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Poor regulatory safeguards leave farmworkers 

suffocating in the face of increasing heat waves
M·nicaCordero, Investigate Midwest, and Eva Tesfaye, Harvest Public Media

Associated Press

HEALTH

JuanPe¶a,28,hasworkedinthefieldssincechildhood,often

exposinghisbodytoextremeheatlikethewavehittingthe

Midwestthisweek.

Theheatcancausesuchdeeppaininhiswholebodythathe

justwantstoliedown,hesaid.Itsuckshisdesiretowork,as

hisbodytellshimhecanôttakeanotherhotdayonthejob.On

thosedays,hisonlymotivationtogetoutofbedistoearn

dollarstosendtohis10-month-oldbabyinMexico.

Farmworkers,suchasPe¶aandthecrewheleadsinIowa,are

unprotectedagainstheat-relatedillnesses.Theyare35times

morelikelytodiefromheatexposurethanworkersinother

sectors,accordingtotheNationalInstitutesofHealth,andthe

absenceofafederalheatregulationthatguaranteestheir

safetyandlifeïwhenscientistshavewarnedthatglobal

warmingwillcontinueïincreasesthatrisk.

https://www.jsonline.com/story/news/health/2023/08/25/farmworkers-suffocating-in-the-face-of-increasing-heat-waves/70671651007/

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC8861180/


The Hidden Toll of Agriculture
Farmworkers' Struggle with Heat Stress and Inadequate Safeguards

ÅFarmworkers are especially vulnerable to heat stress due to 
the strenuous nature of their work, performed primarily 
outdoors, with a high workload, long duration of work

ÅThey are induced to work under duress
ǅOften paid by the pound rather than by the hour (aka Piece-rate), 

ǅLow job decision latitude

ǅPoor safety climate

ÅNo federal OSHA heat standard (only a few states have one)
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Extreme Heat events 1976 -2016
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Observed US temperature change
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risk of heat stress worse
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Illinois changes 
in Ambient temperature 
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Extreme heat

Flash flood

Rip current

Extreme cold

Tornado

Thunderstorm wind

Avalanche

High Wind

Winter storm

Tropical storm/hurricane

River flood

Lightning strike

Dust storm

Fire Weather

Ice

Mud slide

Coastal storm

Miscellaneous

Number of deaths due to 
weather conditions in the 
United States in 2021
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Heat 
Related 
Illness
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Heat Illness

Heat 
Rash 

Heat 
Cramps 

Heat 
Syncope 

Heat 
Exhaustion 
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Heat Rash
Also known as miliaria or prickly 
heat, is a skin condition caused 
by blocked sweat ducts
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Heat Rash
Self limiting illness

1.Stop activity and allow skin to dry 

2.Increase fluid intake 

3.Good personal hygiene

4.See doctor if persists, signs of infection



Heat Cramps 
ÅPainful spasm of 
muscles from work

ÅDue to salt (Na) 
deficiency

ÅOnset during 
or after work



Heat Cramps
Self limiting illness 
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Heat Syncope
Fainting when standing up
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Heat Exhaustion

ÅMedical Illness 

ÅFever

ÅNon-specific symptoms 

ǅCool, pale, clammy skin

ǅStomach nausea or vomiting

ǅFaint or dizzy



Heat Exhaustion
Get your workers temperature down

1. Get into a cool area 

2. Lie down, feet elevated 

3. Soaked towels, ice packs 

4. Drink water (max 1.5L in 1 hour) 

5. >30 minutes seek medical review 



Heat Stroke
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Heat related Illness
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