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Preface 
The following white paper looks at considerations for food production sites with regard to 

indoor air quality (IAQ) both during and post the COVID-19 pandemic.  

The information provided is of relevance to food manufacturing and processing facilities of 

any size and is aimed at job roles with responsibility for food safety and the health and 

safety of employees, including engineering managers, hygiene managers, facilities 

managers, business owners, site managers, health and safety officers etc. 

Information has been collated from a variety of industry organisations, which are referenced 

throughout and are listed under ‘Sources and Further Guidance’ at the end of this white 

paper. Please refer to these sources for more information and context to help guide the 

decision-making process for individual food production sites. 

 

Introduction 

To date, the UK has recorded more than 40,000 deaths, the highest number in Europe. 

However, with the ‘R’ value1 reported to be currently between 0.7 and 1.0, according to the 

Government Office for Science2, lockdown measures are finally easing to allow a return to 

work.  

With an increasing number of people inhabiting communal buildings again, it is vital to put 

in place control measures to prevent the spread of COVID-19. Over the last couple of 

months, industry organisations have published guidance to protect employees from the 

ongoing risks of the coronavirus in the workplace. This white paper considers specific 

measures that relate to indoor air quality (IAQ) and HVAC systems. The recommendations 

outlined are engineering controls and should be used in conjunction with other measures, 

such as social distancing, PPE, hand hygiene etc.3  

 

What We Know About Virus Transmission 
Much research has been conducted into how the coronavirus is transmitted and 

uncertainties still remain. According to the World Health Organization (WHO), ‘COVID-19 



virus is primarily transmitted between people through respiratory droplets and contact 

routes’4.  

Droplet transmission can happen when a person is within a one-meter distance of someone 

with respiratory symptoms (e.g. sneezing, coughing). The WHO tells us that particles of less 

than 5 micrometers (µm) will remain in the air for many minutes or even hours5.  

Transmission may also occur as a result of fomites in the immediate environment of the 

infected person, i.e. contact with surfaces and objects that are likely to carry infection. 

Evidence presented by the New England Journal of Medicine also shows that the virus can 

survive on some surfaces for at least 72 hours6. Preventing airborne transmission will 

therefore help reduce contact transmission due to the build-up of virus particles on 

surfaces.  

In light of the above, safety in the workplace could be compromised unless specific 

measures are taken. There now follows an outline of the recommendations made by 

industry bodies with regard to HVAC-related engineering controls.  

 

Industry Body Recommendations 

Avoid Recirculating Air 

The Chartered Institution of Building Services Engineers (CIBSE) says, ‘It is recommended 

that any ventilation or air conditioning system that normally runs with a recirculation mode 

should now be set up to run on full outside air where this is possible’7. This advice is echoed 

by the Federation of European Heating, Ventilation and Air Conditioning Associations 

(REHVA), the UK Health and Safety Executive (HSE) and most recently by the British 

Standards Intitution (BSI). According to CIBSE, using fresh air rather than recirculated air will 

help prevent any pockets of stagnant air but the organisation states that ‘calculating the 

appropriate volume of outside air, and reconfiguring existing air handling systems to provide 

it, needs expertise’8. CIBSE advises that businesses should avoid recirculation/transfer of air 

from one room to another ‘unless this is the only way of providing adequately high 

ventilation to all occupied rooms’9.  

Review Ventilation Strategy  

CIBSE also specifies that it is important to conduct a review of ‘all shared spaces’10. This will 

also apply to individual food production areas. As recommended by the Building Engineering 

Services Association (BESA), consider any measures that might have been implemented over 

the past few months that may be restricting the airflow, such as the introduction of partitions 

for social distancing reasons11. 

HVDS recommends using a Risk Assessment template to conduct a comprehensive survey of 

your building or production area. Contact us to request a survey by our accredited engineers 

or a copy of our risk assessment template. 

https://www.hvds.co.uk/contact-us/


Increase Ventilation Operating Times 

In the REHVA COVID-19 guidance document of April 3, 2020, the Federation of European 

Heating, Ventilation and Air Conditioning Associations (REHVA) recommends increasing the 

air supply and exhaust ventilation operation times in buildings with mechanical ventilation 

systems12. The ScienceDirect Environment International paper published online on 27th May 

advises, however, that ‘this is not via a simple ‘flick of a switch’’, due to the complexity of 

HVAC systems, which are usually tailored to the specific requirements of individual 

buildings. Apart from ventilation rate, the other requirements that need to be considered 

include temperature control, relative humidity, air flow direction and distribution. The paper 

states that ‘such systems can be specifically customised as needed by HVAC engineers, e.g. 

to reduce the risks of airborne transmission13. 

