here:

WHO EU

©
 w

w
w.

pi
xa

ba
y.

de

Published by:
Ship Sanitation Committee of German Federal States 
(AkKü)

The AkKü is a joint committee of the ship hygiene
monitoring authorities of the coastal states of Hamburg,  
Mecklenburg-Vorpommern, Niedersachsen, Schleswig- 
Holstein, and Nordrhein-Westfalen.

The headquarter is located in Hamburg at the:
Institute for Hygiene and Environment
Hamburg Port Health Center (HPHC)
Marckmannstraße 129b, 20539 Hamburg 

Internet: www.ship-sanitation.net

Telephone: +49 (0)40 428 45 2209
E-Mail: hphc@hu.hamburg.de
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