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Summary and Action Items 
1.) Illinois is experiencing an increase in Legionnaires’ disease cases during the month of 

July. 
2.) Health care providers should consider Legionnaires’ disease or Pontiac Fever in the 

differential diagnosis in patients with clinically compatible illness.  
3.) Building owners and operators should monitor and maintain building water systems and 

devices, like cooling towers, as part of comprehensive water management programs to 
reduce the growth and spread of Legionella. Considerations for flushing and monitoring 
water systems, should be given prior to reopening vacant buildings.   

4.) Laboratories should forward isolates from Legionella cultures to an IDPH Laboratory for 
genetic sequencing.  
 

Background 
Illinois is experiencing a high number of sporadic Legionnaires’ cases this month, a trend 
observed in other states in the Midwest. Cases are trending younger than normally seen with 
nearly half under the age of 59. To date, Legionnaires’ disease cases for July 2021 (based on 
onset dates) total 105 cases, with the largest number of cases previously reported in 2019 at 91 
for the entire month and a five-year median of 74 cases. 
 

Potential Exposures 
Legionella bacteria are found naturally in freshwater environments, like lakes and streams. The 
bacteria can become a health concern when they grow and spread in human-made building 
water systems like:  

• Showerheads and sink faucets 
• Cooling towers (structures that contain water and a fan as part of centralized air cooling 

systems for buildings or industrial processes) 
• Hot tubs 
• Decorative fountains and water features 
• Hot water tanks and heaters 
• Large, complex plumbing systems 

If water systems are not properly maintained and controlled, Legionella can grow in almost any 
system or equipment containing nonsterile water, such as tap water, at temperatures favorable 
to Legionella growth (77–113°F, 25–42°C).  Sediment and biofilm, temperature, water age, and 
disinfectant residual are the key factors that affect Legionella growth in devices that use water. 

There are typically more cases of disease found during the summer and early fall.  While there 
has not been a common source of exposure identified amongst these cases, the recent 
increase in cases may be related to increased precipitation and storm events and the reopening 
of buildings which have been unoccupied for an extended period of time due to COVID.  



 
 

Many buildings have recently experienced an extended period of reduced water use due to 
building closures or reduced occupancy because of COVID. Building vacancies and reduced 
water use, lead to increased water age which may increase risk for the growth and spread of 
Legionella in building water systems.  Reopening of these buildings may increase the risk of 
building occupants’ exposure to Legionella, if appropriate actions are not implemented prior to 
reopening.   

Increased precipitation and storm events have also been identified as a possible contributing 
risk factor.  Precipitation and storm events impact water quality in outdoor systems and devices 
such as cooling towers, decorative fountains, swimming facilities, and other recreational water 
features.  Increased monitoring and maintenance of these systems should be considered, 
especially following precipitation and storm events.   

Other systems and devices commonly used during the summer months which may also 
increase potential risk factors include recreational water features, lawn sprinkler irrigation 
systems, cooling misters, pressure washers and garden hoses. 

Additionally, there is an increased risk of disease associated with travel, as hotels, resorts, and 
cruise ships often have large, complex water systems and aerosol-generating devices. 

Symptoms 
Clinical features of Legionnaires’ disease include cough, fever, and radiographic pneumonia.  
Legionella should be considered in the differential diagnosis for patients with the following 

• Patients who have failed outpatient antibiotic therapy for community-acquired 
pneumonia 

• Patients with severe pneumonia, in particular those requiring intensive care 

• Immunocompromised patients with pneumonia 

• Patients with a travel history (patients who have traveled away from their home 
within 10 days before the onset of illness) 

• Patients at risk for Legionnaires’’ disease with healthcare-associated pneumonia 
(pneumonia with onset > 48 hours after admission). 

 
Pontiac fever is a milder, self-limiting illness without pneumonia. Symptoms include fever, chills, 
myalgia, malaise, headaches, fatigue, nausea, and/or vomiting. 
 

Transmission 
Legionella is transmitted via inhalation of aerosolized water containing the bacteria. Less 
commonly, Legionella can also be transmitted via aspiration of drinking water. Legionella is not 
usually transmitted from person-to-person.  
 

