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"Because California recognizes valley fever as a disease that is compensable
as a work-related illness, they actually have surveillance data

related to valley

fever and occupation. Arizona does not identify cocci as a compensable work-
related disease. There is no systematic way to look and see

if occupation could

be related to valley

fever in Arizona."

Dr. Rebecca Sunenshine

Medical director for the Health Observatory

at Arizona State University

Among the people at high risk for a potentially deadly lung infection called
valley fever are outdoor workers exposed to airborne dust, but they have
little protection in Arizona.

Valley fever, a fungal disease also called coccidioidomycosis or "cocci," has
increased in incidence over the past decade in Arizona and in other areas
such as California's Central Valley and Central Coast where the Coccidioides
soil fungus spores that cause valley fever live and grow.

Arizona typically reports the highest number of valley fever cases in the
United States, and California reports the second-highest number.
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As of June 2, Arizona was reporting 4,615 cases in 2026. But unlike Arizona,
California has a history of recognizing valley fever as a work-related illness,
and as of 2019 it has had a law that requires construction employers in areas
with high rates of valley fever to provide annual valley fever awareness
training for their workers.

The geographic area where the soil fungus is found has expanded and several
recent studies suggest that changing weather patterns could further expand
the areas where it grows, underscoring a need for data to predict who is
most at risk.

California's 2019 law on awareness training for construction workers makes
"a lot of sense" in areas where valley fever is endemic, said Dr. Rebecca
Sunenshine, medical director for the Health Observatory at Arizona State
University. Yet without a surveillance system in place to detect work-related
valley fever, it would be difficult to get similar legislation passed in Arizona,
she said.

"Because California recognizes valley fever as a disease that is compensable
as a work-related illness, they actually have surveillance data related to
valley fever and occupation," Sunenshine said. "Arizona does not identify
cocci as a compensable work-related disease. There is no systematic way to
look and see if occupation could be related to valley fever in Arizona."

Compensable means a workplace injury or illness that meets the state's legal
criteria for financial payouts. Each state has its own standards on what is
compensable. Valley fever has been compensable in California for decades,
though that doesn't mean every valley fever work-related claim in California
gets a payout.

Arizona has no publicly available data on valley fever outbreaks among
outdoor workers, nor on the jobs that are most affected. Valley fever in
Arizona historically has been underfunded and reliant on federal dollars and
one-time grants, which is why a $3.3 million, three-year grant in 2022 to a
collaborative valley fever research project among the three state-funded
universities was historic.
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Funding earmarked for valley fever within the Arizona Department of Health
Services budget is $200,000 from the federal government to pay for testing
at the Arizona State Public Health Laboratory and epidemiological activities
such as assisting counties with case investigations, department spokesperson
Magda Rodriguez wrote in an email.

Like Arizona, California has no dedicated state funding for valley fever in the
current fiscal year. Its federal funding from the U.S. Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention is $608,000, officials with the California Department
of Public Health wrote in an email.

Dr. John Galgiani, who is executive director of the University of Arizona Valley
Fever Center for Excellence, would like valley fever to have the same
awareness as Lyme disease, a well-known tick-borne illness common on the
East Coast and rare in Arizona, yet still highly familiar to many people.

"People who didn't grow up here, they don't know about valley fever,"
Galgiani said. "We should have banners in sports stadiums here because
athletes can get it."

Galgiani handed out valley fever information cards earlier in 2026 at the
Tucson Gem & Mineral Show, which attracts tens of thousands of visitors, and
also printed cards for distribution at the Tucson Festival of Books.

If visitors develop one or more of a list of symptoms, the card cautions, "you
may have developed valley fever." The symptoms are: cough, problem
breathing, chest pain, various sorts of rashes, fever, drenching night sweats,
exceptional fatigue and diffuse muscle and joint pain.

"A valley fever blood test is needed to distinguish this from other causes,"
the card says.

Arizona case law: High threshold to prove valley fever is job-related

In California, employers are required to report workers with suspected valley
fever symptoms under Title 8 of the California Code of Regulations. That's not
the case in Arizona.
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The only time that Arizona employers must report valley fever to the state is
when a worker is hospitalized because of valley fever. In those cases,
employers are required to report the hospitalization to the Arizona Division of
Occupational Safety and Health within 24 hours, and the reporting
requirement is separate from compensation, according to Charles Carpenter,
a spokesperson for the Industrial Commission of Arizona.

Anyone in Arizona who wants to file a workers' compensation claim that they
got ill from valley fever on the job is going to face an uphill battle. That's due
to both the way the state's occupational disease statute is written and the
way the court system has interpreted it.

A 1975 Court of Appeals decision set the standard when it found that valley
fever is not compensable because the fungus that causes it is so prevalent
that it's not possible to prove whether the worker contracted the disease as a
result of their job, "at home, at play or anywhere else."

Phoenix attorney Javier Grajeda, a board-certified Arizona workers'
compensation specialist who has represented injured workers in workers'
compensation claims for 15 years, says he's never taken on a valley fever
case. Workers rarely have enough or the kind of evidence of exposure that is
needed to meet the high threshold for that kind of claim, he said.

In order for Arizona to recognize valley fever as an occupational illness, he
said the Legislature would need to explicitly recognize it and outline the
requirements a worker must meet for a compensable claim. Arizona could
refer to California's criteria as a model, but that is unlikely to happen,
Grajeda said.

Arizona's definition of occupational disease says six conditions must be met
before a disease is considered as arising out of employment. One of those
conditions is that the disease "does not come from a hazard to which workers
would have been equally exposed outside of the employment."

