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Safe Water Management: Decreasing the risk 
for Legionella, water-borne infections 

Recommended elements for a safe 
water management program 
 
We all appreciate the benefits of a safe water 
supply.  From fresh drinking water, to routine 
bathing, to keeping our homes and businesses 
sanitary, water remains critical for healthy living. 
However, various factors can impact on the 
safety of the water supply.  Organizations will 
want to monitor and manage their water supply 
to assure that it is maintained safely.  
 
A water management program is especially 
important for healthcare facilities. They provide 
care to patients including some with weakened physical conditions. If the water supply becomes 
compromised, these patients can be at higher risk for infection. 
 
One microbe in particular is known to cause water supply-related infection, Legionella. There are at 
least 60 different species of Legionella.  It is found all around us in natural freshwater. People usually 
don’t get sick when contacting natural water sources because the number of bacteria is diluted. 
However, in man-made plumbing systems where water may stagnate, Legionella may develop.

i
  

When contaminated water is aerosolized, respiratory infection can result. 
 
Legionella got its name after an outbreak of pneumonia in 1976 among people attending an 
American Legion convention in Philadelphia.

ii
 The bacteria were reportedly spread through the 

hotel’s water supply and shower heads.  
 
Most people will not get sick if exposed to Legionella, but some will develop a severe form of 
pneumonia.  Patients such as those over age 50, those with a smoking history, or those with chronic 
or acute conditions may be at higher risk for acquiring Legionella.

iii
  Even with modern day 

supportive care in the hospital, it is estimated that 10% of those with infection will die.
iv
 

 
In addition to Legionella, other bacteria and fungi can enter the plumbing system through water main 
breaks, construction or a change in water quality.
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In view of these risks, healthcare organizations should address maintenance and cleaning strategies 
to prevent contamination in water sources such as: 

 Showers and faucets 

 Cooling towers and air-conditioning units for large buildings 

 Hot tubs that aren’t drained after each use 

 Decorative fountains and water features 

 Hot water tanks and heaters 

 Large plumbing systemsvi 
 

Larger healthcare facilities have plant operations staff that are familiar with building codes and 
plumbing issues.  They have resources to develop, implement and monitor a safe water 
management program. However, smaller facilities may lack such resources. Fortunately for all, 
helpful guidelines are available.   
 

Safe Water Management Plan 

While there is no “one size fits all” approach due to the individual characteristics of each building, 
this top ten checklist addresses the issues identified in the CDC’s guidance document, Developing a 
Water Management Program to Reduce Legionella Growth & Spread in Buildings | A Practical Guide 
To Implementing Industry Standards.

vii
  In particular, facilities where patients stay overnight or where 

people who have chronic and acute medical problems or weakened immune systems stay or receive 
treatment should have a water management program. 

     Top 10 Checklist 
Here are ten suggested practices that will assist your institution in developing, implementing and 
monitoring a safe water management program 

1 Gather a team of experts.  This is not an issue to be tackled alone! The team should include 
leadership, plant operations, engineering, and maintenance. In addition, an infection 
preventionist, infectious disease physician, and microbiology support should be available for 
consultation. The important point is that a variety of skill sets are needed! 

2 Designate a leader. A “driver” keeps the project moving forward. It is also important that the 
team members provide expertise and meet deadlines as requested by the leader. 

3 Provide resources. The team may need resources in order to develop and implement the 
program (e.g., technology, blueprints, laboratory support for water sampling, external 
consultants.) 

4 Map the water system. The plant operations, engineers and maintenance staff are key to 
describe and diagram the water flow, in a way that the team can understand. 

5 Identify potential problems. Once the team understands the flow of the existing system, all can 
contribute to identifying places in the pipes where bacteria could grow due to inadequate 
temperature control, stagnation, lack of disinfection, or issues such as construction, pipe breaks 
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or leaks. 

6 Review control measures. The team should identify the control measures available.  Include 
guidelines for which measures will be utilized for specific parts of the water system (e.g., 
inspecting fountains for slimy biofilms caused by microbes, maintaining certain temperature 
ranges, using chemicals in certain devices). 

7 Implement control measures.  Launch the plan! Assure that all involved staff has received the 
education and training needed to complete related assignments, as well as have a point-of-
contact to answer questions which may arise. 

8 Assign responsibility for monitoring the control measures. Different individuals may be 
responsible for monitoring the control measures, once implemented. For instance, the plant 
operation manager may be responsible for regularly checking all fountains for signs of slime or 
mold. A laboratory manager may be responsible for obtaining and processing water samples from 
designated sections of the plumbing. 

9 Review findings periodically and take needed actions.  A formal review of findings related to 
status of control measures at designated intervals keeps the team focused on the plan. It helps 
the team to seek out clinical or operational guidance in the event additional measures may be 
needed. For instance, a particular fountain may be found to develop slime and mold. Close 
monitoring shows that repeated daily cleaning and chemical use is ineffective. The team may 
decide that the fountain should be removed, as a safety measure. 

10 Monitor the program for effectiveness.   The team will want to verify that things are being done 
as planned. For instance, if the plan includes that fountains, pools, hot tubs, select surgical 
devices will have specific checks done daily – are those checks assigned, completed and 
documented? Over time, revisions may be needed. The team should maintain documentation of 
the program development, actions taken, supporting processes, reviews, and updates. viii 

 

 
Even with a safe water management plan, a Legionella infection could happen. It may not be clear at 
the start whether the infection came from outside the facility (community-acquired) or from within the 
healthcare building (healthcare-associated).  The infection prevention team will need to investigate 
each instance.  The organization has little control over community-acquired sources.  However, if the 
infection appears to be healthcare-associated, the team should be prepared to act quickly. Patients 
will need prompt medical care, and the team should address potential sources of contamination to 
prevent further infection. 
 
A full discussion of managing Legionella infection is beyond the scope of this paper. However, 
healthcare organizations should have the capability to address a known or suspected case of 
infection.  This planning effort require the skills of the infection preventionist, infectious disease 
clinician, and microbiologist to address: 

 Prompt care for the patient(s) 

 Adequate radiology and laboratory testing capabilities (special tests  required for Legionella) 

 Cases of healthcare-acquired Legionella infection for the past twelve months 

 Investigation into possible sources of water contamination 
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 Implementation of new or revised control measures for the water supply 

 Methods to monitor that control measures are effective (adequate disinfectant/chemical levels of 
the water supply or devices, laboratory testing, visual checks) 

 Communication with the local public health units for support, as appropriate 

 Communication with patients or others who may need medical attention or related information 
 

 

Conclusion 
 
Keeping buildings as safe as possible will continue to be a challenge. Healthcare facilities need to 
manage the safety of their water supply. A team approach facilitates the development, 
implementation and monitoring of a safe water management program by making the most of a 
variety of skill sets and expertise. 
 

AIG’s Client Risk Solutions’ Healthcare consulting team stands ready to help your institution 
manage risk. For more information please contact the team at patientsafety@aig.com or reach out to 
CRS@aig.com.  Please visit Client Risk Solutions www.aig.com/crs. 
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