
The California

Contractor
News for the Western Regional Master Builders Association

September-October 2025

At A Glance

The importance of 
report and repair

Yes, in 2025, bubonic 
plague is in California

Are your safety 
supplies up to date?

Handling a mental 
breakdown at work

Earthquake
preparedness

… and more

Mountain of work? Keep your 
focus and get things done

In this modern world, so many things 
are begging for our attention: texts, 
emails, videos, alerts. Many people 

have reported it’s become harder and 
harder to focus on what needs to get 
done.

In the last issue of this newsletter, we 
discussed ways to keep up at work and 
get tasks accomplished. One of the 
methods mentioned in the article was the 
Pomodoro Technique. The Pomodoro 
Technique is a simple yet powerful time 
management method that can help 
employees stay focused and 
productive—especially in high-paced 
environments or roles that require 
constant multitasking. Developed by 
Francesco Cirillo in the 1980s, the 
technique centers around short, 
structured work intervals followed by 
brief breaks. This rhythm helps improve 
concentration, reduce fatigue, and break 
large tasks into manageable steps.

At its core, the method is easy to 
apply. You choose a single task to focus 
on, set a timer for 25 minutes, and work 
steadily on that task until the timer rings. 
This 25-minute block is called one 
“Pomodoro.” Once it ends, you take a 
short five-minute break before starting 
the next Pomodoro. After completing 
four Pomodoros, you take a longer 
break—usually 15 to 30 minutes—to 
rest your mind and reset before 
beginning again.

Small business teams and 
individuals, particularly those juggling 
customer service, inventory, 
administration, or creative work, can 
benefit greatly from this approach. For 
example, an office employee might use 
Pomodoro blocks to clear out their 
inbox in focused sprints, while a retail 
worker could apply it during back-office 
duties like inventory logging or display 
planning. The short timeframes create a 
sense of urgency that helps prevent 
procrastination while also keeping the 
brain fresh and alert throughout the day.

This technique is also low-cost and 
flexible. Employees can use a simple 
kitchen timer, a smartphone app, or 

Volume 50    No. 5

Please see FOCUS, page 2



2     The California Contractor    September/October 2025

Focus: Make progress, one short interval at a time

The importance of report and repair protocols

Todd is 23 years old, 
married and has two 
wonderful children. 

Todd has been working as a 
molding press operator since 
graduation from high school 
six years ago. Todd’s 
company has a very active 
safety program and 
demonstrates true concern for 
safety.

One day Todd noticed a 
work stool in his area that 
had a broken leg support. As 
a quick fix, Todd used 
strapping tape to "repair" the 
stool. Later that afternoon, as 
Todd sat down to perform his 
daily paperwork, the 
"repaired" stool leg gave way 
under his weight, causing 
Todd to fall backwards to the 
concrete floor.

When Todd hit the floor, 
the backrest pressed into his 

back and crushed several 
vertebra. This resulted in 
permanent disability. At age 
23 with only a high school 
education and six years of 
work experience, Todd is 
unable to work in any job that 
requires prolonged sitting, 
standing, walking or 
climbing. How will he 
provide for his family or play 
with his children?

Todd’s reaction to the 
problem of the broken stool 
was not uncommon. It is 
human nature for us to find 
the easiest and quickest 
solution to problems that 
arise. As we look at safety 
and how it applies to each of 
us, it is imperative that we 
examine human nature and 
behavior.

Todd’s failure to properly 
report and repair the stool 
must be addressed. To 
prevent future accidents 

under similar conditions, 
Todd’s supervisors and 
managers must also address 
questions such as, "Why did 
Todd not properly repair the 
stool?" or "Was Todd 
empowered to refuse to work 
on the damaged stool?"

This accident scenario is a 
reminder to report all 
hazards, close calls, accidents 
and injuries.

If you report a problem, 
you may keep someone else 
from getting hurt. When you 
have a close call or a minor 
accident, the same hazards 
involved might result in 
serious injury for someone 
else later.

Minor injuries can have 
major complications. You 
might think you aren’t badly 
hurt, but you may develop 
problems later. Minor 
wounds can get serious if 

they become infected. It is 
important to get first aid 
treatment for all injuries.