Diagnosis 
Signs and symptoms for Legionnaires’ disease are similar to pneumonia caused by other 
pathogen. The only way to confirm disease is through specific diagnostic testing. Consistent 
with clinical guidelines, we recommend that individuals with clinical findings compatible with 
Legionella, and/or at risk for Legionella have: 

a) Urine antigen test as early as part of the initial evaluation 
b) Culture of lower respiratory secretions (e.g., sputum, bronchoalveolar lavage), as is 

clinically appropriate/feasible 
 

https://academic.oup.com/cid/article/44/Supplement_2/S27/372079


 
 

Laboratories are asked to forward isolates from cultures confirming Legionella to an IDPH 
Laboratory.    
 
Health care providers and laboratories should rapidly report any probable or confirmed cases of 
Legionnaires disease or Pontiac Fever to their local health department.  
 

Prevention 
Buildings with complex water systems, increased risks of exposure, or housing at-risk 
populations should be operated in accordance with a water management plan developed and 
implemented to reduce the growth and spread of Legionella.  The CDC Water Management 
Toolkit provides guidance to establish a comprehensive plan.    

It is especially important that building owners and operators who are considering reopening or 
increasing building occupancy after periods of reduced use, consider the water quality in their 
plumbing systems and devices before reopening. These systems should be flushed and may 
need to be cleaned and disinfected prior to reopening.  Building owners and operators can 
follow IDPH (https://www.dph.illinois.gov/covid19/community-guidance/plumbing-systems-water-
quality-guidance) and CDC (https://www.cdc.gov/nceh/ehs/water/legionella/building-water-
system.html) guidance to reduce the growth and spread of Legionella or may refer to one of the 
many other available publications addressing building reopening.  

Systems such as cooling towers, decorative fountains, swimming facilities, and other 
recreational water features should be operated and maintained in accordance with a water 
management plan effective at reducing the growth and spread of Legionella. Operators of these 
systems should consider increasing monitoring and implementing additional control measures 
during and following precipitation or storm events to ensure these systems are maintaining 
adequate disinfectant levels. The CDC Legionella Control Toolkit may be referenced as 
guidance when establishing control measures for these systems. This toolkit also includes 
guidelines for testing systems and devices for Legionella, performance indicators, and 
suggested response activities.  

Other devices that aerosolize water such as lawn sprinkler irrigation systems, pressure 
washers, and garden hoses, should be operated in a manner that will reduce passerby’s 
exposure to aerosols. Time of day, wind conditions, and surroundings should be considered 
when trying to reduce these exposures.  

IDPH and LHD Response 
Local health departments should promptly investigate each case and enter details into I-
NEDSS. Any epidemiological or geographical links should be reported to IDPH.  
 
IDPH recommends that local health departments inform buildings owners and operators of the 
increased risk of Legionnaires Disease associated with reopening buildings, operation of 
complex building water systems and devices such as plumbing systems, cooling towers, hot 
tubs, and decorative water fountains; and to encourage them to maintain and monitor these 
systems in accordance with the guidance provided in CDC’s Legionella management and 
prevention tools.   
  

https://www.dph.illinois.gov/sites/default/files/resources/resources-00-shared-laboratory-pages/ohp-labsmanual-services07022021.pdf
https://www.dph.illinois.gov/sites/default/files/resources/resources-00-shared-laboratory-pages/ohp-labsmanual-services07022021.pdf
https://www.cdc.gov/legionella/downloads/toolkit.pdf
https://www.cdc.gov/legionella/downloads/toolkit.pdf
https://www.dph.illinois.gov/covid19/community-guidance/plumbing-systems-water-quality-guidance
https://www.dph.illinois.gov/covid19/community-guidance/plumbing-systems-water-quality-guidance
https://www.cdc.gov/nceh/ehs/water/legionella/building-water-system.html
https://www.cdc.gov/nceh/ehs/water/legionella/building-water-system.html
https://www.cdc.gov/legionella/downloads/Control-Toolkit-All-Modules.pdf


 
 

Contact 
For questions or additional information about Legionella, please contact the IDPH 
Communicable Disease Control Section at 217-782-2016. Clinicians should contact their local 
health department to report cases or clusters.  
 

Additional Resources 
http://dph.illinois.gov/sites/default/files/publications/legionella-prevention-response.pdf 
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Local Health Departments, Infectious Disease Physicians, Hospital Emergency Departments, 
Infection Preventionists, Health Care Providers, and Laboratories 
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