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I n summer 2021, several U.S. public 
health jurisdictions reported increases 
in Legionnaires’ disease cases above their 

respective 5-year baseline averages (Michigan 
Department of Health & Human Services, 
2021). While the Centers for Disease Con-
trol and Prevention (CDC) does not know 
to what extent building water systems might 
have contributed to these increases, periods 
of reduced building occupancy or building 
closure and low water usage can create haz-
ards for occupants. Reopening schools, work-
places, and businesses—and more people 
traveling and staying in hotels—can elevate 
the risk of exposure to Legionella bacteria if 
appropriate steps are not taken. Environmen-

tal health professionals have an important 
role in reminding building owners, building 
operators, and cooling tower operators of 
ways to safely reopen buildings to prevent the 
growth of Legionella.

Water management programs help peo-
ple identify hazardous conditions and take 
steps to minimize the growth and spread of 
Legionella and other waterborne pathogens 
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Remind Building Owners and 
Operators of the Risk From 
Stagnant or Standing Water in  
a Plumbing System

Stagnant or standing water in a plumbing sys-
tem can increase the risk for growth and spread 
of Legionella and other biofilm-associated bac-
teria. When water is stagnant, the hot water 
temperatures in buildings can fall into the 
favorable range for Legionella growth (77–113 
°F [25–42 °C]). Stagnant water can also lead to 
low or undetectable levels of disinfectant, such 
as chlorine. Ensuring that the water system 
is safe to use after a prolonged shutdown can 
minimize the risk of Legionnaires’ disease and 
other diseases associated with water.




