Valley Fever Center for Excellence Promotes Awareness of Disease that Affects Tens of Thousands of Arizonans
A recent survey shows a significant number of insurance providers cover diagnostic lab tests for Valley fever, according to researchers.
Researchers at the University of Arizona College of Medicine – Tucson’s Valley Fever Center for Excellence are offering educational resources to patients and providers during Valley Fever Awareness Week, Nov. 13-21. The disease, which features flu-like symptoms, affects approximately 150,000 people a year, mostly in Arizona.
“Each year, thousands of people move to Arizona from places where Valley fever doesn’t exist, and they have no knowledge of the disease,” said John Galgiani, MD, director of the Valley Fever Center for Excellence, professor of medicine and member of the BIO5 Institute. “They don’t know what causes it, what the symptoms look like, or when and how to get tested for it.”
Even people who have lived in Arizona their entire lives, including doctors, may be unfamiliar with the disease, Galgiani said. People with Valley fever often are misdiagnosed and prescribed medications that are ineffective against Valley fever. That delay in care may result in someone developing a more serious and potentially deadly infection that might have been avoided with earlier intervention.  
The good news is a significant number of insurance providers that serve Arizona cover the cost of Valley fever diagnostic tests, according to a recent survey by Amy Grizzle, PharmD, associate director of the Center for Health Outcomes and PharmacoEconomic Research in the UArizona R. Ken Coit College of Pharmacy.
Dr. Grizzle and her students – UArizona student Brittanie Hoang and R. Ken Coit College of Pharmacy students Chloe Grace Rose, Joshua Kessler, and Jennifer Weisbrod – found 15 insurance providers in Arizona confirmed they cover test costs if ordered in a primary care or urgent care setting. Eleven of those indicated the test would be covered without prior authorization. 
 “If the cost of the test is covered by insurance, I believe more tests are likely to get done, and with more accurate diagnoses, effective treatment can begin sooner,” Dr. Galgiani said. 
It is estimated that 43% of Valley fever cases take longer than a month to be correctly diagnosed.
“Many people with acute symptoms of fever, fatigue, cough, shortness of breath, muscle aches or joint pain will go to an urgent care or primary care clinic. Because the symptoms are so similar to flu, bacterial pneumonia or COVID-19, they may be misdiagnosed,” Dr. Galgiani said. “We want patients to know they should ask their doctors about getting tested for Valley fever. It’s a simple blood test and there’s really no risk or harm in getting it done and making sure an accurate diagnosis is made.”
Valley fever, also known as coccidioidomycosis, is primarily a disease of the lungs caused by the inhalation of airborne particles of the fungus Coccidioides, which is found in the southwestern U.S. and northwestern Mexico. 
While half of the people who get Valley fever remain asymptomatic, others will experience a weeks- to months-long respiratory illness that annually affects approximately 1% of the population in Arizona and central California. Ten percent of every 100,000 patients will develop complications that can result in long-term treatment and medical care, permanent disability or death. The disease has an economic impact of nearly $1.5 billion in California and Arizona each year.
There is currently no cure or vaccine for Valley fever, but antifungal medications can help keep the more serious complications at bay. A recent study led by Valley Fever Center for Excellence researchers tested a potential canine vaccine that was shown to be effective in preventing the disease in dogs. A successful canine vaccine could lead to the development of a vaccine for humans.
For more information, visit the Valley Fever Center for Excellence website or Facebook page.

