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At the beginning of lockdown, many of us were asked to work from 
home. That meant office blocks and other premises needed to be 
vacated or used a lot less. What should have happened, and what 
may not have been done in all circumstances, is that those buildings 
should have been mothballed properly with regard to water quality 
management. 

All organizations have a responsibility to maintain safe 
water supplies 

After the lockdown, we cannot just turn up, turn all the water on and then 
expect it to be as intended, so things like stagnation in buildings is an 
issue in water tanks. Where’s your cleaning regime? Has that been kept in 
place? If not, you may need to get cleaning done before you bring all your 
staff back in. The Facilities Management team should have been keeping 
the flushing regime in place, and the temperature control, but more often 
nowadays they would be relying on specialist companies to come in and 
do the tank cleaning, the disinfection, and possibly even the sampling. 
The most robust approach is to undertake an interim water hygiene risk 
assessment to check your records (temperatures and disinfection residual 
monitoring) and inspect key parts of the system such as the inside of tanks 
and vermin screens

In some cases, those specialists may not have been allowed to enter 
premises to carry out the work during the lockdown, and testing 
laboratories have been on reduced measures because of social distancing, 
so there may be a backlog of work. But for the absolutely essential services 
for example hospitals, the control centres for railways, signalling, air-traffic 
control – all of those buildings have to be maintained, and appropriately 
sampled, and treated and we understand that such work has been 
ongoing by specialist water treatment companies and contractors, who’ve 
introduced extra measures for their staff protection. 

All the standards that apply during normal economic activity still apply 
as guidance during lockdown, whether you’re on partial use in a building 
or full use. In fact, partial use in a building creates all kinds of problems 
because it suddenly introduces areas of stagnation. It reduces the water 
flow through the system, and you may not be able to maintain appropriate 
disinfection residuals and temperature controls. 

One of the things we do as a society, historically, is to store water in 
buildings. It makes sense. The bigger, or taller, the building, the more you 
have to store because the mains water pressure cannot achieve what is 
required on the top floor. So, throughout such a building, there may be a 

series of tanks, which are filled by a series of booster pumps and interim 
storage at different levels. 

By the time it gets to the top of the building to come down and service 
the floors below it, that water could be many hours old and it’s starting 
to change in quality. The residual disinfection that the mains water 
arrives with will have gone within a day or two, and thereafter you’ve got 
problems, particularly if it warms up. 

That’s under normal use. There may well be supplemental disinfection 
being used to help control such issues and to provide support to managing 
legionella risks. However, during lockdown a lot of those services may not be 
under the same demand and so stagnation will have occurred in all of those 
tanks despite supplemental disinfection being in place. 

What some savvy employers have been doing is to, where they are able, 
legitimately reduce the amount of stored volume. If you’ve got a control-
valve system on your tank that allows you to set how much of the tank 
is used, such as chain valves, this can reduce the stagnation risk by 
minimising the stored volume. This also means that when undertaking 
routine flushing, your tanks and pipes are active and you’re not using so 
much water to achieve the same temperature control requirements. It also 
means that you have a greater chance of circulating water in the system 
that’s hopefully retained some residual disinfection which will provide 
better microbiological control.

It is worth remembering that if you are returning your building to its 
previous occupancy levels you will need to increase the stored volumes by 
adjusting the valve controls to ensure you do not run out of water at times 
of peak demand.

It’s hugely beneficial to the building if you can maintain flow activity 
in the pipe work. This is because it impacts on the acceleration of the 
growth of biofilm. Biofilms are an important factor when managing 
system hygiene because they if they get out of control, they can harbour 
organisms such as legionella bacteria. They are derived from dead bacteria 
and microscopic detritus that get around in the water system and don’t 
normally present problems. Water in distribution is not produced as sterile 
material: the legal requirement is that it should be wholesome. You need to 
think of it as food which needs managing with a similar diligence. 

BSI asked Tim White, Vice Chair of EH/3 and Chair of EH/3/6 for his advice on how 
organizations should ensure their buildings are safe for remobilisation..

Tim White, marquisandlord.com with contributions from the Water Management Society  
and Suzanne Lee, leegionella.co.uk

The importance of considering 
water safety when re-opening 
premises



When your water stagnates and it gets warm, you get a natural biofilm 
building up in a pipe. Normally, when you’ve got good-quality water, with 
a good disinfection residual going through, that biofilm is an absolute 
minimum. The idea behind reducing stagnation of water in a building is 
that you induce the maximum inhibition of microbiological activity by 
controlling biofilm. 

If biofilms get out of control that is when we start to get taste and 
odour problems, typically, and in extreme cases get people being sick 
with gastric problems. The normal expediency to control the growth of 
biofilm is the association with the proliferation of legionella which most 
building managers are aware of as risk that must be managed under the 
Health and Safety at Work Act. When you get legionella in water and it is 
presented in aerosol form, from a shower head or tap, then it can get into 
the human respiratory system with well-known consequences. 

Most businesses have a mains water supply that will be managed by the 
local water undertaking, but if under any circumstances you become a 
private water supplier, then you have extra responsibilities under law. 

