Legionellosis Fact Sheet

(Legionnaires' Disease)
What is Legionellosis?

Legionellosis, also known as Legionnaires' Disease, is a respiratory infection caused by Legionella bacteria. Most cases occur as single isolated events but outbreaks do occur. The bacteria were first discovered when 201 men caught a respiratory disease and 34 died after attending an American Legion convention in Philadelphia in 1976. This is where the name "Legionnaires'disease'' came from. 

How is it Spread?

Legionella bacteria are widespread in our environment and usually do not cause illness. They live in water and soil and prefer warm, moist conditions. The bacteria have been found in hot water systems, air conditioning cooling towers, hot and cold taps, compost and potting mixes. The majority of Legionellosis sufferers catch the infection while outdoors, most likely from inhaling airborne bacteria.

Legionella bacteria cannot be passed from one person to another.

What are the Symptoms?

Many Legionella infections are never diagnosed because the symptoms are either absent or very mild. When symptoms do occur, there are two distinct forms of the disease: Legionnaires' disease and Pontiac fever. Both forms of illness begin with flu-like symptoms, including fever, loss of appetite, tiredness, body aches and headache. Chills and a rapidly rising fever are usually seen within 24 hours. Persons suffering from Pontiac fever recover within 2-5 days without treatment. Those with Legionnaires' disease may develop pneumonia. 

The symptoms for Legionnaires' disease can appear between 2 to 10 days (usually 5 to 6 days) after exposure to the bacteria. For Pontiac fever, symptoms occur between 5-66 hours, most often between 24-48 hours. 

How is it Treated?

Your doctor will prescribe specific antibiotics to treat Legionellosis.

Men and women of any age can get Legionellosis but middle-aged or older men, particularly those who smoke or drink heavily, are at higher risk. People with chronic illnesses or those with problems with their immune system are also at greater risk. This could complicate treatment.

How is it prevented?

Prevention of Legionellosis is based on proper maintenance of heating, cooling and plumbing systems. Commercial cooling towers should be drained when not in use, and professional advice sought for cleaning. Hot water tanks should be maintained at 60°C to prevent growth of the bacteria. People with hot tubs and whirlpool baths should take special care to keep them clean and free of Legionella bacteria. Refer to Ministry of Health "Safer & Healthier Gardening" for advice on protection from Legionella bacteria while gardening.

For further information, contact a Health Protection Officer 
