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Emergency proposals
stress safety in the
heat

State submits plan
following five heat-linked
deaths this month.

By Dennis Pollock / The Fresno Bee

Emergency regulations to prevent
heat-related deaths and illness
were submitted Friday to state
regulators.

A farmworker wears a bandana to shield
himself from the sun in the plum harvest
in Goshen. Emergency rules now before
state regulators would aim to protect
farmworkers and other employees from
heat stress.

Richard Darby / The Fresno Bee

The proposed rules follow five
deaths in California this month
that were either confirmed or
possibly heat-related, according to
the state Division of Occupational
Safety and Health.
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farms in Kern County, one was in
a melon field near Huron and
another at a Fresno construction
site. A fifth occurred in El Centro.
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The emergency regulations focus on actions that can be taken
immediately by employers and workers to address heat stress.

"These emergency regulations are a historic breakthrough for
farmworkers," said Arturo Rodriguez, president of the United Farm
Workers. "It is tragic that farmworkers had to die before government
took action. But Gov. Schwarzenegger has done what three previous
governors didn't do — he, Sen. Dean Florez and Assembly Member Judy
Chu [D-Monterey Park] took action, and we applaud them."

Chu's proposed Assembly Bill 805 is aimed at protecting farmworkers
from heat stress. Florez held a "Meeting in the Sun" on Thursday in
Shafter to call attention to the issue.

Barry Bedwell, president of the California Grape and Tree Fruit League
in Fresno, said he was "gratified the administration has acted in a
timely manner.

"These regulations apply to all employees outdoors, a basic point that
has to be understood," he said. "The sun does not play favorites."

Manuel Cunha Jr., president of the Nisei Farmers League in Fresno, said
he believes the proposals are "a workable set of regulations. This gives
some clarity on the heat-stress issue for growers, construction people
and others."

Chu called the proposals "a really good first step."
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She said the only missing element from her bill was "recovery periods,"
proposed periodic breaks on the hour when temperatures reach certain
thresholds.

She said her legislation, already approved in the Assembly, will move
forward, and, she added, there is no guarantee permanent regulations
will be developed.

Florez said, "There are and always will be some bad actors in every
industry, but with these new regulations will come tangible
consequences for those who continue to mistreat their workers and put
their lives in jeopardy."

OSHA officials Friday submitted the proposed emergency regulations to
the state Occupational Safety and Health Standards Board.

The board is expected to meet in early August to vote on the
emergency regulations. Once approved, they will be in effect for 120
days, at which time they will lapse if the board does not adopt them as
permanent regulations.

The proposed regulations would:

Require education of employees and supervisors likely to be exposed to
heat stress on how to prevent heat-related illness and what to do
should it occur.

Reiterate existing law requiring water to be available at all times, and
ensure that workers understand the importance of drinking water
frequently.

Require that access to a shaded area is available to any worker
suffering from heat illness or needing shade to prevent the onset of
illness.

Require the board to review, by no later than Jan. 1, the feasibility of
providing shade for rest periods for outdoor employment.

"With two months left in the heat season, it is imperative that action be
taken immediately to protect those who work outside," said John Rea,
director of the Department of Industrial Relations. "Among the
provisions of the regulations, the real key is education for both
employees and supervisors. The best way to battle heat illness is to
avoid it in the first place, and proper education helps achieve that
goal."

Those whose deaths focused added attention on heat stress included:

Salud Zamudio Rodriguez, a 43-year-old fieldworker who died while
harvesting bell peppers July 13 near Arvin.

Ramon Hernandez, 42, who was found dead in a melon field near Huron
on July 15.

Gonzolo Chavez Jr., a laborer who was found dead at a golf course
construction site near Marks Avenue and Kearney Boulevard in Fresno
on July19.

Augustine Gudino, 42, of Visalia, whose body was found in a Kern
County vineyard July 21.

Eduardo Martinez Morales, a 48-year-old plasterer, who collapsed and
died at a job site in El Centro.

"When temperatures rise, the hundreds of thousands of Californians
who work in the fields, on construction sites and outdoors under the
sun face the risk of heat-related illnesses," Schwarzenegger said. "The
regulations released today will make an immediate difference by
providing training and other steps that both employers and employees
can take to prevent these injuries."




The Division of Occupational Safety and Health is already educating
employers and workers on how to avoid heat stress. It has launched a
campaign that includes an advisory bulletin, a Spanish-language radio
blitz and a Web page outlining preventive measures.

The reporter can be reached at dpollock@fresnobee.com or (559) 441-
6364.
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