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How to protect workers from valley fever exposure
By James Yoro and Beatriz Trejo

H
idden in the fertile soil of Kern County lies Coccidiodes immitis, or valley 
fever as the locals have come to call it. Although the fungus that causes 
valley fever can be found in most of California, it disproportionately affects 
Kern County and its many outdoor-related businesses. 

A recent cluster of work-related cases of valley fever in the Central Valley have drawn 
attention to the related health risks faced by many California workers whose jobs may 
expose them to fungal spores found in soil. 

The fungus lives in the top 2 to 12 inches of soil, and it can  
easily become airborne when the soil is disturbed by activities 
such as digging or plowing, or even by high winds. Once the 
spores enter the body, symptoms may not develop for seven to 20 
days. The symptoms of valley fever vary from person to person. 
For some, valley fever will manifest in the form of a common 
cold, which may not require medical attention. For others, valley 
fever will manifest in the form of severe pneumonia-like symptoms, 
rashes and arthritis-like pain. The fungus can disseminate to other 
parts of the body including bones, brain, liver, kidney and spinal 
cord. At this point, the disease can be life threatening. 

So how can employers minimize the risk of valley fever  
exposure? 

Determine if the worksite is in an area where valley fever is 
endemic (consistently present). Check with your local health 
department to determine whether cases have been known to occur 
in the proximity of your work area.

When working with soil, make sure to keep disturbed soil wet.
Stabilize soil piles by using ground covers, such as tarps.

Limit workers’ exposure to outdoor dust in disease-endemic areas. For example, sus-
pend work during heavy wind or dust storms and minimize the amount of soil disturbed.

Employers should take measures to avoid transporting the fungus off-site by cleaning 

tools, equipment and vehicles. If employees’ clothing is likely to be heavily contaminated 
with dust, provide coveralls.

When exposure to dust is unavoidable, provide NIOSH-approved respiratory pro-
tection with particulate filters rated as N95, N99, N100, P100 or HEPA. Household 
materials such as washcloths, bandanas and handkerchiefs do not protect workers from 
breathing in dust and spores.

Employers have a legal responsibility to immediately report to Cal/OSHA any serious 
injury, illness or death, including any due to valley fever, if the injury occurred in a 
place of employment or in connection with any employment. 

– James Yoro is senior partner at Chain | Cohn | Stiles, where he manages the law 
firm’s workers’ compensation practice, and has nearly 40 years of experience in his 
field. Beatriz Trejo is an associate attorney in the workers’ compensation department 
at Chain | Cohn | Stiles.
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When working with soil, it’s important to keep disturbed soil wet.


