
For many Californians, the Governor’s shelter-in-place order in mid-March 2020, and subsequent health
orders, have resulted in a shift to working from home to reduce the spread of COVID-19. However, for most
essential workers, working from home is not an option. 

 
According to Cal/OSHA, COVID-19 “has killed hundreds of workers in California and sickened thousands,
and workers will continue to become ill and die until the pandemic subsides. COVID-19 is an occupational
health emergency causing more deaths in less time than any other workplace crisis in the nearly fifty-year
existence of Cal/OSHA.”   
 
California identified agriculture, food processing, grocery or retail among the six key job sectors at high risk
of COVID-19 spread. 

 
While the Division of Occupational Safety and Health (Cal/OSHA) has attempted to respond to the
unprecedented worker safety crisis brought on by the pandemic, resources have been insufficient to
effectively protect workers from being infected by COVID-19 on the job. Only one Cal/OSHA inspector is
employed for every 103,000 workers. Additionally, Cal/OSHA has only one Spanish-speaking field inspector
for every 200,000 Spanish-speaking workers in California, with over five million workers who speak Spanish
and many of whom are monolingual Spanish speakers.
 
Existing law has caused gaps in enforcement that limit the agency’s ability to hold large corporations
accountable or to levy penalties equal to the underlying misconduct. Simply put, California needs more
tools to address workplace spread, prevent additional outbreaks, and hold violators accountable in a timely
manner.

Workers in stores that carried groceries experienced 38% more deaths than
the previous year. 

Food and agriculture workers saw a 39% increase in deaths during the
pandemic. 

Latino workers had a 36% increase in deaths during the pandemic and Black
workers had a 28% increase, as compared to a 6% increase for white workers.

Latino and Black patients represented nearly two-thirds of COVID-19 deaths
among people younger than 65. 

 

Senate Bill (SB) 606 will implement stronger enforcement measures for egregious and flagrant violations in
order to keep workers safe as California continues to fight the spread of COVID-19. In addition, SB 606
protects workers from retaliation by establishing a rebuttable presumption of retaliation to ensure that
workers feel safe to come forward and report unsafe working conditions. 

Issue

SB 606 (GONZALEZ)

Summary

ENFORCEMENT TOOLS AND RETALIATION
PROTECTIONS FOR WORKERS

More than 53% of low-wage workers are employed in frontline essential jobs
compared to 39% of middle and high-wage workers. 

Workers accounted for 87% of deaths during the first ten months of the
COVID-19 pandemic. 



Support
California Labor Federation, AFL-CIO (sponsor)
UFCW Western States Council (sponsor)
Worksafe (sponsor)
Alliance of Californians for Community
Empowerment
Asian Americans Advancing Justice – California
California Alliance for Retired Americans
California Conference Board of the Amalgamated
Transit Union
California Conference of Machinists
California Employment Lawyers Association
California Federation of Teachers
California Food & Farming Network
California Immigrant Policy Center
California Institute for Rural Studies
California Nurses Association/ National Nurses
United
California Professional Firefighters
California Rural Legal Assistance Foundation
Californians for Pesticide Reform
Center on Policy Initiatives
Central California Environmental Justice Network
Central Coast Alliance United for Sustainable
Economy
Centro Binacional para el Desarrollo Indígena
Oaxaqueño
Ceres Community Project
Comite Civico del Valle, Inc.
Consumer Attorneys of California
Courage California

SB 606 is key to California’s efforts to stop the spread of COVID-19 at the workplace and ensuring the safety
of all workers. SB 606 will provide Cal/OSHA with the authority to issue citations at all locations under the
employers control when their policies and procedures show, or there is evidence of a pattern or practice,
that directly violates labor and health and safety standards. This authority will allow Cal/OSHA to maximize
use of their limited resources when pursuing enforcement actions.

Additionally, SB 606 establishes a rebuttable presumption for retaliation that will protect workers who
come forward with a positive COVID-19 test, request a COVID-19 test or personal protective equipment, and
report unsafe working conditions. A rebuttable presumption shifts the burden from the worker to the
employer to prove an action was in retaliation. If workers are not confident they will be protected from
retaliation, they will be less likely to come forward and report violations, further increasing the risk of
exposure to COVID-19 at every worksite in California. 

Solution

Ecology Center
Engineers and Scientists of California, IFPTE Local
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Environmental Working Group
Equal Rights Advocates
Fibershed
Koreatown Immigrant Workers Alliance
La Raza Centro Legal
Latino Coalition for a Healthy California
Leadership Counsel for Justice and Accountability
Legal Aid at Work
Lideres Campesinas
Marin Food Policy Council
National Employment Law Project
National Union of Healthcare Workers
National Young Farmers Coalition
Pesticide Action Network
The Praxis Project
Professional and Technical Engineers, IFPTE Local
21
Public Advocates
Roots of Change
SMART-Transportation Division, California State
Legislative Board
Transport Workers Union, California State
Conference
UNITE HERE International Union, AFL-CIO
Utility Workers Union of America, AFL-CIO
Warehouse Worker Resource Center
Working Partnerships USA


