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VA CENTRAL CALIFORNIA HEALTH CARE SYSTEM (VACCHCS) 

 

Fact Sheet on Legionella and Legionella pneumonia  

VACCHCS is committed to providing the safe, high-quality care that Veterans have earned and 

deserved. VA Fresno remains proactive in minimizing the risk of Legionella and creating a safe 

environment for all our Veterans, employees, volunteers and visitors. 

 

What is Legionella? 
Legionella is a bacterium found naturally in the environment. L. pneumophila is the primary human pathogenic 
bacterium that causes Legionella pneumonia.  

Why is it in our water?  
Almost all natural water sources contain Legionella, and the bacteria grow best in warm water. 

 
How common is Legionella pneumonia? 
CDC estimates that between 8,000 and 18,000 people are hospitalized in the United States each year. 
However, only about 3,000 cases are reported to CDC each year. 

How does Legionella lead to Legionella pneumonia? 
Most healthy individuals do not become infected with Legionella bacteria after exposure. Some people can 
develop Legionella pneumonia after breathing in a mist or vapor (small droplets of water in the air) containing 
the bacteria. 

The people at higher risk of getting sick are: 
• Older people (50 years or older) 
• Current or former smokers 
• Those with a chronic lung disease (like COPD or emphysema) 
• Those with a weak immune system from diseases like cancer, diabetes or kidney failure 
• Those who take drugs that suppress the immune system (such as after a transplant operation or  
   chemotherapy) 
 

Legionella pneumonia is not transmitted from person to person. 

 

Can I get Legionella pneumonia from drinking our tap water? 
Generally speaking, a person cannot get Legionella pneumonia just by drinking water. To be infected, they 
must breathe in mist or vapors containing the bacteria. 
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What are the symptoms of Legionella pneumonia? 
Legionella pneumonia can have symptoms like many other forms of pneumonia. Signs of Legionella 
pneumonia can include cough, shortness of breath, high fever, muscle aches and headaches. These symptoms 
usually begin 2 to 14 days after being exposed to the bacteria. 

 
How do we confirm that someone has Legionella pneumonia? 
No single clinical test by itself can diagnose Legionella pneumonia. After a patient is diagnosed with 
pneumonia, a urinary antigen test is performed to determine if Legionella pneumonia is the causative 
organism. A urinary antigen test is simple and quick and detects Legionella pneumonia in most cases.  
 

How do we treat Legionella pneumonia? 
Legionella pneumonia is treated with common antibiotics. 

 
What is the plan to prevent Legionella? 
To prevent Legionella growth, a successful hyper-chlorination of the entire Fresno VA water system was 
executed on Jan. 3 to 4. All inpatient areas were remediated through shock chlorination and water levels 
returned to their normal levels. The cooling towers are currently being sampled and further precautionary 
remediation scheduled.   
 
In addition, VACCHCS will continue its compliance and aggressive water surveillance program and share 
findings with the public. 
 
Clinicians will be testing all patients who were admitted with hospital acquired pneumonia in the past six 
months and over the next three months. For any employee or volunteer with concerns of pneumonia 
symptoms, please report to Employee Health.   

 

If you are adding chlorine to the water, is it still safe to drink? 
Absolutely, we are monitoring chlorine concentrations on a daily basis. The Environmental Protection Agency, 
which regulates drinking water, has established that chlorine concentrations in drinking water cannot exceed 
4ppm (nearly all municipal water is chlorinated). The amount of chlorine in our systems are perfectly safe to 
drink—and does not impact how the water tastes—yet it inhibits Legionella growth.  

 


