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Background and Conference Objectives 

On August 19-20, 2020 the Alliance to Prevent Legionnaires’ Disease, a non-profit whose 
mission is to strive to reduce the occurrence of Legionnaires’ disease by promoting public 
research and education on the disease, and best practices and policy for its prevention, hosted a 
virtual conference entitled Recognizing & Mitigating Legionnaires’ Disease Risks During & 
After the COVID-19 Pandemic. Five main objectives of the conference included: 

• Providing basic information to participants on how legionella infects our water system, 
including the signs, symptoms, and risk factors for Legionnaires’ disease, with a focus on 
all Legionnaires’ disease cases since the overwhelming majority (96%) are sporadic in 
nature.  

• Outline similarities and differences between Legionnaires’ disease and COVID-19, 
highlighting the potential for misdiagnosis and/or co-infection. 

• Discuss how the COVID-19 pandemic and related shutdowns have impacted water 
systems resulting in an increased risk for Legionnaires’ disease. 

• Provide tools and information to mitigate these risks using a source-to-tap approach to 
prevention, during and after the pandemic.  

• Offer better ways to approach prevention and response during these unique circumstances 
and after the pandemic in a way that prioritizes patients and those who have been directly 
impacted by Legionnaires’ disease.  
 

Guiding Principles and Key Themes 

The education and advocacy efforts of the Alliance to Prevent Legionnaires’ Disease are based 
on the guiding principles below.  

• Wherever legionella is present in water, there is risk for human exposure. 
• The entire water system must be managed from source-to-tap to effectively mitigate risks 

posed by legionella.  
• True Legionnaires’ disease prevention will only be achieved through collaborative efforts 

and comprehensive solutions. 

https://preventlegionnaires.org/
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In addition, the Alliance intends to reframe the national discussion on Legionnaires’ disease, 
which, for the last four decades has primarily focused on outbreaks. The CDC has found that 
only 4% of Legionnaires’ disease cases were associated with outbreaks, and 96% were sporadic1. 
All cases of Legionnaires’ disease must be addressed, investigated, and prevented. However, 
Legionnaires’ disease response and prevention has been disproportionately targeted at the 4% of 
outbreak-associated cases made evident in both public health departments response protocols and 
public policies enacted since the discovery of the disease.  

Additionally, the water we use travels through vast, complex water systems from the source, to 
the treatment plant where it is treated to drinking water standards.  From there, water travels 
miles through distribution lines, pipes, water mains, and tanks before it reaches our homes, 
buildings, and facilities for human use with showers, faucets, toilets, HVAC systems, pools, 
spas, and other uses. Legionella bacteria can escape treatment plants, enter the water distribution 
system, and seed homes and buildings. Understanding these dynamics and committing to 
properly monitoring and managing water at each of these stages, source-to-tap, is the only way 
we can control these bacteria and prevent cases of Legionnaires’ disease.  

Given these dynamics, it is 
unfortunate, yet unsurprising that 
Legionnaires’ disease rates over 
the last decade shows a 
continued increase year over 
year2. These increasing rates 
serve as the basis for 
determining how and where we 
can better focus Legionnaires’ 
disease prevention and make 
clear that we cannot continue 
with the same approach of the 
last several decades. 

 

COVID-19 Impact on Water Systems 

The COVID-19 pandemic has taken a heavy toll on public health and the economy. It is 
important to note the considerable impact the pandemic is having related to government ordered 
shutdowns and the reduction of water usage  Decreased consumption and increased water 
disruption dynamics has resulted in reduced water usage and flow, contributing to water 
stagnancy and age, diminished disinfectant residual and an overall decrease in water quality. 
This results in the perfect breeding ground for legionella throughout water systems increasing 

 
1 Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, Morbidity and Mortality Weekly Report (2011). 
https://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/preview/mmwrhtml/mm6032a3.htm 
2 Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, Legionnaires’ Disease Burden and Trends. 
https://www.cdc.gov/legionella/images/national-incidence.jpg 

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, Legionnaires’ Disease Burden and Trends2 

https://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/preview/mmwrhtml/mm6032a3.htm
https://www.cdc.gov/legionella/images/national-incidence.jpg
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risk of human exposure and disease. With parts of the country returning to work, school, and 
other previously unoccupied spaces, we must take special care to mitigate risks. The Alliance 
recently compiled a Reopening Resource Guide for water utility managers, facility operators, 
maintenance engineers, and others to provide guidance and tools for mitigation under these 
unique circumstances using a source-to-tap approach. 

