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Intro
One of the legal responsibilities that landlords
and letting agents have is ensuring that their
properties are free of the Legionella bacteria,
which can cause health problems to more vulnerable tenants.
It sounds like a terrifying blight on a property, but it’s
fairly easily prevented - the key is knowing what you
should be doing to prevent its spread, in addition to how
to actually do so.
To this end, the responsibilities around Legionella and preventing it
spreading from water systems to tenants’ lungs are some of the vaguest
in the private rented sector. This quick guide should help clear up some of the
confusion around Legionella and how it affects landlords, agents and tenants alike. In it we’ll
cover:
•

Legionella and the health problems it causes

•

The responsibilities of agents and landlords

•

What agents and landlords should be doing to prevent Legionella breeding
in their properties

If you have any questions as a result of this quick guide, let us know.
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What is Legionella?
It’s important to know the difference between Legionella and
Legionnaires’ Disease - though the two sound as though they’re
interchangeable names for the same thing, they respectively correspond
to the bacteria group and the common illness that bacteria causes.

Legionella
Legionella is the name given to the collective group of bacteria that
causes Legionnaires’ Disease and the milder Pontiac fever. The bacteria is
often found in man-made water systems, including domestic showers
systems and water pipes, which means it could, in theory, be present in any
property.
According to the Health and Safety Executive, Legionella’s ideal conditions for breeding and
multiplying are as follows:
•

Temperature range (i.e. cold water above 20 degrees, hot water below 50 degrees)

•

Water droplets produced and dispersed

•

Water stored before recirculation (i.e. in a system which isn’t used for a period of
weeks and months)

•

“Food” available for the bacteria to feed on (i.e. rust, sludge, etc)

“

“The bacteria is often found in man-made water
systems, including domestic showers ”
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Legionnaires’ Disease
Legionnaires’ Disease is the disease caused by the bacteria.
Its name comes from the place in which it was first identified: an American Legion convention that took place in
Philadelphia in 1976, where it caused 29 deaths. The
disease is contracted when the person affected inhales
colonised aerosols or droplets, and it can be identified by its
pneumonia-type symptoms, including nausea, headaches,
coughing, fever and shortness of breath.
With modern medicine and the ability to identify Legionnaires’ Disease at an early stage, mortality rates have
dropped to around 5%, with those specifically at risk from
the disease tending to be people who smoke, are older or have
chronic lung disease, any suspected outbreak must be dealt with as soon as possible.

“

“With modern medicine and the ability to identify
Legionnaires’ Disease at an early stage, mortality
rates have dropped to around 5%”
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What are landlords’/
agents’ responsibilities
regarding Legionella?
Landlords are legally bound to keep their properties free from health hazards under the
Section 3(2) of the Health and Safety at Work Act 1974, and Legionella (as a potential health
hazard) is covered under it.
According to the Health and Safety Executive with regard to Legionella:
“The practical and proportionate application of health and safety law to landlords of domestic
rental properties is that whilst there is a duty to assess the risk from exposure to Legionella to
ensure the safety of their tenants, this does not require an in-depth, detailed assessment.”

(http://www.hse.gov.uk/legionnaires/legionella-landlords-responsibilities.htm)

While it is a legal responsibility for landlords to ensure that their properties are free of Legionella, the Health and Safety Executive here acknowledges that this is not easily done, which
makes this fairly difficult legislation to follow - how can you be a hundred percent certain that
your property has no Legionella in it until somebody becomes ill as a result of it? Additionally,
what should happen if Legionella is detected?
It’s vital to follow the best practice guidelines as much as possible.
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What should you
be doing?
In most properties, avoiding the breeding of the Legionella is easy enough as long the hot
water is kept hot, the cold water is kept cold, and the water is kept moving round the system.
Realistically, there is most likely to be a problem if the property has been unoccupied for
several months before a new tenancy starts, so it is in these cases where you should be most
cautious and ensure you carry out sufficient checks to satisfy yourself that Legionella isn’t
present in the property.
Risk assessments in between tenancies are a good idea and can be carried out by anyone (i.e.
not somebody professionally accredited), but if you do not feel confident enough to carry out
the risk assessment yourself, you can arrange for someone to do so on your behalf. There are
many residential environmental examination agencies out there who can be employed to
ensure that Legionella isn’t present within a property.
You may wish to minimise the risk of Legionella breeding in the water system by installing
electric showers or combi boilers, which are generally cold water-fed and only heat small
volumes of water while they are in operation - the water therefore does not sit dormant in the
system, which is when it is most at risk of becoming home to Legionella.