Never ignore hazards. If 
you are authorized and 
qualified to do so, properly 
repair the problem. 
Otherwise, report the 
problem so someone else can 
correct it. Do not rely on 
makeshift repairs - this can 
lead to a serious injury.

Be sure to learn your 
company’s procedures for 
reporting hazards, close calls, 
accidents and injuries. Find 
out who you should talk to. 
Follow through to make sure 
the problem has been 
corrected.

Things do go wrong 
sometimes. It is up to you to 
report problems so things go 
right next time.

browser-based timers to implement it. 
Some teams even adopt group 
Pomodoro sessions—agreeing to work 
quietly for 25 minutes at a time, then 
sharing a short break together—to 
encourage focus and build camaraderie. 
Managers can also use Pomodoros to 
plan meetings more efficiently or carve 
out undisturbed time for administrative 
tasks.

For tasks where you’re really having 
trouble staying on track or even getting 
started, or for tasks you have been 
procrastinating a long time, try setting 
the timer for shorter periods—even five 
or ten minutes is enough to get started 
on a difficult task.

These short intervals mimic the 
multi-tasking we have been training our 
brains to pay attention to, offering short 

bursts of focused work with the promise 
of a break. These chunked tasks can feel 
much more doable than the prospect of a 
mountain of work or an hours-long 

study session.

One pitfall of the method , especially 
when utilizing it alone, is the possibility 
of the breaks getting longer and longer. 
For instance, one might start a five-
minute break intending to check social 
media, and find themselves still 
scrolling 20 minutes later. To head this 
off at the pass, when taking your short 
five-minute breaks, be mindful of what 
you’re doing or consuming, and be sure 
to set a timer for the breaks as well as 
the work sessions. This way, your brain 
will get a break, but you’ll stay on track 
to meet your goals.

While the Pomodoro Technique may 
not suit every type of workflow, its 
structure can be especially effective for 
small teams balancing competing 
responsibilities. It encourages mindful 
work habits and allows even the busiest 
employees to make noticeable progress, 
one focused interval at a time.

Continued from page 1
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 What outdoor workers should know about plague

In August 2025, a South Lake Tahoe 
resident tested positive for bubonic 
plague, believed to be from a flea 

bite while camping near Lake Tahoe. 
The individual is under medical care 
and recovering at home.

El Dorado County health officials 
have found 41 plague-exposed rodents 
(ground squirrels and chipmunks) 
between 2021–2024, plus four more in 
2025, all within the Tahoe Basin. While 
human cases are rare—the U.S. 
averages seven per year, mostly in 
western states like California, Arizona, 
and New Mexico—this event 
underscores that plague still poses a real 
threat, especially in rural and wooded 
regions.

Understanding Bubonic Plague: 
What Outdoor Workers Need to 
Know

Cause & Transmission
Bubonic plague is caused by the 
bacterium Yersinia pestis. It's most 
commonly transmitted to humans via 
the bite of an infected flea that had fed 
on wild rodents like squirrels, 
chipmunks, and marmots.

Symptoms to Watch For
Signs typically appear 2–6 days after 
exposure and include:

◦ Fever, chills, headache, muscle 
aches, weakness

◦ Swollen, tender lymph nodes 
("buboes") in the groin, armpit, or neck

If untreated, it can progress to more 
dangerous forms like septicemic or 
pneumonic plague.

Treatment
Prompt use of antibiotics is very 
effective—when diagnosed early, 
outcomes are generally good.

Why This Is Relevant for Outdoor 
Workers

• Work in forests, foothills, 

plateaus, or high-elevation areas like 
Lake Tahoe or Yosemite puts outdoor 
workers in proximity to plague-carrying 
rodents.

• Fleas from infected rodents can 
cling to workers' clothing or gear—or 
be brought back on pets or work 
animals.

• Armies of tools, outdoor gear, 
and break areas near rodent burrows 
can increase exposure risk.

Practical Safety Measures to Take

• Avoid Contact with Rodents
Never touch, feed, or approach wild 
rodents—alive or dead. Report 
sightings of sick or dead rodents.

• Avoid Rodent Burrows & 
Active Areas
Keep a safe distance from burrows—
fleas jump or drop off from nearby.

