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To the judges, 

 

As Earth warms, heat waves are striking more frequently and intensely, but their deadly toll is not shared 

equally. Not even close. 

 

Extreme heat inflicts its misery on those least able to protect themselves, as the Los Angeles Times 

documented in a 2021 series focusing on perhaps the most overlooked and lethal consequence of climate 

change – extreme heat. Our series used a combination of peer-reviewed data analysis, extensive 

interviews with governmental officials and on-the-ground reporting in rich and poor California 

neighborhoods to detail the uneven and lethal impact of heat waves.  

 

Like so many other projects of its type, this one started before the pandemic. In late 2019, reporters Tony 

Barboza and Anna M. Phillips proposed an investigation of extreme heat in California. The unfolding 

public health catastrophe soon put that work on hold. Yet the pandemic offered lessons on how to 

approach our coverage of heat. As COVID-19 surged, epidemiologists used excess deaths analyses to 

tally how many people were dying from the virus. In early 2021, The Times decided to pursue a similar 

analysis to determine, for the first time, the true toll of extreme heat in California. 

 

Phillips and Barboza filed numerous public records requests to obtain official death reports from state 

officials and from coroner’s offices across 58 counties. Sean Greene, a data and graphics editor, then 

worked with an outside health statistician, Logan Arnold, to calculate how many more Californians were 

dying from heat waves than what coroners and the state health department was reporting. Our analysis – 

reviewed by four outside experts – found that heat-related deaths between 2010 and 2019 were likely six 

times higher than official figures. 

 

But this wasn’t just a numbers story. Phillips and Barboza, along with reporter Ruben Vives and 

photographer Genaro Molina, spent months visiting families who’d lost loved ones, earning the trust 

needed to tell their stories. 

 

Workers toiling in hot interiors were the focus of our second installment, reported by Phillips, who spent 

months examining the retail warehouses scattered across the California desert. Despite temperatures that 

can regularly top 115 degrees, few warehouses use air conditioning, except to chill food. As one worker 

said, “We have this giant frickin’ refrigerated room to keep the chocolate from melting. While people are 

practically ... dropping off.”  

 

This story was difficult to report, partly because retailers would not allow our team access to the interior 

of their giant warehouses, despite repeated requests. Phillips had to delay completion of the story awaiting 

comment and fact checks from companies such as Rite-Aid and Amazon, which she obtained. 

 

In our third installment, Barboza, Vives and Greene used satellite imagery and on-the-ground reporting to 

shed new light on striking “thermal inequities” that checker Los Angeles and other cities as climate 

change heats them up. Their reporting showed how disparities in tree cover, housing quality and other 

neighborhood histories increase temperatures and magnify health risks in poor areas, while wealthier ones 

remain relatively shielded.  

 

Five days after the first installment in the series, members of the Los Angeles City Council proposed 

developing new measures to protect residents and workers from extreme heat, citing our findings that 

California has failed to address the growing threat and chronically undercounts the death toll. “These 

deaths and illnesses must not remain invisible,” Councilman Paul Koretz wrote. 

 

Two weeks after our series concluded, California’s insurance commissioner, at the U.N. climate talks in 

Scotland, announced legislation to start ranking heat waves in California, the same way meteorologists 

rank hurricanes to warn the public of pending dangers.  

 

Our reporting raised questions about the heat death of Valerio-Santiago, and soon after we raised those, 

CAL/OSHA started looking into the case. It ended up issuing fines against the company that hired him, 

mainly for failing to report the death in a timely manner and other violations. 

 