“

“There is most likely to be a problem if the property
has been unoccupied for several months before a
new tenancy starts”
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How to carry out a risk assessment
It’s important to remember that a Legionella risk assessment is not
necessarily required - if the property has been in regular use (i.e.
the water system has been used at least once a week),
Legionella is extremely unlikely to be present.
Before a tenancy starts, you might want to flush out the
system to ensure that there’s nothing in the water that could harm a new occupant.
The shower is the highest-risk area of the water system for breeding Legionella, and for peace
of mind between tenancies, you may want to remove the shower head and hose and place
them in a bucket of water and disinfectant for an hour or two.
The cold water temperature should be below 20 degrees and the hot water temperature
should be above 50 degrees. You should take readings using a simple digital thermometer
from the outlets nearest and furthest from the boiler. If either of those temperatures are not
correct, you’ll need to investigate why, which may necessitate calling in a plumber. You may
also have to send the water off for testing for the presence of Legionella to a UKAS-accredited
lab. If Legionella is detected, you may need to employ an environmental agency to flush out
the water system and disinfect all potentially infected appliances.
Other preventative measures you can take include:
•

avoiding debris getting into the system

•

setting control parameters where possible to ensure any stored water is kept at the
proper temperatures

•

removing any pipework which is no longer required

It will ultimately be rare for Legionella to be detected in any of your properties as long as they
do not stand empty for extended periods of time. In any case, it is a simple enough task to
ensure that conditions within the properties and their water systems are at the level they
should be to prevent the bacteria breeding within them.
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Case study
In July 1976, over 2,000 Legionnaires attended the
annual American Legion conference in at the Bellevue-Stratford Hotel in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. Within
a week of the convention concluding, 11 attendees had
died of what seemed like heart attacks, though they had
been complaining of tiredness, fever and lung congestion
as well as chest pains. Three of the men were patients of
the same physician, who realised they had all attended
the convention.
Focus quickly turned to the Bellevue-Stratford Hotel, but
it wasn’t until January 1977 when the Legionella bacterium
was finally identified and isolated. It was found to have been breeding in the cooling tower of
the hotel’s air conditioning system, which then spread it through the building. Previous
outbreaks, such as a similar conference in 1974 which saw 20 attendees develop pneumonia,
causing two deaths, were retrospectively diagnosed as outbreaks of Legionnaires’ Disease.

“

“...Legionella bacterium...was found to have been
breeding in the cooling tower of the hotel’s air
conditioning system”
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Get your copy of the
HHSRS Checklist here

HHSRS Checklist:

A Key Part of the Fitness for Human
Habitation Bill
Lettings agents, property managers and landlords should all be aware of the
Fitness for Human Habitation Bill, which is likely to become law before the end
of the year. The Bill is using the 29 hazards listed in the Housing Health and
Safety Rating System (HHSRS) to help define the categories that determine
whether a house is “fit for human habitation”. The list had originally been

Download now

created in 2006 to help local authorities enforce conditions in the private
rented sector, but is now a list that lettings agents, property managers and
landlords also need to be aware of as far as the safety and fitness for human
habitation of their properties are concerned.
Each hazard is assessed separately and can be classed as either Category 1 or
Category 2. A hazard is classed as Category 1 if it is deemed a serious and
immediate risk to a person's health
and safety. If a hazard is deemed less
Disclaimer
serious or less urgent, it is classed as Category 2.

While every effort has
been made to ensure the accuracy of the information provided, it does
An HHSRS hazard checklist is below for landlords and agents to use when they
not constitute legalneed
advice
and
cannot
relied
upon as such. Fixflo does not accept any
to ensure
a property
is fit be
for human
habitation.
Checklist
responsibility for liabilities arising as1 | aHHSRS
result
of reliance upon the information given.
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What is Fixflo?
Fixflo is a market leading repair reporting software which is guaranteed to streamline your maintenance
workflow. With over 40 languages to choose from, tenants can use their mobile device to report repairs
through Fixflo’s picture based system. Inbuilt guided advice educates tenants of their responsibilities,
allowing them to fix small issues themselves.
A clear, concise repair report is then sent to the right property manager in seconds, saving time and
money for everyone involved! Including all the benefits of Fixflo, Fixflo Plus features a centralised
dashboard which provides you with a detailed overview of your entire portfolio. Fixflo Plus also automates
reminders to contractors, ensuring swift issue resolution.
Fixflo Plus also provides agents with clear, concise repair reports which contain all the information
needed to manage a repair to resolution. Because Fixflo repair reports contain all the detail needed,
contractors can prepare for the specific issue at hand, meaning that most issues can be resolved in first
contractor visit. A complete audit trail of all communication and documentation is safely stored in the
system, ensuring that no issue slips through the cracks.

If you’d like to find out more about the Fixflo product range, visit www.fixflo.com.

Get in touch
info@fixflo.com
0207 183 1222

www.fixflo.com
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