• Dress Smart
Wear long pants, tuck them into socks 
or boots, and consider light-colored 
clothing to see ticks/fleas.

• Use Insect Repellent
Apply products containing DEET on 
skin and clothing, especially around 
socks and pant cuffs.

• Protect Your Pets
Keep pets leashed or away from rodent-
prone environments. Fleas may hitch a 
ride home from them.

• Clean Gear Thoroughly
Shake out clothing, boots, and gear 
after work and wash thoroughly—avoid 
bringing fleas into vehicles or homes.

• Recognize Symptoms & Act 
Fast
If you experience fever, swollen lymph 
nodes, or flu-like symptoms after 
working outdoors:

◦ Seek medical attention 
immediately

◦ Tell your provider about your 
work environment and possible 
rodent/flea exposure. Early treatment 
saves lives.

 Key Actions at a Glance

Hazard: Contact with rodents

Recommended Actions: Avoid 
feeding or handling; report sightings

Hazard: Flea bites

Recommended Actions: Wear long 
clothing, use DEET repellent

Hazard: Gear contaminatio

Recommended Actions: Wash/
inspect gear at end of shift  

Hazard: Pet exposure

Recommended Actions: Keep pets 
leashed and away from rodent areas

Hazard: Health symptoms

Recommended Actions: Seek 
medical help promptly if sick

This bout of bubonic plague serves 
as a reminder: even in modern times, 
nature can harbor ancient diseases. 
Staying alert, following these 
precautions, and acting fast if 
symptoms appear will help keep 
outdoor and construction teams safe in 
rural California.
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Earthquake readiness is a must in California

Recent small earthquakes in the 
Bay Area and southern California 
have reminded many of us that 

we are vulnerable to that shaking and 
quaking! For small and medium-sized 
businesses, being prepared can mean the 
difference between chaos and a 
coordinated response. Earthquakes 
strike without warning, so it's crucial to 
create a culture of readiness before a 
disaster happens.

Here’s how to prepare your 
workplace and team to respond safely 
and effectively.

1. Assess Your Space

Walk through your business location 
and identify potential hazards. 
Earthquakes often cause unsecured 
objects to fall, shatter, or block exits.

• Anchor heavy furniture like 
bookshelves, filing cabinets, and 
stockroom racks to the wall with 
brackets or earthquake straps.

• Secure overhead signage, 
lighting fixtures, and hanging décor.

• Use museum putty or non-slip 
mats to keep countertop displays and 
electronics in place.

• Store heavy items on lower 
shelves to reduce risk of injury.

• Keep aisles, exits, and 
emergency equipment (like fire 
extinguishers) free of obstructions.

2. Create an Emergency Plan

An effective emergency plan ensures 
employees know how to respond and 
evacuate safely.

• Designate safe zones (like under 
sturdy tables or against interior walls 
away from windows) and exit routes.

• Post evacuation maps near exits 
and in break rooms.

• Assign roles for emergency 
response: someone to check restrooms, 
shut off gas/electricity, or grab 
emergency kits.

• Plan for employees with 
disabilities or medical conditions and 
ensure assistance protocols are in place.

• Conduct drills at least twice a 
year—more often if you’re in a high-
risk region.

Encourage staff to keep personal 
emergency contacts and medications 
accessible at work.

3. Stock Emergency Supplies 

Every business should maintain a 
workplace emergency kit, tailored to the 
size of the team and customer presence. 
Supplies should be easily accessible and 
stored in a clearly labeled container.

Recommended contents include:

• Bottled water (one gallon per 
person, per day—at least a three-day 
supply)

• Non-perishable food/snacks 
(e.g., granola bars, canned goods, trail 
mix)

• First aid kit with bandages, 
antiseptic, gloves, and burn ointment

• Flashlights, headlamps, and 
extra batteries

• Portable phone chargers or 
battery packs

• Emergency blankets and dust 
masks

• Whistle or air horn to signal for 
help if trapped

• Sanitation supplies: hand 
sanitizer, moist towelettes, garbage bags

• Basic tools: wrench or pliers (to 
turn off utilities), multi-tool, duct tape

• Contact list of all employees, 
emergency services, and utility 
providers

• A printed copy of your 
emergency plan and floor map

For customer-facing businesses: 
Include extra food, water, and basic 
supplies in case customers are present 
during a quake and cannot leave 
immediately.