mailto:kevin.merida@latimes.com
https://nam04.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.latimes.com%2Fenvironment%2Fstory%2F2021-10-07%2Fla-times-investigation-extreme-heat&data=04%7C01%7CTracy.Boucher%40latimes.com%7Cd5e675ac481a442d3ec908d9dd04a656%7Ca42080b34dd948b4bf44d70d3bbaf5d2%7C0%7C0%7C637783834300927034%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000&sdata=I2q7HG%2FymdigGn11PAI%2BcXoHK11%2Fi8yuQNgSEaBZbg8%3D&reserved=0
https://nam04.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.latimes.com%2Fprojects%2Fcalifornia-extreme-heat-deaths-show-climate-change-risks%2F%23nt%3D0000017c-3247-d42d-adfd-32ef494d0000-showMedia-title-1col-enhancement&data=04%7C01%7CTracy.Boucher%40latimes.com%7Cd5e675ac481a442d3ec908d9dd04a656%7Ca42080b34dd948b4bf44d70d3bbaf5d2%7C0%7C0%7C637783834300927034%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000&sdata=risESHeX5qyPFySkCC4ZAb5JDCh1jvSAf9hlCwPZp7g%3D&reserved=0
https://nam04.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.latimes.com%2Fprojects%2Fcalifornia-extreme-heat-deaths-show-climate-change-risks%2F%23nt%3D0000017c-3247-d42d-adfd-32ef494d0000-showMedia-title-1col-enhancement&data=04%7C01%7CTracy.Boucher%40latimes.com%7Cd5e675ac481a442d3ec908d9dd04a656%7Ca42080b34dd948b4bf44d70d3bbaf5d2%7C0%7C0%7C637783834300927034%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000&sdata=risESHeX5qyPFySkCC4ZAb5JDCh1jvSAf9hlCwPZp7g%3D&reserved=0
https://www.latimes.com/environment/story/2021-10-07/as-heat-waves-intensify-access-to-air-conditioning-can-mean-life-or-death
https://nam04.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.latimes.com%2Fenvironment%2Fstory%2F2021-10-12%2Fheat-risk-rite-aid-workers-southern-california-warehouse&data=04%7C01%7CTracy.Boucher%40latimes.com%7Cd5e675ac481a442d3ec908d9dd04a656%7Ca42080b34dd948b4bf44d70d3bbaf5d2%7C0%7C0%7C637783834300927034%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000&sdata=ibKlFmbkGpuxQxHBhCblP85ANAzoH7mZOfWIwtKplOQ%3D&reserved=0
https://nam04.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.latimes.com%2Fcalifornia%2Fstory%2F2021-10-28%2Fextreme-heat-built-environment-equity&data=04%7C01%7CTracy.Boucher%40latimes.com%7Cd5e675ac481a442d3ec908d9dd04a656%7Ca42080b34dd948b4bf44d70d3bbaf5d2%7C0%7C0%7C637783834300927034%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000&sdata=F0zMdQRBNVnzwQ7T6iqgtG9gPTga%2BvJ%2Bn70TyAUKC4Q%3D&reserved=0
https://nam04.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.latimes.com%2Fcalifornia%2Fstory%2F2021-10-28%2Fextreme-heat-built-environment-equity&data=04%7C01%7CTracy.Boucher%40latimes.com%7Cd5e675ac481a442d3ec908d9dd04a656%7Ca42080b34dd948b4bf44d70d3bbaf5d2%7C0%7C0%7C637783834300927034%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000&sdata=F0zMdQRBNVnzwQ7T6iqgtG9gPTga%2BvJ%2Bn70TyAUKC4Q%3D&reserved=0
https://nam04.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.latimes.com%2Fcalifornia%2Fstory%2F2021-10-13%2Fla-city-council-members-push-for-measures-to-monitor-and-prevent-heat-related-deaths&data=04%7C01%7CTracy.Boucher%40latimes.com%7Cd5e675ac481a442d3ec908d9dd04a656%7Ca42080b34dd948b4bf44d70d3bbaf5d2%7C0%7C0%7C637783834300927034%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000&sdata=M10Vw0huXYzoULix%2BRB2y0cWB%2BvXdbGccvwX64C5OQU%3D&reserved=0
https://nam04.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.latimes.com%2Fcalifornia%2Fstory%2F2021-11-12%2Fheat-wave-ranking-system-proposed-for-california&data=04%7C01%7CTracy.Boucher%40latimes.com%7Cd5e675ac481a442d3ec908d9dd04a656%7Ca42080b34dd948b4bf44d70d3bbaf5d2%7C0%7C0%7C637783834301083294%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000&sdata=pS2U%2BsxpYO%2FfjeOVWW3f4cyuxSk%2FmxfLimbWstP%2FIwE%3D&reserved=0
https://nam04.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.latimes.com%2Fprojects%2Fcalifornia-extreme-heat-deaths-show-climate-change-risks%2F%23nt%3D0000017c-3247-d42d-adfd-32ef494d0000-showMedia-title-1col-enhancement&data=04%7C01%7CTracy.Boucher%40latimes.com%7Cd5e675ac481a442d3ec908d9dd04a656%7Ca42080b34dd948b4bf44d70d3bbaf5d2%7C0%7C0%7C637783834301083294%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000&sdata=KKN2pJWTgVDTlB1BXE4SEBdUxeXuao0NcavtqUHBiSQ%3D&reserved=0


Finally, Gov. Gavin Newsom responded strongly to the project’s findings in early January, with a budget 

proposal that called on California to monitor deaths caused by heat waves, set temperature limits for 

residential units and earmark $300 million for an update of the state’s Extreme Heat Action Plan. 

 

As the California Natural Resources Agency said in a statement, “Extreme heat threatens public health 

and safety, economic prosperity and communities and natural systems, with profoundly disproportionate 

consequences for the most vulnerable Californians.”  

 

We are proud to submit this work for your consideration.  

 

Sincerely,  
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