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LEGIONELLA
Despite the phenomenal increase in humidification equipment installations over recent years, there has been only one reported outbreak of Legionnaires' Disease attributable to humidifiers in the UK.  This is because the intrinsically low risk associated with such devices has been effectively reduced through manufacturers' responsible approach to design, which minimises the opportunity for the development of Legionella bacteria within their systems.

However, the Humidity Group is a responsible body, whose members are not complacent over this issue and encourage a positive approach to prevention, acknowledging that the illness is avoidable through careful risk assessment.

Legionnaire’s Disease is a rare but serious form of pneumonia and there are about 250 reported cases in the UK each year.  It can only be contracted by deeply inhaling tiny droplets of water or aerosols contaminated with a significant quantity of Legionella bacteria and normally it affects only those who are susceptible to an infection of this kind through age, smoking related illness or immunosuppression.  It can be fatal in 10-12% of cases.

Legionella is a naturally occurring bacterium that exists in the environment and is harmless to humans except when it is allowed to proliferate in an uncontrolled way, such as in enclosed water-cooling systems where water is often warm and recycled.  If this heavily contaminated water is allowed to escape into the atmosphere as an aerosol that can be inhaled, Legionnaire’s Disease could be contracted.

HEVAC’s Humidity Group has published two Codes of Best Practice for cold water and atmospheric steam humidification systems which aim to raise awareness and improve standards.  The intention is to reduce the risk of microbial contamination in humidification systems, particularly in relation to Legionnaire’s Disease.

The Health & Safety Executive has published 'The control of Legionella bacteria in water systems approved Code of Practice and Guidance 2001 (L8 HSC)’, which especially refers to cold-water humidification systems.  Knowledge of Legionella bacteria and infection has greatly improved during the last few years and HSE has produced clear guidelines that, if followed, all but eliminate a measurable risk of infection by the use of humidification systems.
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