4. Backup Your Data 

In the event of physical damage, 
having your business data safe and 
accessible is critical for resuming 
operations.

• Use cloud-based services to 
back up financial records, inventory 
data, customer databases, and employee 
records.

• Schedule automatic backups 
daily, especially for POS systems and 
online stores.

• Store copies of critical 
documents (licenses, insurance policies, 
vendor agreements) both digitally and in 
a fireproof/waterproof safe.

Please see QUAKE, page 5
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Quake: Communicate, inspect, document

• For sensitive data, use 
secure encryption and password 
protection to safeguard customer 
and employee privacy.

After an earthquake, being 
able to access key records 
remotely—even if your store or 
office is damaged—can 
significantly speed up recovery.

5. Communicate Your Plan

Information is only useful if 
it’s understood and remembered.

• Train employees during 
onboarding and provide annual 
refreshers.

• Use posters, checklists, 
and laminated emergency cards 
to reinforce key steps.

• Send digital copies of 
emergency plans via email or a shared 
drive for remote workers.

• Conduct a “readiness review” at 
the start of earthquake season (usually 
spring to early fall).

Openly communicating your 
emergency procedures shows that you 
prioritize employee and customer safety.

What to Do During an Earthquake

When the shaking starts, the safest 
response is immediate and instinctive:

Drop, Cover, and Hold On

• Drop to your hands and knees to 
avoid being knocked over.

• Cover your head and neck with 
one arm and seek shelter under a sturdy 
table or desk.

• If no shelter is nearby, crouch in 
an interior corner away from windows, 

tall furniture, or heavy objects.

• Hold On to your shelter until 
the shaking stops.

Additional tips:

• Do not run outside—you’re 
more likely to be injured by falling glass 
or debris.

• If you're near a window, move 
away if possible to avoid shattering 
glass.

• If you're operating machinery or 
driving, stop safely and stay in place 
until the shaking ends.

What to Do After an Earthquake

Once the shaking stops, the next few 
minutes and hours are crucial.

Check for Injuries and Hazards

• Administer first aid as needed 
and check for signs of injury among 
coworkers and customers.

• Watch for hazards: broken 
glass, spilled chemicals, downed power 
lines, or gas leaks.

• Do not use matches or lighters 
until you're sure there's no gas leak.

Evacuate if Necessary

• Exit calmly if the building is 
damaged, smells of gas, or if instructed 
to do so by emergency personnel.

• Use stairs—not elevators—to 
evacuate.

Account for Everyone

• Gather at your designated 
meeting area outside.

• Use your emergency contact list 
to ensure all staff are accounted for.

• Inform emergency services if 
someone is trapped or missing.

Communicate and Document

• Alert local authorities of major 
damage or injuries.

• Take photos of damage for 
insurance purposes.

• Notify customers and vendors 
of any service interruptions using social 
media, email, or phone.

Inspect and Resume Operations 
Cautiously

• Do not re-enter your workplace 
until it's been inspected by building 
authorities or utility companies.

• Resume operations only when 
it’s safe—for both employees and 
customers.

Earthquakes are unpredictable, but 
your response doesn't have to be. By 
preparing your workplace, educating 
your team, and maintaining supplies and 
backups, your business will be 
positioned to respond calmly, protect 
lives, and recover faster.

Continued from page 4



In any workplace—whether it’s a 
shop, office, warehouse, or remote 
work site—being prepared for 

accidents or sudden illness is essential. 
A properly stocked, accessible, and 
well-understood first aid kit can make a 
major difference in how quickly and 
effectively injuries are treated. But 
owning a kit isn’t enough. Employees 
also need to know what’s in it, how to 
use it, and when a situation calls for 
professional medical help.

Here’s what every small business 
should know about creating and 
maintaining a workplace first aid kit.

What Should Be in a Workplace First 
Aid Kit?

According to OSHA and the 
American National Standards Institute 
(ANSI), the contents of a basic 
workplace first aid kit should cover 
common minor injuries like cuts, 
scrapes, burns, sprains, and eye 
irritation. Every kit should be stored in a 
clearly marked, easily accessible 
location known to all employees.