The courts in Arizona have not been favorable to negligence actions against
landowners involving harm by valley fever outside of the workers'
compensation arena.
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In 1973, the Arizona Court of Appeals rejected a claim by a student who
contracted valley fever while enrolled at the UA. The court held that a finding
of liability against the university would result in a "stream of endless cases,"
according to a 2007 article published in the Annals of the New York Academy
of Sciences written by Luann Haley, whose affiliation is listed as the Industrial
Commission in Tucson.

Similarly, professional golfer Gregory Kraft failed to win the negligence
lawsuit he filed against the PGA and the resort in Tucson that held the Tucson
Open in 2002 after he got sick and was hospitalized for valley fever, Haley
wrote.

His lawyers argued that he visited Arizona from a non-endemic region
(Florida) for the purpose of engaging in an activity "that guaranteed the
participant's exposure to soil containing fungal spores," Haley wrote.

'We have too much missing data on occupation'

California's more robust recognition and employer reporting requirements for
valley fever as an occupational illness could be why it is the location of most
known valley fever outbreaks.

It doesn't mean that Arizona hasn't had any valley fever outbreaks among
outdoor workers, said Ellen Eisen, a professor of Environmental Health
Sciences at the University of California, Berkeley School of Public Health and
a member of the editorial Board at the American Journal of Epidemiology.

Eisen co-authored a 2025 paper published in the American Journal of
Industrial Medicine that says it's "imperative" that valley fever be recognized
as a work-related illness to both raise awareness among clinicians and to
identify occupations at high risk for valley fever as a way of supporting public
health and legislative actions.

Researchers from Berkeley and the University of Michigan published the
paper as a commentary while doing work on the effects of climate and
climate change on the prevalence and incidence of valley fever, Eisen said.
The researchers decided to write the article because they lacked usable data
on occupation and valley fever. The paper is a way of encouraging more
reporting of occupation in valley fever cases, she said.
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"We have too much missing data on occupation, even in California," Eisen
said. "But obviously it has all sorts of implications for prevention if you can
identify occupations where people are at higher risk because then you can do
trainings, you can do education, you can do all sorts of preventive activities
like that. That's why we think it's important to collect the information, so we
can know who is at higher risk."

Most of the evidence that certain occupations pose a higher risk for valley
fever in California come from outbreak investigations, including several
among construction workers, which is what contributed to the 2019 California
law, Simon Camponuri, a UC Berkeley epidemiologist and another co-author
of the paper, wrote in an email.

"California's valley fever surveillance data contain minimal information on
occupation, largely because occupation is not systematically collected in
health records," he wrote.

Valley fever outbreaks that have been reported in California include 10
workers on an outdoor film set in Ventura County in January 2012, where
workers had disrupted the soil by grading, digging and filling a pit shortly
before filming, according to the Occupational Health and Safety
Administration, or OSHA.

Other California valley fever outbreaks include solar farm construction
workers in Monterey County in 2016 and seven wildland firefighters working
on wildfires in the Tehachapi Mountains who reported digging trenches and
moving soil without respiratory protection, according to OSHA.

Agricultural workers are also at risk. A 2020 study of valley fever in Hispanic
farm workers in Kern County, California, found the odds of infection were
particularly high among workers who worked with root and bulb vegetable
crops.

Outside of California, 10 workers on an archaeological dig at Dinosaur
National Monument in Utah became ill in 2001 and sought medical care
within two weeks of the excavation, according to OSHA, and a CDC report on
the outbreak says eight were hospitalized.
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Arizona could take several possible paths toward stronger recognition of
Valley fever as an occupational disease, including conducting outbreak
investigations among clusters of cases that share an employer or worksite,
according to Camponuri, the UC Berkeley epidemiologist.

"Another would be systematic collection of occupation and industry for Valley
fever cases," he wrote. "These data would allow public health agencies and
researchers to identify occupations with elevated rates of disease compared
with the background rate, which would provide stronger evidence that certain
jobs or tasks increase risk."

It's possible that improved collection of occupation and industry data in
California could help build an evidence base that is relevant to Arizona as
well, according to Camponuri.

"All that said, for any legislative action to make Arizona a work-related
hazard would require the political will to do so," he wrote.

Sunenshine, who worked for Maricopa County prior to ASU, said that
Maricopa, Pinal and Pima counties within the last five years began collecting
occupation on a proportion of valley fever cases by interviewing the people
who are infected. That data could be useful but right now there's not enough
to draw any conclusions, she said.

Maricopa County collects occupational data on a "small proportion" of valley
fever cases, but "we do not have analyzed data that we would be able to
share at this time," department spokesperson Courtney Kreuzwiesner wrote
in an email.

Arizona does have very strong statutes about wetting the soil at construction
sites, which is positive for air quality and also to prevent fungal spores from
getting in the air, Sunenshine said.

Prior outbreak data and other evidence suggests outdoor workers at highest
risk of valley fever exposure are people who work around soil that's been
disrupted, Sunenshine said. The fungal spores live two to 12 inches below the
ground, so any kind of gardening, farming, landscape work or construction
digging in the top surface of dirt has been associated with higher risk for
exposure, she said.
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If Arizona does get definitive data that a particular job is high risk, "we owe it
to people to let them know that number one, your risk is increased and
number two, if you get symptoms see a health provider," Sunenshine said.

Reach health-care reporter Stephanie Innes at
stephanie.innes@usatodayco.com or follow her on X: @stephanieinnes or on
Bluesky: @stephanieinnes.bsky.social.
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