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FARMWORKERS NEED 
COMMONSENSE PROTECTIONS 
FROM HEAT

Hundreds of North Carolina workers visit the emergency room or miss at least one day 
of work every year because of heat-related illnesses.1 Some tragically lose their lives. 
In 2023, sweet potato harvester José Arturo González Mendoza died from heat-related 

causes, which the North Carolina Department of Labor (NCDOL) later tied to his employer’s 
failures to keep workers safe.2 One study led by researchers at the University of North Carolina, 
Chapel Hill, conservatively estimates that at least 25 people in North Carolina died from heat-
related causes on the job from 1999 to 2017.3
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THESE HEAT DEATHS WERE PREVENTABLE
Commonsense safeguards such as written heat illness 
prevention plans, paid time to cool down and rehydrate, 
acclimatization protocols to help new and returning 
workers get used to the heat, and appropriate first-aid 
training for workers and supervisors should be the norm. 
However, the State of North Carolina does not have a 
workplace heat standard that explicitly requires these 
essential protections. 

The lack of a specific heat standard puts farmworkers 
in danger every time the temperature soars. A study of 
work-related heat deaths from 2000 to 2010 found that 
agriculture had by far the highest annual death rate of 
any industry.4 Most of North Carolina’s approximately 
150,000 farmworkers are from Mexico and Central 
America and frequently face workplace discrimination 
and fear of retaliation for reporting unsafe conditions, 
among other challenges.5 

THE LACK OF BASIC HEAT PROTECTIONS FOR 
FARMWORKERS IS ALSO COSTLY FOR EMPLOYERS—
AND THE ECONOMY
Extreme heat can drive up workers’ compensation  
costs and reduce productivity even if workers don’t  
get sick or injured.6 No one does their best work when 
they are overheated.

NCDOL should immediately develop an occupational 
heat standard that requires employers to provide:

n	 �Ready access to cool drinking water at no cost;

n	 �Access to quality shade or mechanically cooled 
spaces;

n	 �Mandatory, paid cool-down periods;

n	 �An adjustment period for new and returning workers 
during times of high heat;

n	 �A heat stress prevention program and emergency 
response procedures; and

n	 �Annual heat stress prevention training in a language 
and manner that all employees can understand. 

These elements have been recommended for decades  
by health and safety experts, scientists, and workers, 
and are standard practice across the U.S. military.7 

The North Carolina General Assembly should also fully 
fund NCDOL to ensure it has the necessary resources 
and staff to keep workers safe. 

Heat is the deadliest form of extreme weather in the 
United States, and summers are only getting hotter.8  
The good news is that heat deaths are preventable with 
the right precautions in place.
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North Carolina’s essential workers can’t wait for essential protections from the heat.
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