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Recirculating air filtration device use in NSW hospitals 

Background 
Portable recirculating air filtration devices are being promoted as a way of 
improving the air quality within hospitals to reduce the transmission of 
COVID-19. The National COVID-19 Clinical Evidence Taskforce has not 
provided a recommendation for use of these devices in the hospital 
environment; however some health services are currently using these 
devices. 
Air filtration devices work by pulling air in through a HEPA-filter which 
removes particles and returns clean air into the room. These devices do not 
provide fresh air. Fresh air is provided by the mechanical ventilation system, 
noting some older hospitals will use natural ventilation.  
The purpose of this Safety Information Notice is to ensure: 
1. the choice to use these devices is informed by evidence
2. where these devices are used, the selection is guided by a technical

performance specification. This will ensure that matters such as
placement, performance, consumables, maintenance, and spare parts
are considered.

Current evidence 
In most modern health care facilities, air change rates are a minimum of six 
per hour which provides a ventilation rate consistent with advice from the 
World Health Organisation (WHO). The WHO only recommends the use of  
portable air filtration devices when: 

• a minimum of six air changes per hour cannot be achieved
• improvements to the air recirculation is not possible or optimal1.

The United States Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) details that ‘air 
cleaning may be useful when used along with source control and ventilation, 
but it is not a substitute for either method’2. Understanding the ventilation in 
any clinical environment used to accommodate patients with COVID-19 is a 
first step in evaluating its suitability. Details on the design of contemporary 
hospital ventilation systems can be found in NSW Health GL2021_014 
Engineering Services, Table 8: Ventilation and service requirements3. 
There is limited evidence for the use of these devices and most studies are 
reporting reduction of aerosol exposure and not transmission of SARS-CoV-
2 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10. What little evidence exists for a reduction in disease 
transmission, none were for COVID-19 and ‘none of the studies retrieved 
were randomized trials with direct evidence’11.  Although a recent Australian 
study has concluded that ‘air cleaners may be useful in clinical spaces to 
help reduce the risk of acquisition of respiratory viruses that are transmitted 
via aerosols’, it did not demonstrate a clinical benefit in reduced 
transmission, and instead reported on the failure to detect virus in the 
environment12. 

See page 2 for recommendations 
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Recommendations 
• The research supporting the routine use of portable air filtration devices in hospital settings is not yet

conclusive and indications for use are typically based on the failure to detect virus in the environment
rather than reduced human to human transmission of COVID-19. In addition, the WHO recommends
the use of these devices where the mechanical ventilation system is deficient and not as an adjunct to
a well ventilated environment.

• The Technical Performance Specification, attached to this Safety Information advice, should be used
to assist LHD/ Networks to select recirculating air filtration devices.

• Operational matters will also need to be considered and implemented to eliminate risks associated
with routine cleaning and filter changes. For example, filter changes will not be carried out in clinical
areas as a ‘safe change’ procedure will be needed as is currently the approach used with routine filter
changes.

• Consultation with an environmental engineer, work health and safety and infection prevention and
control advisors are recommended before purchasing an air filtration device to ensure all issues
detailed in this Safety Information advice and Technical Performance Specification have been
considered.

Suggested actions for the Local Health Districts/Networks 
1. Distribute this Safety Information Sheet to relevant staff including clinical managers, procurement,

cleaning and maintenance services.
2. Develop local processes that support the above recommendations.
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