California Heat Puts Farm Workers at Risk
by Anna North
 Sept. 3, 2015 – California’s drought has forced cities to cut back on water and (some) farmers to let their fields go fallow.  But increasingly hot, dry weather in the state may have its most dire effect on some of the people who plant and pick its crops.
According to Esther Yu-Hsi Lee at ThinkProgress, extreme summer heat in California is putting farm workers at risk of illness and death.
The United Farm Workers union believes around 30 workers died from heat-related causes between 2005 and 2013, including one worker who was just 17 years old.  California occupational health regulations require that employers provide shade when the temperature goes above 80, frequent breaks when it exceeds 95, and a water source “located as close as it is feasible to place it to the areas where employees are working.”
But Ms. Lee notes that in one case, “as close as it is feasible” appears to have meant a mile away.  And farm workers who are paid by how much produce they pick may not want — or be able to afford — to take a water break.
Not all farm workers necessarily know there are regulations in place to protect them, especially if they don’t speak English.  Many farm workers are undocumented — they may fear deportation if they report workplace violations, and they may have few options when it comes to seeking other work.
Though heat-related deaths have dropped since the state adopted the regulations, Ms. Lee writes, heat-related illnesses have not.  The problem could get worse — according to Roberto Mera of the Union of Concerned Scientists, nighttime temperatures in California’s Central Valley are rising, meaning those who live and work there (including many farm workers) have less opportunity to recover from hot days.  A heat wave in 2006, he writes, resulted in emergency room visits, hospitalizations and as many as 146 deaths; Latino residents of agricultural areas were especially at risk.
In a recent op-ed at Project Syndicate, Bill Gates argued that the world’s poorest farmers would face the greatest harm from climate change.  He was referring primarily to farmers in the developing world, but that principle may apply in the United States, too: As climate change grows more severe, those with the least political and economic clout will be most vulnerable to its effects.
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