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Dear Hospital Chief Executive / Medical Superintendent, 

 

Use of boiled/sterile water for drinking, tooth brushing and mouth rinsing for 

immunocompromised patients in hospitals 
 

The Centre for Health Protection (CHP) of the Department of Health has 

investigated two nosocomial cases of Legionnaires' Disease (LD) in the recent one year 

and investigations revealed that water samples collected from the water dispenser in the 

patient’s room were positive for Legionella pneumophila in both cases.  We would like 

to solicit your support to remain vigilant against nosocomial LD. 

  

 The first case was a 59-year-old man with hypertension, diabetes and history of 

recurrent glioblastoma multiforme.  He was on long-term steroid and was bed-bound.  

He had been staying in a private hospital since mid-December 2015.  The patient 

presented with desaturation on 8 June 2016 and he was intubated and transferred to the 

special care unit of the hospital on the same day.  Clinical diagnosis was 

hospital-acquired pneumonia.  The patient subsequently died on 18 June 2016 and the 

cause of death was brain tumor.  His tracheal aspirate collected on 11 June 2016 was 

tested positive for Legionella pneumophila by PCR.   

 

Field investigation revealed that the patient’s room in the hospital had a water basin 

equipped with a water dispenser with a filter and an ultraviolet disinfection system.  

Water samples collected from the water dispenser and the shower in the patient’s room 

were positive for Legionella species at a level of 0.5 to 39.5 colony-forming units per 

millilitre (cfu/ml).  Legionella sequence-based typing found that the human sample was 

closely related to the environmental isolates from the water dispenser and the shower. 

 

The second case was a 90-year-old woman with history of acute coronary 

syndrome with percutaneous coronary intervention done and pulmonary embolism.  She 

was admitted to another private hospital on 14 March 2017 for intestinal obstruction with 

operation done.  She developed shortness of breath on 23 March 2017 and was intubated 
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on 28 March 2017.  She was transferred to a public hospital on 11 April 2017.  Clinical 

diagnosis was pneumonia and the patient’s condition was stable.  Her endotracheal 

aspirate collected on 13 April 2017 was positive for Legionella pneumophila by PCR.   

 

 Field investigation at the patient’s room in the private hospital identified a similar 

water dispenser system linked to the water basin.  Water samples collected from the 

water dispenser and the water tap of the water basin were positive for Legionella 

pneumophila at a level of 1.6 to 5.6 cfu/ml.  Further laboratory investigations are 

ongoing.  

 

Legionella bacteria are ubiquitous in aquatic environments.  People may get 

infected when they inhale contaminated droplets, aerosols and mist generated by water 

systems.  Persons with weakened immunity, especially those with chronic illnesses 

(such as cancer, diabetes mellitus, chronic lung or kidney diseases) and those taking 

corticosteroids or drugs that suppress body immunity are at higher risk of acquiring LD. 

 

We would like to solicit your assistance to provide immunocompromised 

patients with boiled/sterile water for drinking, tooth brushing and mouth rinsing during 

their hospital stay.  They should also avoid using humidifiers, or other mist- or 

aerosol-generating devices.  You may obtain more information and 

recommendations on the strategy for prevention and control of LD of the Scientific 

Committee on Emerging and Zoonotic Diseases of CHP at 

http://www.chp.gov.hk/en/view_content/42729.html. 

 

Thank you for your ongoing support in combating communicable diseases. 

 

    

Yours faithfully, 

 

(Dr. SK CHUANG) 

for Controller, Centre for Health Protection 

 Department of Health 


