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Welcome back
COVID-19, Wildfires, Racial Disparities
and Environmental Health
As we begin the new academic year, we carry the weight of more than six months of
startling mega-changes and realizations about the fragility of our ways of life of the last
quarter or half century. When I entered UC Berkeley’s School of Public Health to become
an epidemiologist in the 1980s, the accepted perspective in public health appeared to
place infectious diseases low on the list of health threats to really worry about. We read
about the old terrifying epidemics—cholera, yellow fever—and heard some old timers
discuss the mostly tropical viruses that still popped up here and there, but it always
seemed distant. Chronic conditions—cancer, cardiovascular disease, stroke, diabetes,
Alzheimer’s and many others—were front and center not only here in a western,

industrialized nation but also increasingly in countries that were going through major
economic transitions. Then, a few decades and along came the coronavirus. A short-lived
paradigm toppled within a few months.
We are a Center devoted to investigating the environmental factors that shape our health
and developing interventions that can reduce harmful exposures, mitigate their impacts
and build resilience. Last month we held a webinar on the theme of air pollution, race and
COVID. We already had begun to learn how to pivot to respond to unexpected new health
threats, beginning with the October 2017 wildfires. Over the last few months, we launched
several surveys to collect information about the impact COVID-19 has had on families, the
workplace, and people’s stress levels and sense of well-being. EHSC also teamed up with
the California Domestic Workers Coalition and is collecting data on this mostly Latina
worker population that has virtually none of the rights that most U.S. workers have. While
Senate Bill 1257 aimed to change that, the governor did not sign it. The survey data,
however, will help draw attention to the continued injustices that workers in these jobs face
every day, both pre-COVID and during the pandemic.
As this season’s wildfires have been the largest blazes yet, we convened the campus-wide
Wildfire Work Group and are currently collecting household and biologic samples and are
identifying labs to analyze these samples in order to find clues about the composition of
wildfire smoke and its biologic effects in different tissues not only from people but also
from their pets. Just this week, we were excited to learn that our application to NIH for the
Rapid Acceleration of Diagnostics-Underserved Populations (RADx-UP) to test
community-based strategies to increase the uptake of testing among Latinx communities
in the San Joaquin Valley has been funded! Most Central Valley counties in California are
experiencing high incidence of SARS-CoV-2 and high case fatality and population
mortality rates. Farmworkers, construction workers and other essential workers have had
some of the most extreme spikes in incidence. In California, SARs-COV-2 highlights and
exacerbates racial and ethnic disparities. This week, Fresno County has 1 COVID-19
positive person for every 34 people in the county; Madera County has 1 in 33; Merced
County, 1 in 32; Stanislaus County, 1 in 32, San Joaquin County, 1 in 35, and Yolo
County, 1 in 74. Learn more about the consortium, which includes 23 such COVID-19
testing intervention centers around the country and additional sites to focus exclusively on
community engagement.
The pandemic has slowed down or brought to a halt numerous human health research
studies that involve in-person visits because of shelter-in-place and the critical need for
physical distancing. Examples include longitudinal studies of children with autism:
MARBLES (PI: Schmidt) or ReCHARGE (MPI: Hertz-Picciotto, Schmidt, Bennett, Walker)
However, toxicologic research in cell cultures or whole animals is continuing. The
uncertainty continues, as our climate throws extreme events in all directions.
Environmental health science is more timely than ever: when the times are uncertain,
science, prediction modeling and molecular biology are unpacking the uncertainty and
providing the hard data that will help us navigate the tumultuous seas ahead.
It’s the right time to pause, so please join us at EHSC’s 2020 Annual Retreat! See details
below.

Irva Hertz-Picciotto, PhD

Director, UC Davis Environmental Health Sciences Center

2020 EHSC Annual Retreat
The 2020 EHSC Annual Retreat is just around the
corner! Our retreat planning committee has been busy
preparing for an engaging, virtual program across two
days on October 12 and 13. We’re excited to kick off
Day 1 with keynote speaker Tyrone Hayes, an African
American environmental endocrinologist whose
studies of frogs and endocrine disrupting chemicals
(and his race!) made him the target of intense
harassment.
We’ll also hear presentations on climate change,
COVID-19 and health disparities, and have lightningstyle talks from selected poster presenters. Day 2 will
start with a discussion on research in environmental
justice with scientists and community partners, followed by poster presentations and talks
given by EHSC Scholars on their emerging research.
We hope to see you all there. Be sure to register for the retreat and attend any or all
sessions as your schedule allows. Check out more information on our website and feel
free to forward to colleagues, students and others who may have interest in attending. If
you have questions about the retreat, contact Program Manager Natalie Nardone
(nlnardone@ucdavis.edu).

