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What is Legionella? 

• Ubiquitous aquatic bacteria 
that grows in biofilms 

• Grows in building cooling 
tower sumps/hot tubs 

• Also found in potable water 

• Causes legionellosis 
(pneumonia) in 
immunocompromised 
people 

• Monitoring and control 
measures required 
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Columbia 
University’s  
five campuses 

Morningside/Manhattanville Campus – Non-healthcare 
facility 

  

Medical Center Campus – Mixed Healthcare and Non-
healthcare facility 

 

Nevis Campus (Westchester County) 

 

Lamont–Doherty Earth Observatory (Rockland county) 

 



“Urban cooling tower” effect  



Possible sources of Legionnaires’ outbreak 
Additional sites found with legionella bacteria 
Locations of people with Legionnaires 
 

Legionnaires’ disease in the Bronx 

• New York City sees about 200 to 300 cases of Legionnaires' disease 
a year. 

• 12 deaths  in Bronx outbreak in August 2015 
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How was Columbia University doing prior to the 
NYC and NYS mandates? 

• Adherence to technical manuals/standards 

1996 2000 



2015 

How was Columbia University doing prior to the 
NYC and NYS mandates? 

• A robust system for addressing 
internal complaints 



NYS NYC 

The 2015 
mandate... 
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What was required…. 

• Register, inspect and disinfect cooling towers immediately. 

•  Sample each cooling tower system for Legionella culturing within 30 
days of August 17, 2015. 

• Testing & Inspection – every 90 days (quarterly) cooling towers need 
to be inspected and sampled.   

• Inspect, clean & disinfect cooling towers annually and certify. 

• Cooling tower maintenance and risk management plan to ASHRAE 
standard 188 – March 1, 2016 deadline. 



NYS NYC 
The 
registration.
.. 

Retired in place Registration required  Letter with decommissioning statement 

Drift eliminators N/A Required 

Cleaning /disinfection N/A Twice a year by licensed individual 

Aerobic bacteria testing Quarterly Weekly 

Registration # issued No Yes 



Scope of work 

Morningside – Non-healthcare facility 

 5 academic/lab units 

 7 residential units 

 5 cooling towers retired in place 

Medical Center Campus – Mixed Healthcare and Non-healthcare facility 

 14 academic/lab units 

 3 residential units 

Nevis Campus (Westchester County) 

 2 academic/lab units 

Lamont–Doherty Earth Observatory 

 1 academic/lab units 

 



Reporting 
burden 
Reported info included:  

• Tower – building, manager, 
location, equipment details, 
inspection and maintenance 

• Photos of tower 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Reporting 
burden 
Work involved estimated at 6 FTE weeks: Including 
NYC/NYS reporting, briefing management, and 
Emergency Management Operations Team 
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Inspection
s 

FDNY – Verification of tower location and existence 

 

 

 

DOHMH – To be done 

 

 

 

 

 

Records of water management contractors, Barclay and Nalco, 
were subpoenaed. They did not match records for Columbia 
(correct address) and needed to be reconciled   
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Cooling tower 
maintenance and 
risk management 
plan 



FREQUENCY MONITORING TASK CONTROL MEASURE 

Daily Check water quality (pH, temperature, 
conductivity, oxidizing biocide residual as free 
chlorine) 

Limit: See Water Treatment Specification 
Method: As recommended by water treatment program 

Weekly Water Treatment Equipment Verification Limit: Scheduled 
Method: Visual inspection and findings by written or electronic checklist 

Weekly Aerobic bacteria test Limit: <10,000 CFU/ml 
Method: Dip slide field test 

Quarterly Legionella culture test Limit: <10 CFU/ml 
Method: Lab culture test 

Quarterly Inspection of cooling tower system Limit: Scheduled 
Method: Visual inspection and findings by written or electronic checklist: 

Semi-Annually Off-Line Clean & Disinfect Limit: Scheduled 
Method: Physical off-line cleaning & disinfection 

As Needed on-Line Disinfection Limit: As needed 
Method: On-line disinfection 

Cooling tower maintenance and risk management plan 
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Successes/lessons 
learned 
• Multiple stakeholder contributed. Stakeholders 

were able to quickly meet the needs of the city. 

• Effective communication strategy to University 
community. 

• The finest hour of the Facilities Compliance Teams. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Successes/lessons 
learned 
• Great relationship with water management 

contractors – Barclay and Nalco. 

• Re-evaluated relationships with 3rd party vendors. 
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Other issues 

• Does testing for Legionella have any real utility? 

• Is potable water a likely culprit? 

 

 

 

 

 



Potable water management for Legionella 
Healthcare facilities must 
test potable water 

• Medical Center 
buildings interspersed 
with Hospital buildings 
(but no inpatient 
facilities) 

• Mixed use buildings at 
Medical Center 
Campus – residential, 
dental faculty practice 

 

 

 

 

 



Thanks!    Questions? 