Given these new complications and the existing barriers to improve Legionnaires’ disease 
prevention, the Alliance’s virtual conference sought to refocus our understanding of this disease 
away from myopic thinking towards new, comprehensive approaches that address all cases. We 
provided the necessary tools to manage water and mitigate risks posed by legionella bacteria for 
everyone involved, including water utility or building managers, public health and government 
officials, and members of the public seeking to reduce their own risk.  

 

  

https://preventlegionnaires.org/pdf-report/apld-resource-guide/
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Key Takeaways from Conference Speaker Presentations 

COVID-19 Update: Status of Virus in U.S. & Patient Susceptibility 
Vickram Tejwani,MD, Post-doctoral Fellow, Division of Pulmonary and Critical Care Medicine, 
Johns Hopkins University School of Medicine 

Dr. Tejwani provided an update on the status of COVID-19 in the United States, sharing his 
perspective from the front lines, trends of this disease, who is most impacted, and how we can 
best treat it going forward. 
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Comparing Legionnaires’ Disease and COVID-19 from a Clinical & Epidemiological 
Perspective 
Hung Cheung, MD, APLD Board Member, Cogency Founder & President  
G. Terrance Walker, PhD, Senior Vice President-Research & Development, OpGen, Inc. 

Dr. Cheung and Dr. Walker clarified the similarities and differences of Legionnaires’ disease and 
COVID-19. While these illnesses present with similar symptoms and primarily impact the 
respiratory system and lungs, the modes of transmission are entirely different and that plays a big 
factor in prevention. Dr. Walker also discussed the risk for co-infections in those who have been 
diagnosed with COVID-19 which we know can complicate diagnosis and impact the patient’s 
outcome. 
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Factors Impacting Legionella Growth in our Water Systems,  
Michele Swanson, PhD, Professor, University of Michigan Medical School 

Dr. Swanson’s experience studying the Flint water crisis illustrates the huge role that water 
system management plays in the quality of water coming through the tap. When water 
management lapses, the results can be catastrophic. This is a true case study in the need for 
source-to-tap water management and transparency and accountability from those we trust with 
our water.  
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Managing Legionnaires’ Disease from Source to Tap & Lessons Learned From COVID-19  
Bob Bowcock, APLD Board Member, Founder, Integrated Resource Management 

Bob Bowcock provided an overview of the dynamics around water treatment, system 
disruptions, and aging water infrastructure in the United States. Bob’s session also included a 
series of case studies from Quincy, Illinois to Saratoga Springs, New York in which outside 
factors led to clusters of cases among vulnerable populations. This presentation helped to 
identify gaps that allow the proliferation of this bacteria in public distribution systems. 
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Improving Public Health Response & Empowering Individuals to Reduce Their Risks from 
Waterborne Disease  
Tonya Winders, APLD Board Member, President & CEO of Allergy & Asthma Network 

Tonya Winders kicked off Day 2 with an important discussion on the individual impact of 
Legionnaires’ disease. All too often this disease is simplified down to rates and statistics and fail 
to identify how this is affecting real people and their families. Tonya identified gaps in current 
public health response to this disease which has largely been reactive rather than proactive. This 
includes incomplete investigations, and in many cases, no investigations at all.  
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COVID-19 & LD: Responsibilities of Water Utilities in Delivering Safe Water to Homes & 
Buildings  
Dr. William Rhoads, Research Scientist at Virginia Tech/ Co-Author of Purdue Guidance on 
COVID-19 Reopening 