A comprehensive first aid kit should 
include:

Basic Supplies:

• Adhesive bandages

• Sterile gauze pads and gauze 
rolls

• Adhesive tape for securing 
gauze or bandages

• Antiseptic wipes and/or 
hydrogen peroxide for cleaning wounds

• Antibiotic ointment 

• Hydrocortisone cream for 
itching or rashes

• Burn cream or burn gel

• Cold packs (instant, chemical-
activated)

• Elastic bandages (e.g., ACE 
wraps) for sprains

• Tweezers (for splinters or 
debris)

• Scissors (for cutting gauze or 
tape)

• Eye wash or saline solution

• Thermometer

• Disposable gloves (non-latex if 
allergies are a concern)

• CPR face shield or mask

• First aid manual or quick 
reference card

Additional Useful Items:

• Pain relievers (ibuprofen, 
acetaminophen)

• Allergy medication 
(antihistamines like Benadryl)

• Alcohol prep pads

• Finger splints

• Blanket (foil emergency type)

• Medical-grade mask 

Kits should be checked regularly and 
restocked after any use or when items 
expire.

How to Use the Kit 

While not every employee needs to 
be a certified first aider, basic 
knowledge of the kit’s contents and 
usage is essential.

• Always wear gloves when 
treating someone else to protect both the 
injured person and yourself.

• Wash hands before and after 
providing care if possible, or use hand 
sanitizer from the kit.

• Sprains: Use a cold pack to 
reduce swelling, and wrap with an 
elastic bandage without cutting off 
circulation.

• Burns: Apply burn gel and 
avoid using ice; cover loosely with 
sterile gauze.

• Eye irritants: Flush eyes with 
saline for at least 15 minutes if debris or 
chemicals are involved.

Always reassure the injured person, 
keep them calm, and do not move them 
unnecessarily if there is a chance of a 
serious injury like a back or neck issue.

Assess the Situation: Minor vs. 
Emergency

Call 911 or seek urgent care if you 
observe:

• Heavy bleeding that won’t stop 
with pressure

• Possible broken bones or joint 
dislocations

• Loss of consciousness or 
fainting

• Chest pain, shortness of breath, 
or stroke symptoms

• Burns covering a large area or 
affecting the face or airway

• Severe allergic reaction 
(anaphylaxis): swelling, hives, difficulty 
breathing

• Seizures

• Suspected head or neck injuries

• Shock symptoms: cold/clammy 
skin, rapid pulse, confusion

Even a short annual training on how 
to use the kit can empower employees 
to act confidently in emergencies. 
Encourage CPR and first aid 
certification for at least one staff 
member per shift.

Make It Visible and Accessible

Post signs or labels that clearly show 
where the kit is stored. In larger spaces, 
multiple kits may be necessary.
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How up-to-date are your safety supplies?



Knowing how to respond when a 
co-worker or employee 
experiences a mental health 

episode can be confusing, emotional, 
and complex. Whether it's a panic 
attack, a visible emotional breakdown, 
or a sudden behavioral shift, how you 
respond can profoundly impact the 
individual's recovery, the safety of the 
work environment, and your team’s 
culture.

When it occurs

Ensure Immediate Safety

• Assess the situation calmly and 
quickly. Is the person in danger of 
harming themselves or others?

• If there is immediate danger, 
call emergency services (911 in the 
U.S.). Notify your on-site health and 
safety team if applicable.

• If there is no immediate danger, 
create a safe, quiet space away from 
public view where the person can calm 
down.

Stay Calm and Compassionate

• Speak in a calm, steady voice. 
Avoid reacting with panic, judgment, or 
frustration.

• Use non-threatening body 
language: relaxed posture, open hands, 
and soft eye contact.

• Say things like:

 ◦ “I’m here for you.”

 ◦ “Would you like to take 
a break or go somewhere quiet?”

 ◦ “Is there someone 
you’d like me to contact for you?

Respect Their Autonomy

• If they are coherent, ask for 
consent before taking action. Don’t 
force help unless safety requires it.

