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Abstract 
Waterborne disease may occur in institutions such as hostels, schools owing to lack of maintenance 

and regular cleaning of water coolers and may flare up into outbreaks if timely action is not taken by 

the concerned authorities. An outbreak investigation was conducted by a multidisciplinary team in 

response to Media Scanning Alert from IDSP ID-6819 titled “Dead Lizard in the Water Cooler- 

student falls sick at JNU demand clean facilities, Delhi”. The team interviewed the affected students 

and their representatives retrospectively. Inspected the hostels, mess and collected drinking water 

samples from the various sources like water coolers of all hostels. There were some cases of non-

specific symptoms suggestive of mild gastroenteritis but cannot be labelled as an outbreak and the 

cases during the month of June-July may be attributed to several causes as a single point source of 

contamination could not be identified. All the water coolers were also found to be clean with tight lid 

and the surrounding areas were clean, residual chorine was low (as attached to RO purifiers) and 

coliform count was 0.  However the hostel authorities were instructed to carry out regular 

maintenance of water coolers and improve the overall hygienic conditions of the mess and hostel. 
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Introduction 

An outbreak investigation was carried out in response to an email communication dated 18 

July 2022 received from Dr. Archana Saini, DSO (NDD), IDSP in connection with Media 

Scanning Alert from IDSP ID-6819 titled “Dead Lizard in the Water Cooler- student falls 

sick at JNU demand clean facilities, Delhi”. A multidisciplinary team was constituted which 

comprised of the following members: 

1. Dr. Ananya Ray Laskar, Associate Professor, Dept. Community Medicine, Lady 

Hardinge Medical College, New Delhi 

2. Dr. Archana Saini, DSO, IDSP  

3. Dr. D.P Singh (ACWA) Delhi Jal Board 

4. Dr. Naveen Kumar, State IDSP Cell 

5. Dr. Hemant Kumar, MCD South Zone 

6. Ms. Poonam Phuloria, Assistant Chemist and Ms. Tara Lab Assistant and field staff 

from Delhi Jal Board 

 

The team was accompanied by male and female wardens and caretakers of the dormitory and 

hostel. The team conducted an investigation in the Narmada Dormitory and Narmada Hostel 

situated in Jawahar Lal Nehru University (JNU) from which the maximum cases were 

reported. All blocks A, B and C were inspected along with thorough investigation of the 

water coolers, the main source of drinking water to all the residents of the dormitory. The 

tankers supplying the water coolers were also inspected and water samples from 6 sites: 

water coolers located in the three blocks of dormitory, common mess area and water tanker 

were also taken for testing residual chlorine, TDS and detailed bacteriological examination. 

Few interviews with the affected and non-affected students were conducted. Most of the 

students who had complained of falling sick were not available at the time of the visit and the 

OPD cards /hospital records could not be scrutinized. Student Representative of Mess  
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Welfare Committee was also interviewed. The potential 

breeding sites for Aedes were also examined in and around 

the dormitory and hostel. 

 

Key Observations and Findings 

The interview with affected students revealed that 17 

students had fallen sick with chief complaints of nausea, 

abdominal discomfort, loss of appetite and few episodes of 

vomiting during the period of June (first week) till July 

2022 with a few sporadic cases in the month of May 2022 

as reported by student representatives, as depicted in the 

figure 1.  

Most of the students had consulted the OPD of AIIMS, 

Safdarjung or Health centre in the campus, but none were 

admitted. No confirmed cases of jaundice were reported by 

any of the cases. This time corresponds to the time when a 

dead lizard was found in the water cooler of block A of 

Narmada Dormitory (30 June). However, no history of 

diarrhoea was reported from any of the student available. 

They also gave history of consuming food from common 

Hostel mess and occasionally from outside. One was also 

taken to the Safdarjung emergency due to complaints of 

abdominal cramps and vomiting. Also, some of the students 

who had fallen sick were not permanent residents of the 

hostel and visited hostel off and on. So, the attack rates 

could not be calculated. The Student Representative of 

Mess Welfare Committee reported that the quality of the 

food was below satisfactory level till June and now 

consorted efforts are being made to improve its quality in 

terms of hygiene, content and taste. On thorough inspection 

of the mess (cooking are, washing area and stores) it was 

observed that the mess is in a deplorable condition and the 

hygiene was also unsatisfactory. The report of the water 

samples has been attached herewith. Aedes breeding was 

also found in 3 sites. 

 

 
 

Conclusion and recommendations 

There were some cases of non-specific symptoms 

suggestive of mild gastroenteritis but cannot be labelled as 

an outbreak and the cases during the month of June-July 

may be attributed to several causes as a single point source 

of contamination could not be identified. All the water 

coolers were also found to be clean with tight lid and the 

surrounding areas were clean, residual chorine was low (as 

attached to RO purifiers) and coliform count was 0.  

However, in view of the observations in the mess area, the 

mess needs to be repaired urgently and training and 

sensitization of the food handlers and mess staff needs to be 

conducted from time to time. It was suggested by the team 

members that periodic sampling of the food and water 

needs to be conducted in liason with MCD authorities and 

AMC of water coolers to done to ensure regular checks on 

drinking water quality.  

Figure 1: Distribution of Cases in the month of May- July 

2022 
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