Extra responsibilities for private water suppliers

If you buy water and then resell it to tenanted occupiers of premises, 
so you charge somebody for that water, then technically you might be 
deemed, depending on interpretation by the regulator, a private water 

supplier. If that water goes through storage or any kind of management 
that you have control of, you’ve got an extra responsibility to maintain 
that water quality. That means you have to make sure that the distribution 
system does not present additional contamination risks; that you’ve got 
vermin control in place and you’ve put proper security in on the access to 
those supplies. There are different sampling, and reporting regimes, for this 
classification of supply as well as a different approach from the regulator. 
The regulator’s approach to you from a point of view of legionella 
management may be different if you’re a private supplier operator. You 
may have visits for more reasons and at different frequencies, to make 
sure that the whole range of microbiological control requirements is up to 
the required performance under the private water supplier regulations.

Guidance on mothballing and flushing

Typically, mothballing as is happening now, occurs when somebody comes 
to the end of their lease. They don’t renew the lease, they vacate an office 
block, and then it can be sitting around for months before somebody else 
comes in and the potable water system is reused. The system needs to be 
cleaned and flushed and put back into service in an appropriate manner, 
and the system needs to be risk assessed and so on. 

Special report: Working in the ‘new normal’



There’s a range of guidance currently available on mothballing and flushing 
and the risks of legionella, including the ESGLI Guidance for managing 
Legionella in building water systems during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

PD 855468: 2015 Guide to the flushing and disinfection of services 
supplying water for domestic use within buildings and their curtilages 
takes you through how you clean a system, what you should do if you’re 
mothballing, and what your procedures would be when you come back 
from mothballing.

A concern right now, as organizations get back to work, is thousands 
of people are returning to buildings which may or may not have been 
effectively mothballed or had their water systems correctly flushed and 
cleaned. We’re being encouraged to cycle to work now. Many premises 
have shower facilities for people that want to cycle to work and showers 
are a known legionella risk if improperly managed. This is because very 
often they have thermal mixing valves (TMVs) which can generate very 
favourable legionella growth for legionella if not correctly maintained. 
Your susceptibility to that hazard depends on your own predisposition 
but employers should regard every shower user as potentially highly 
susceptible to legionella infection when it comes to managing 
maintenance and monitoring regimes. 

Disabled washrooms also have TMVs because users can’t necessarily react 
as quickly to move their hand away from scalding-hot water. TMVs need to 
be on the flushing regimes and be adequately cleaned, tested, maintained, 
and temperature checked. It’s exceptionally important that showers are 
flushed and ready. Wherever water has been stagnant for many weeks, 
taps and any point of aerosol formation should be maintained properly 
before you let people use them again

Many organizations will be able to follow the available guidance to get 
their buildings ready, but others will prefer to get expert advice from their 
normal water treatment services company who will be able to provide 
them with adequate support for restarts. The big problem is going to 
be that everybody wants to do it at the same time and there is limited 
resource in the market place, so you might have to get in the queue. Book 
early. Plan your return. I would imagine a lot of people are going to have 
to put planning into place to ensure that social distancing is maintained in 
the workplace. So, while you’re going through that planning stage, contact 
your water treatment company early – and get them involved.

Useful links

PD 855468: 2015 Guide to the flushing and disinfection of 
services supplying water for domestic use within buildings 
and their curtilages 

HSE Legionnaires’ disease Technical Guidance 

ESCMID Study Group for Legionella Infections - ESGLI 1 

BS 8551: 2015 Provision and management of temporary 
water supplies and distribution networks (not including 
provisions for statutory emergencies) – Code of practice 

BS 8554: 2015 Code of practice for the sampling and 
monitoring of hot and cold water services in buildings 

BS 8580-1:2019 Water quality. Risk assessments for 
Legionella control. Code of practice 

Advice from the Drinking Water Inspectorate (DWI) 

Guidance from Legionella Control Association (LCA) related to 
COVID-19  

Water Management Society

The Water Management Society (WMSoc) is a not-for-profit 
membership organisation that has been actively engaged with BSI 
for many years, to develop guidance for individuals and companies 
regarding water management. They provide practical advice for 
Legionella awareness and water hygiene, from simple systems 
such as shower outlets for hair salons, to complex multi-occupancy 
buildings and cooling towers. WMSoc are able to answer member 
questions, with answers compiled from the experience of the WMSoc 
technical committee. www.wmsoc.org.uk

They’d like to advise business owners that BSI has just published new 
guidance BS 8680:2020 Water quality – Water safety plans – Code 
of practice which will provide helpful advice to all business owners 
regarding safe ongoing management of water on their premises. 

Advice from Susanne Lee, www.leegionella.co.uk

Businesses re-opening after the COVID-19 shutdown need to be 
aware of precautions to take, to ensure that their staff and clients 
remain safe. Large businesses will have designated staff for the 
day-to-day management of water systems to manage the risks from 
Legionella but there are many small businesses which need to be 
aware of the risks and what they need to do to prevent Legionnaires 
disease. Where water has been stored and not used for several weeks, 
water storage tanks may need disinfecting and flushing. In some 
cases, extra precautions will be needed for example, where there is 
equipment for special uses eg hot tubs, foot and nail baths, hair dress 
wash stations, dental unit water lines etc. Landlords or managing 
agents have responsibility to make sure that the water used for hand 
hygiene, showers toilet flushing is safe but the premises manager/
owner is responsible for making sure any additional equipment is safe

Useful links

Royal Society for Public Health 

Drinking Water Inspectorate 

Businesses risk fuelling Legionnaires’ disease without vital 
post-lockdown water checks, warns CIEH 

Legionella Control Association: Safe Management of Water 
Systems in Buildings During the COVID-19 Outbreak 
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