Dr. Rhoads provided information about the growth of legionella in our public distribution system 
and its ability to seed homes and buildings from the public supply. Despite this risk, there is no 
requirement to monitor for the bacteria before it enters our homes and buildings. This puts the 
water consumer at a disadvantage and leaves them vulnerable to incoming bacteria. One 
recommendation that came out of Dr. Rhoads presentation was the enactment of minimum 
disinfectant residuals to ensure the disinfectant has not depleted before it enters homes or 
buildings.  
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COVID-19 & LD: Best Practices for Buildings & Residences  
Tim Keane, Consultant, Legionella Risk Management, Inc. 

From Tim Keane, we learned about the impact of municipal water events coinciding with 
Legionnaires’ disease outbreaks, the importance of increasing chlorine levels to minimize 
legionella, and discussed Illinois’ decision to increase the minimum disinfectant residual to .5 
mg/L everywhere at all times in the water distribution system. Also discussed were practical 
tools that building, and facility owners should utilize to mitigate risks posed by legionella in 
building water systems and equipment. Consumers would also benefit from proactive 
communication from utilities notifying them of upset conditions. He also shared useful 
information regarding practical advice for individuals to reduce risk in their homes, an area that 
has been lacking.   
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Understanding Legal Risks & Responsibilities for LD Management  
Walter Boone, Partner, Balch & Bingham LLP 

Walter Boone provided an overview of the current legal landscape as it relates to Legionnaires’ 
disease, underscoring the lack of federal regulation regarding legionella in the water supply. The 
lack of actionable federal regulation regarding the presence of legionella in the public water 
supply creates variable conditions for incoming water to buildings. The failure to address this 
root cause undermines established standards utilized by building owners and can put them in an 
untenable position as they attempt to manage the water they receive. 

 

 

The Alliance would like to thank you for attending our virtual conference, and give a shout out to  
our expert speakers for their time and contributions to this virtual conference and the Alliance’s 
mission to reduce cases of Legionnaires’ disease.  
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Alliance Recommendations for a Successful Legionnaires’ Disease Prevention Plan 

Given the information presented during the conference, the Alliance recommends the following 
steps to achieve enhanced prevention of Legionnaires’ disease. The following recommendations 
are focused on sporadic, community acquired Legionnaires’ disease, which are 96% of the cases, 
and will also address minimizing outbreaks. These recommendations will allow for better 
prevention under the current pandemic conditions which contribute to heightened risk and 
provide a framework for proactive prevention going forward after the pandemic. 

1. Maintain a minimum of 0.5 ppm or milligram per liter of disinfectant residual of free 
chlorine at all points in the public water distribution system at all times to prevent 
legionella risk in facilities, buildings, and homes. 

2. Properly monitor and manage water distribution systems and building water systems, to 
avoid stagnant water and increased water age. 

3. Monitor water quality from the public drinking water supply and distribution system 
including monitoring for the presence of legionella bacteria and properly communicate 
elevated risks to water consumers downstream. 

4. Owners and operators of public water systems shall provide timely notice to all 
residential, commercial, and institutional customers of disruptions in the water 
distribution system that could result in increased levels of legionella bacteria in the public 
water system. 

5. Investigate all cases of Legionnaires’ disease using investigative tools for single cases 
and outbreaks already established by the CDC. 

6. Manage building water systems according to best practices developed by water 
management teams. 

7. Raise awareness and provide guidance to individuals to reduce their risks at home. 

Successful legionella management must be focused on reducing Legionnaires’ disease cases 
and saving lives.  

We hope you found the conference informative, helpful, and empowering. If you would like to 
learn more about the Alliance to Prevent Legionnaires’ Disease, get involved, and/or donate to 
support our work, please visit our website. 

 

 

https://preventlegionnaires.org/donations/
https://preventlegionnaires.org/

