





Adam Dean, a political scientist who researches labor conditions at the George
Washington University and has studied California’s heat illness regulations, said
issuing the advisory was a prudent move because an off-season heat event can be
more dangerous.

“The first day of working in extreme heat is the riskiest for workers,” Dean said.
“There is high turnover in low-wage sectors like agriculture, construction and
transportation, so many people working in those jobs today may not have received
any heat-related training yet. According to OSHA, 50% of heat-related worker deaths
occur on the first day of work, and 70% occur during the first week.”

Dean said some of the most vulnerable workers are employed in agriculture,
construction and transportation. “Delivery trucks that lack air conditioning can get
well over 100 degrees —maybe as high as 120 or even 140 degrees,” he said. “That’s
obviously extremely risky and dangerous.”

A California paradox

California is a paradox when it comes to protecting workers from what can be
deadly heat illness. The state has among the most stringent protections in the nation
and was the first to adopt an outdoor heat standard in 2005.

But a scathing audit last year by the state auditor found that severe staffing
shortages have meant the majority of the agency’s workplace investigations are
conducted by letter rather than in person —an approach that relies on employers
largely policing themselves.

Garrett Brown is a former safety and health officer at Cal-OSHA who served as
special assistant to former Cal-OSHA Chief Ellen Widess between 2011 and 2014 and
publishes a watchdog newsletter. He said staffing shortages are a major problem
when it comes to enforcing heat regulations.

Brown said 35% of the agency’s inspector positions are vacant, and nine
enforcement offices around the state have vacancy rates of 50% or more.

“The years-long under-staffing of Cal-OSHA field inspectors means the agency is
crippled in its ability to protect workers — both outdoors and indoors — from this
week’s extreme heat event,” Brown said.

Adding to the problem, Brown said, is that Cal-OSHA has only 23 bilingual inspectors
for 19 million workers the state. “(This makes) “effective communication with
Spanish-speaking farmworkers, construction laborers, and warehouse workers
difficult,” he said.

Dean said he read the state auditor’s findings and found them concerning. Still, he






