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LAMONT, US: A farmworker picks grapes in the Kern County town of Lamont, California, where record heat has fuelled drought and wildfires. — AFP

LAMONT, US: Irma Gomez has worked in 
California’s Central Valley, one of the world’s 
most productive agricultural regions, for near-
ly a decade-but she has never experienced a 
year as hot as this one, so hot that a colleague 
collapsed and died in the fields. “It’s worry-
ing,” Gomez says. “It could happen to any of 
us.” Rising temperatures are increasingly 
threatening workers in the United States, 
endangering their health as well as their per-
formance. 

And that has major economic consequences 
for the entire country, according to two recent 
studies. The United States already loses an 

estimated $100 billion annually due to heat-
related dips in productivity, says a report by 
the Adrienne Arsht-Rockefeller Foundation’s 
Resilience Center, a Washington DC-based 
think tank. If no action is taken to curb global 
warming, losses will reach $200 billion by 
2030 and $500 billion by 2050, the study 
says. “When you are slowed down and you 
need to have a break to have cold drinks and 
get in the shade, you produce less,” says 
Kathy Baughman McLeod, director of the 
Resilience Center. 

The first impact of such slowdowns is on 
workers’ income. “In many fields like agricul-

ture, workers are paid hourly or paid by the 
piece,” says Kristina Dahl, co-author of a 
study conducted by the Union of Concerned 
Scientists, a non-governmental organization 
specializing in issues such as global warming. 

“So if the workers are getting that time out 
and not being compensated for it, then that 
has implications for their financial well-being 
as well.” Gomez, 37, said there has been less 
work this year because of the heat-and it has 
affected her basic needs, like her ability to pay 
for housing. 

Unable to work eight-hour days, she 
received $1,700 a month this summer, $700 

less than the same period last year. For her, the 
difference is equivalent to a month’s rent. 

As the heat continues to rise, breaks will 
only become more frequently necessary, warns 
the Union of Concerned Scientists. Three mil-
lion workers in the United States experience at 
least one working week each year in tempera-
tures above 37.7 degrees Celsius (100 degrees 
Fahrenheit), where heat puts them at risk. If 
current weather patterns continue, by the mid-
dle of the century, some 18.4 million people 
will be working more than a week in such 
extreme conditions-which means more breaks 
to protect health. — AFP 
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