Implement a More Frequent and Rigorous Cleaning Regime 

There has been no direct link established between the spread of coronavirus and the 

cleanliness of ventilation systems. REHVA says that ‘viruses attached to small particles will 

not deposit easily in ventilation ducts and normally will be carried out by the air flow’14. 

However, George Friend, chair of BESA’s Ventilation Hygiene Group, says, ‘It is more 

important than ever if systems are operating on full fresh air that ductwork is properly 

clean’15. Indeed, HVAC system cleaning remains vital at this time, and industry experts are 

predicting a greater focus on ventilation hygiene going forward. Furthermore, should a 

facility need to move to a higher risk category as a result of changes brought about by the 

pandemic, it will be subject to ‘more frequent ventilation cleaning’16.  

Cleaning should be carried out in accordance with the BRCGS Food Safety Issue 8, Section 6, 
which ‘gives guidance on best engineering practice with regard to the ongoing maintenance, 
condition and hygiene monitoring of ventilation equipment’. All parts of the air handling 

system should be inspected in line with Issue 8, including but not limited to cooling coils, 

fans, motors and the sides, walls and floor of the air handling unit (AHU). 

The BESA warns that cutting back on ventilation hygiene could increase the risk of grease 

extract system fires and that grease build-up should be kept below 200 microns17. The new 

BESA good practice guide ‘TR19 Grease’ is specifically aimed at kitchen extract cleaning and 

includes a schedule that explains how to calculate the required frequency of cleaning in 

order to manage fire risk. The wider TR19 standard establishes safe levels of ventilation 

hygiene for all types of building and mirrors the international standard BS EN 1578018. 

Increase Frequency of Air Filter Changes 

As well as advocating increased cleaning, the BESA recommends more regular filter changes 

to combat microbial growth on filters19. In addition, according to REHVA, clogged air filters 

‘reduce supply airflow which has a negative effect on indoor contaminations’20. 

CIBSE advises that air filters should be changed with systems turned off21 and they should 

be disposed of responsibly. 

HVDS would also recommend changing filters to a set schedule rather than to pressure drop 

readings. This is a more preventative course of action and eliminates the risk of overlooking 

this crucial element of maintaining an air handling system. 

https://www.brcgs.com/brcgs/food-safety/


Consider Using a Finer Grade of Filtration 

HEPA (high efficiency particulate air) filters are used as a final stage of air filtration in AHUs 

in buildings that require a higher level of contamination control, such as in hospitals, 

research laboratories and certain food production facilities. HEPA filters offer increased 

protection from airborne microbial contamination, as they are able to trap 99.97% of 

airborne particles 0.3 microns in diameter or larger. Read more about HEPA filters here.  

Not all AHU fans, however, are capable of creating the extra airflow necessary to push air 

through HEPA filters, although secondary filters can be increased to F9/ISO 16890 ePM1 

80% (High Care Production requirement). 

Check Rotary Heat Exchangers for Leakage 

Newer HVAC systems may have heat exchangers. According to REHVA, these may carry over 

the virus attached to particles from the exhaust air side to the supply air side via leaks. 

Under certain conditions, these virus particles in extract air can re-enter the building. Rotors 

(also called enthalpy wheels) where poorly designed or maintained, may be prone to 

leakage. However, ‘Virus particle transmission via heat recovery devices is not an issue 

when a HVAC system is equipped with a twin coil unit or another heat recovery device that 

guarantees 100% air separation between return and supply side’22.  
 

CIBSE recommends bypassing the thermal wheel. If the wheel can’t be bypassed, the rotor 

should be turned off and the ventilation rates increased. In addition, heat recovery 

equipment should be regularly inspected and the pressure difference measured. If 

necessary, this should be corrected using dampers23.  

Test and Maintain Local Exhaust Ventilation (LEV) Equipment as Normal 

LEV testing remains a statutory requirement and the COSHH Regulations 2002 still apply 

during the COVID-19 pandemic. If your business remains open and your process and 

machinery are running, the HSE guidelines state that you must still manage the risk to 

protect your employees. According to the British Occupational Hygiene Society (BOHS), 

‘Where LEV is required it is a necessary to undertake a thorough examination and test of 

each system at a minimum frequency of every 14 months, in order to comply with the 

law’24. If your process and machinery are not currently operating, according to HSE 

guidelines, a LEV system should be subject to a thorough examination and test prior to 

restarting. The position with regard to LEV at this time is constantly under review.  

 

Summary of recommendations 

1. Avoid recirculating air 

2. Review ventilation strategy 

3. Increase ventilation operating times 

4. Implement a more frequent and rigorous cleaning regime 

5. Increase frequency of air filter changes 

6. Consider using a finer grade of filtration 

7. Check rotary heat exchangers for leakage 

8. Test and maintain LEV equipment as normal 

https://www.hvds.co.uk/the-role-of-hepa-filters-in-contamination-control/
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