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Drinking water has been a burning issue for years now, and since it is extremely important for our individual 

health, it becomes more vital every day. Access to clean water is essential for individual and collective health. 

Once ethically valued by the oldest civilisations, water, together with sanitation, has now become a human 

right in the programmes of the UN (item 6 of the 17 UN sustainable development goals), the World Health 

Organisation and the European Union, as 

The WHO estimates that 30% of the world's population does not have immediate, continuous and safe access 

to water and that less than 1% of the water available on our planet is safe to drink.

Issues such as Legionella contamination or scarcity in many regions of the world today give us cause to 

reflect on this matter.

DRINKING WATER: A HUMAN RIGHT

WATER INTENDED FOR HUMAN CONSUMPTION

“THE FUNDAMENTAL PRINCIPLE 
OF SOCIAL AND ECONOMIC WELFARE 

FOR EVERY HUMAN COMMUNITY”

https://www.globalgoals.org



WATER INTENDED FOR HUMAN CONSUMPTION

WATER INTENDED FOR 
HUMAN CONSUMPTION: 
WHAT DOES IT MEAN?

The term “water intended for human consumption” refers to 
treated or untreated water for drinking or for the preparation 
of food and drinks or other domestic uses, regardless of its 
origin, supplied through a distribution network from tankers, 
in bottles or containers. (www.salute.gov.it). 
The minimum quality criteria are derived from assessments 
made on the basis of advanced multidisciplinary knowledge 
and are in compliance with WHO Guidelines.

THE EU POSITION

The EU wants to ensure that tap water is safe to 
drink throughout the EU. The Council has taken a 
position on the proposed review of the Drinking 
Water Directive: the new Drinking Water 
Directive (DWD) dated February 2020 will 
become the reference standard for the quality 
of water intended for human consumption in 
all EU countries. The final version of the text 
passed by the European Parliament and by the 
Council aims to minimise the harmful impact 
of pollution on human health and to raise 
consumer awareness towards tap water.
The new rules that were proposed update 
the quality standards for drinking water and 
introduce a cost-effective method of water 
quality monitoring based on risk. They also 
contain new provisions relating to materials in 
contact with drinking water and for improving 
access to water.

Drinking Water Directive 
(DWD)

Protecting the quality of water intended for human consumption 
means PROTECTING HUMAN HEALTH from the adverse effects 
of contamination and ensuring that it is wholesome and clean. The 
evaluation criteria are standardised on the basis of a few essential 
criteria and water is treated to ensure its safety and compliance with 
legal standards. Treatments may vary depending on the nature of 
the water and may also include physical-chemical processes for the 
removal of pollutants.
The risk factors for waterborne diseases are divided into:
- Chemical contaminants
- Pathogenic microorganisms

WATER HYGIENE

WHOLESOMENESS
CLEANLINESS
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Legionella is a bacterium responsible for an infection that mainly affects the respiratory system.

The bacterium, carried by air treatment or water distribution systems with temperatures between 20 and 

40°C, becomes dangerous to humans when it is present in high concentrations and is able to reach the lungs.

The resulting infectious disease can manifest as pneumonia (Legionnaire's disease), with a 10-15% mortality 

rate, or as a flu-like illness (Pontiac fever) with a benign clinical course.

The Legionella risk is still widely underestimated and insufficiently understood. The damage it causes to 

people's health, sometimes fatally, is also underestimated.

LEGIONELLA: WHAT IS IT?

Legionella is widespread in the environment: the bacterium is mainly 

associated with the presence of water and prefers natural basins 

(lakes, rivers, ponds and spring waters, including thermal springs) and 

artificial bodies (fountains, pipes, swimming pools etc.), but it is also 

found in mud and damp soil. As evidenced by the epidemic of 1976, 

Legionella also develops in the hot and humid areas of ventilation 

systems (air conditioners, air humidifiers, etc.).

Showers, installations, domestic hot water, air conditioning 
systems and evaporative water cooling systems are some of the 

most common sources.

People can be exposed to this risk in countless places: at home, in 

the workplace or in public places such as shopping centres, hospitals, 

nursing homes, hotels, swimming pools, thermal spas, gyms...

Legionella thrives in conditions of stagnation and in the presence of 

incrustations, sediments and biofilms (i.e. a film of microorganisms 

immersed in an organic base).

LEGIONELLA: WHERE IS IT FOUND?
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Legionella spreads through urban pipelines and buildings’ plumbing systems. 

Infections are often related to pollution in water distribution systems: tanks and 

pipes can act as amplifiers for the microorganisms, creating a potential risk for 

human health. Legionella can spread through this channel and become pathogenic, 

especially in closed environments. The European Legionnaire’s Disease Surveillance 

Network (ELDSNet), coordinated by the European Centre for Disease Prevention and 

Control (ECDC), is tasked with monitoring cases of Legionnaire's disease in Europe and 

communicating with the health authorities of individual countries, in order to report 

infections and advise on possible preventive strategies, especially in connection with 

travel. According to ECDC data from 2017, countries in the European Union (EU) and 

the European Economic Area (EEA) reported 9238 cases of Legionella, with a 1.8 

notification rate per 100,000 inhabitants – with an increase compared to previous 

years (in 2013 the figure was 1.2 per 100,000 inhabitants).  France, Germany, Italy 

and Spain together accounted for 68% of cases reported in 2017. In Italy, the latest 

monitoring activity carried out in the Annual Report on Legionnaires' disease in Italy 

(ISS 2018) recorded 2,014 official cases of Legionnaire’s disease – the equivalent of 

35 per million inhabitants (the European country with the highest number of officially 

registered cases). Unfortunately, the system for monitoring cases of Legionnaires' 

disease is still under development, so the reported figures to date only give a partial 

picture.

LEGIONELLA: HOW DOES IT SPREAD?

LEGIONELLA: THE BACKGROUND
The term Legionella was coined as a result of an incident in 1976 in Philadelphia (USA). 

During a convention of American Legion War veterans (also known as Legionnaires), 

about 221 out of 2000 people became ill and 34 died. Meticulous epidemiological 

investigations led to the isolation of a bacterium, which was named Legionella 

pneumophila. The microbe had contaminated the air conditioning vents of the hotel 

where the convention attendees were staying.

LEGIONELLA: HOW IS IT TRANSMITTED?
Legionella is contracted through inhalation of water particles dispersed in the 
environment: the infectious agent can be found in aerosols that are nebulised by 

sprays or by impact on solid surfaces. If these airborne droplets are contaminated 

with a sufficient amount of bacteria, and are sufficiently small (1-5μm), they are more 

likely to enter the respiratory tract, where they can cause the infection. Anyone can 

be exposed to contaminated water particles at home or at work, in hospitals or in 

public places. Legionella can also spread by air, through old filters and unclean air 

conditioning systems.

The favourable water 
temperature for 
Legionella ranges 
widely, between 5.7 
and 55°C; outside of 
this temperature range, 
the bacterium does not 
survive.

The optimal conditions 
for the proliferation of 
Legionella are found 
where water (25-
42°C) collects, as will 
happen, for example, 
in certain plumbing 
systems, cooling 
towers and evaporative 
condensers of large air 
conditioning systems. 
Legionella replicates in 
environments with pH 
values between 5.4 and 
8.1.