• Avoid diagnosing or making 
assumptions. Mental health issues are 
complex and unique to each person.

Know When to Escalate

• If the episode escalates or 
involves erratic behavior, engage HR, 
on-site mental health professionals, or a 
manager with relevant training.

• In some cases, calling a mental 
health crisis hotline may be more 
appropriate than emergency services.

After the episode

• Don’t expect them to return to 
work immediately. Depending on the 
severity, a short-term leave or flexibility 
with tasks may be needed.

• Offer space, but let them know 
they’re supported.

• Avoid gossip or speculation. 
Only discuss the incident with those 
who need to know (e.g., HR).

• Respect the individual’s privacy, 
even if they shared details with you 
personally.

• Normalize discussions around 
mental health. Create a culture where 
it’s safe to speak up.

• Ensure supervisors understand 
how to recognize warning signs and 
intervene appropriately.

• Involve the employee in 
shaping their own support plan.
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OSHA CORNER

Please visit the following address on the web to 
download helpful safety posters, guides and pamphlets 

for a safer workplace.

https://www.osha.gov/publications

Handling behavioral episodes in the workplace

SAFETY … IT PAYS
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A good employee handbook is an important tool

An employee handbook is 
more than a bundle of 
rules—it’s a living 

guide that shapes your 
company culture, clarifies 
expectations, and protects both 
your business and your 
employees. For small and 
medium-sized businesses, an 
effective handbook can 
streamline communication, 
promote transparency, and 
ensure compliance with state 
and federal laws.

Begin with the Basics

A good handbook begins 
with the basics. It should 
clearly outline your business’s 
mission and values, as well as 
essential logistics like work 
hours, payroll schedules, 
holidays, and how paid time off is 
handled. For businesses with a mix of 
full-time, part-time, and seasonal 
workers, defining employment 
classifications and eligibility for benefits 
helps prevent confusion or future 
disputes. This section should also 
include clear policies on attendance, 
timekeeping, overtime, and how to 
request leave—especially since 
California has specific requirements 
around meal breaks, rest periods, and 
sick leave.

Include workplace conduct and 
safety policies

Equally important are your 
workplace conduct and safety policies. 
A handbook should outline your stance 
on harassment, discrimination, 
retaliation, and workplace violence. It 
should also include an explanation of 
how employees can report concerns 

confidentially and without fear of 
reprisal. For retail and office settings, 
you may want to include guidance on 
handling customer interactions, personal 
appearance expectations, and safety 
procedures for emergency situations 
such as fires or earthquakes.

Make room for hybrid and work-from-
home scenarios

Today’s handbook should also reflect 
modern workplace realities. Many small 
businesses now offer remote or hybrid 
work options, and expectations for 
communication, availability, and home-
office setup should be clearly defined. 
Similarly, technology use and social 
media policies help protect your 
company’s reputation and clarify how 
employees are expected to use business 
devices or software.

The importance of accessibility

Perhaps the most overlooked—but 
critical—part of creating a successful 
handbook is its accessibility. Use plain 
language that’s easy to understand. 
Organize the content with clear section 
headings and a table of contents. Offer 
the handbook in both digital and printed 
formats, and make it part of your 
onboarding process. Encourage 
employees to ask questions and 
acknowledge receipt to confirm they’ve 
read and understood the policies.

Revise every year

Because California labor laws 
change frequently, it's wise to review 
your handbook at least once a year, 
ideally with input from HR 
professionals or legal counsel. Updates 
should be communicated clearly and 
made available to all employees. Even 
in a small business, having an up-to-
date, well-structured handbook sets the 
tone for a fair, consistent, and respectful 
workplace.

It’s wise to include your handbook 
revision schedule in your yearly 
calendar with financial year-end duties 
like filing taxes, renewing insurance 
policies, and updating personnel files. If 
you review your documents at the end 
of every year, you’re likely to catch 
changes and ensure your information is 
fresh for all employees. Another benefit 
of yearly review and maintenance of the 
handbook is to remind the management 
team of your company culture and best 
practices.

In short, your employee handbook is 
an extension of your leadership. When 
thoughtfully written and regularly 
maintained, it fosters clarity, 
accountability, and a stronger workplace 
culture for everyone.