COVID-19 research
Since mid-June, EHSC’s COVID-19 Survey for Workers has been recruiting participants
through Facebook groups (including our own). At the end of September, we had collected
data from hundreds of participants working in a wide range of industries across the
country. Soon, we’ll be running Facebook ads and organizing a week of action online with
some of our partner organizations to help promote recruitment via social media.
We’ve also met with half a dozen workers’ centers and unions to develop partnerships and
disseminate the survey directly to their members, including with Service Employees
International Union, Local 2015, which represents long-term care workers in Northern
California. Through collaborations with Sonoma’s Graton Day Labor Center and the
California Domestic Workers Coalition, we’ve developed a survey specific to groups that
typically work multiple jobs daily. We recently shared preliminary data with the California
Domestic Workers Coalition for their campaign on SB1257, and now are preparing to
conduct phone interviews in Spanish with Graton Day Labor Center clients.
If you’d like to learn more about our COVID-19 research, please contact EHSC Program
Manager Natalie Nardone (nlnardone@ucdavis.edu).

COVID-19: Profiles from the
frontlines of the pandemic

We’ve started publishing a web series on frontline workers
featuring everyday people from across a range of
industries who face unique challenges on the job.
Our first in this series is with Alison Young, a nursemidwife at Planned Parenthood in Chico, California.
Alison is also the secretary of the California NurseMidwives Association, one of the community groups we
partnered with on the COVID-19 Survey for Workers. Read
Alison's story here.
If there’s someone you know who may want to participate in this project, please contact
Jennifer Biddle (jsbiddle@ucdavis.edu).

Updates from our cores
Community Engagement Core
In September, EHSC's Community Engagement Core
(CEC) hosted its first ever webinar "From Research to
Environmental Justice." The idea behind the event was to
attract new researchers who might be interested in
community-engaged research and apply for Pilot Project
funding this year.
Some 50 people attended, including many UC Davis
researchers. Several of our community partners gave
overviews of their work in the Central Valley, including Jane Sellen from Californians for
Pesticide Reform, Shankar Prasad from the Office of Environmental Health Hazard
Assessment and Nayamin Martinez from the Central California Environmental Justice
Network.
You can watch the webinar on YouTube or our website. Please share it with your
colleagues. For more information on this year’s pilot projects or upcoming CEC work,
please contact CEC Program Manager Aubrey Thompson (abthompson@ucdavis.edu).
Integrative Health Sciences Facility Core (IHSFC)
The IHSFC recently funded a Seed Award to Rebecca Schmidt for her project “Nasal and
Fecal Biospecimen Collection for a Pregnancy Wildfire Cohort.” The goal of this project is
to collect nasal, oral and fecal swabs from the B-SAFE wildfire pregnancy cohort, for later
measurements of epigenetic DNA methylation changes, gene expression changes and
nasal, oral and fecal microbiome.
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In the news
The Verge interviewed Anthony Wexler on new mapping technology for Cheaper
air quality sensors arrived just in time for the climate catastrophe.
National Geographic interviewed Irva Hertz-Piciotto and Keith Bein for How
breathing in wildfire smoke affects the body.
HuffPost interviewed Lisa Miller for What We Don’t Know About Wildfire Smoke
Should Scare Us
The San Francisco Chronicle interviewed Rebecca Schmidt for California fire
smoke: What are the health risks for pregnant women?
The Los Angeles Times interviewed Rebecca Schmidt for How bad is all that
wildfire smoke to our long-term health? ‘Frankly, we don’t really know’
The Sac Bee interviewed Irva Hertz-Picciotto, Nicholas Kenyon and Anthony
Wexler for Does my COVID mask protect me from wildfire smoke? Experts answer
key questions.
Mic interviewed Irva Hertz-Picciotto for Why this year's wildfire season is
particularly catastrophic
Cap Radio interviewed Irva Hertz-Picciotto for As California Wildfire Seasons
Worsen, What’s The Impact On Children’s Health Long-Term?

Announcements
Call for Concept Letters for the 2020-2021 Pilot Projects Program is now open.
The deadline to submit is Monday, November 2. Submissions are being accepted in
InfoReady.
Research priorities meeting for Pilot Project applicants: On Monday, October
19 from 11:00 AM-2:00 PM, the Community Engagement Core will host an
informational meeting with our community partners for prospective pilot project
grantees. Read the 2020-2021 research priority list and register here. For more
details, contact Community Engagement Core Program Manager Aubrey Thompson
(abthompson@ucdavis.edu)
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If you have any announcements, new research, press coverage or anything else you'd like
to share with your EHSC colleagues in this newsletter, please contact Jennifer Biddle
(jsbiddle@ucdavis.edu). Thank you!
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