
What is Legionnaires’ disease? 

Legionnaires’ disease is a serious lung infection caused when a person inhales water droplets 
contaminated with Legionella bacteria. It’s uncommon but can be very serious. 

It occurs after an incubation period ranging from 2 to 10 days. Symptoms may include fever, 
cough, chest pain, dyspnoea and cyanosis, with equally significant complications. 

The same bacteria can also cause Pontiac fever. This is a milder condition. It doesn’t progress 
to pneumonia and is usually self-limiting. Some people infected by Legionella bacteria may 
assume they have it’s flu. 

You can’t catch Legionnaires’ disease from drinking contaminated water or from person-to-
person contact. Legionella is transmitted by air, by inhaling particles of aerosolized water (in 
the form of steam), as happens during showering or in air-conditioned environments.  
Adults over 45, smokers and people with compromised immune systems tend to be more 
susceptible to infection. 
 
Various ways to maintain a safe water system include: 

• Conducting a legionella risk assessment to note all potential risks 

• Ensuring the water remains at a safe and constant temperature 

• Making sure there are no dead legs in the system where bacteria could multiply 

• Regularly flushing through unused or little used areas of the system 

• Using equipment such as thermostatic mixer valves (TMVs) to ensure safe delivery of hot 
water 

• Cleaning and descaling shower heads and other similar outlets every three months (as a 
minimum) 

• Regularly checking water temperatures in different parts of the system to ensure the cold 
water is cold, and the hot water is hot 

• Taking water samples to confirm the levels of bacteria present 

• Updating the legionella risk assessment whenever necessary 

Are there legionella risks with smaller pleasure vessels? 

It is easy to assume the bigger risks lie with the larger ships and vessels, yet this may not 
always be true. Many cruise ships that offer accommodation to thousands of people are 
newly built and use modern techniques and methods that limit the potential for any harmful 
bacteria and other waterborne pathogens to spread. Water systems can be designed and built 
to be as safe as possible but still need effective management and control practices to keep 
them safe. 



However, that may not be true of smaller pleasure vessels. Consider how many barges, 
narrowboats, yachts, and motorboats are rented out for people to use and enjoy each year. 
They must surely number in their thousands, and yet there is a chance that some commercial 
boat owners and operators may not be aware they are responsible for the control of legionella 
and the maintenance of the water systems on board to ensure the safety of people using the 
vessel. 

The dangers of legionella in dry dock 

Some ships may periodically be required to be taken into dry dock for maintenance or repair 
purposes. If this should occur, it is important that appropriate action and preventative 
measures should be taken prior to anyone working on the vessel. Otherwise, those individuals 
could also be put at risk while cleaning the water systems or making any changes to it. 

Water Safety Plan for ships 

If legionella is permitted to multiply inside any water system (on land or at sea), those nearby 
are at risk if they inhale contaminated water droplets, vapour or mist emitted by that system. 
This means all ship owners or operators of maritime vessels should ensure they have a 
thorough Water Safety Plan in place. There should be a separate plan for each ship or boat if 
more than one is involved. Just as different buildings or water towers have their own quirks 
and differences, so too do waterborne vessels. 

Legionella control water safety specialists for the maritime sector 

Our teams of water safety specialists support those responsible for the control of waterborne 
pathogens including Legionella bacteria on land and at sea, helping ship owners and 
managers to protect their people, passengers and others to meet their health and safety 
obligations in this specialist area. We deliver professional maritime water safety risk 
assessments for legionella, pseudomonas and other waterborne pathogens, water testing, 
independent compliance auditing, City & Guilds training and other environmental risk 
management services that help keep staff and others safe. 

Legionella on board? 

Let’s prevent it with regular disinfection 

Legionella on board Yacht is more common that you think. Unfortunately, during the winter 
refit, water spots stand still for time and this causes the storage of biofilm inside ducts 
facilitating the development of pathogens such as Legionella. 

The solution for such a big problem is quite simple: ensuring a regular treatment of water 
tanks, circuits and monitoring through specific microbiological analysis. 


