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'I was asking for

and campaigns of intimidation against workers who call out their
employers due to job safety concerns during the coronavirus
pandemic.  (FREDERIC J. BROWN/AFP via Getty Images)

Last summer, Imelda Arroyo and a co-
worker at an Oakland fast food restaurant
filed a complaint with the California agency
in charge of enforcing health and safety
regulations in the workplace. Colleagues
had been diagnosed with COVID-19 but
their boss hadn’t notified the staff, and had
failed to ensure all employees and
customers wore face masks, Arroyo said.

"I felt like they were putting us and
customers at too great of a risk,” she said in
Spanish. “I was afraid. I knew that at any
moment I could get sick at work, and get
my family sick.”

The mother of three worried about bringing
the coronavirus home to her kids and a
diabetic sister with a higher risk of severe
illness. She wanted state inspectors to come
investigate quickly and make her workplace
safer.

But in the months that followed, her
employers at the restaurant still failed to
follow state rules to prevent exposure to the
virus, and more co-workers got infected,
she said.

“I was asking for protection,”
said Arroyo, who submitted

https://www.dir.ca.gov/dosh/dosh_publications/COVIDOnePageFS.pdf


protection. But
they didn’t listen
to me, and they
took too long.'
—Imelda Arroyo, Oakland

fast food worker

her complaint to Cal/OSHA in
June 2020 after trying
unsuccessfully to get her
manager to address the
concerns. “But they didn’t
listen to me, and they took too
long.”

When Arroyo finally heard back from
Cal/OSHA nine months later, on Feb. 22,
2021, officials said their inspection had
found no violations at the restaurant. Yet
no Cal/OSHA inspector had ever
interviewed her, she said.

For years, Cal/OSHA, formally known as
the Division of Occupational Safety and
Health, has been understaffed. But
vacancies in the ranks of field inspectors,
who conduct investigations, only worsened
during the pandemic, crippling the agency’s
ability to protect millions of workers who
faced new risks from COVID-19.

Now, as the head of Cal/OSHA and the
state’s labor secretary are in line for top
positions in the Biden administration, the
lack of enforcement in California is facing
new scrutiny.

“Enforcement of health and safety
regulations has been minimal to non-
existent due to the lack of occupational
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situation. It has
never been this
bad.'
—Garrett Brown, former

Cal/OSHA field inspector

but others have left, and 52
positions – 22% of the total –
remained vacant statewide as
of April 30, according to
officials with the Department
of Industrial Relations, which oversees
Cal/OSHA.

“It’s a very sad situation. It has never been
this bad,” said Garrett Brown, a former
field inspector who worked for more than
two decades at Cal/OSHA, and who has
been tracking low staffing levels at the
agency since the 1990s. “And it has just a
tremendously adverse, harmful impact on
the health, safety and rights of workers in
California.”

Since the pandemic began, Cal/OSHA has
received 13,000 complaints related to
COVID-19, out of about 18,500 complaints
overall. The agency conducted on-site,
workplace inspections in 18% of the
coronavirus cases, while responding to the
rest with letters requiring employers to
address safety and health concerns. As of
May 20, the agency had issued citations for
550 violations, assessing $5.1 million in
proposed penalties.

A spokeswoman with the Department of
Industrial Relations said both agencies
“have been working hard” to find qualified
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