
Sources of Valley Fever (Coccidioidomycosis)

Where does Coccidioides live?

Coccidioides lives in dust and soil in some areas in the southwestern United States, Mexico, 
and South America. In the United States, Coccidioides lives in Arizona, California, Nevada, 
New Mexico, Texas, and Utah. The fungus was also recently found in south-central 
Washington.

This map shows the approximate areas (called “endemic areas”) where Coccidioides is known 
to live or is suspected to live in the U.S. and Mexico. Much of what is known about 
where the fungus lives in the southwestern U.S. is based on studies performed in the late 1940s 
and early 1950s.

Life cycle of Coccidioides

Coccidioides spores circulate in the air after contaminated soil and dust are disturbed by 
humans, animals, or the weather. The spores are too small to see without a microscope. When 
people breathe in the spores, they are at risk for developing valley fever. After the spores enter 
the lungs, the person’s body temperature allows the spores to change shape and grow into 
spherules. When the spherules get large enough, they break open and releases smaller pieces 
(called endospores) which can then potentially spread within the lungs or to other organs and 
grow into new spherules.  
Click here for the PDF version of image  [PDF - 1 page] (/fungal/pdf/coccidiomycosis-
lifecycle508c.pdf) for printing.
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Uncommon sources of valley fever
The most common way for someone to get valley fever is by inhaling Coccidioides spores that 
are in the air. In extremely rare cases, people can get the infection from other sources, such 
as:

• From an organ transplant if the organ donor had valley fever
• From inhaling spores from a wound infected with Coccidioides
• From contact with objects (such as rocks or shoes) that have been contaminated with 
Coccidioides

Testing soil

I’m worried that Coccidioides is in the soil near my home. Can someone test the 
soil to find out if the fungus is there?
No, in this situation, testing soil for Coccidioides isn’t likely to be useful because the fungus is 
thought to be common in the soil in certain areas. A soil sample that tests positive for 
Coccidioides doesn’t necessarily mean that the soil will release the fungus into the air and 
cause infection. Also, there are no commercially-available tests to detect Coccidioides in soil. 
Testing soil for Coccidioides is currently only done for scientific research.  

Testing soil for research
Scientists sometimes test soil or other environmental samples for Coccidioides to understand 
more about its habitat and how weather or climate patterns may affect its growth. The 
available methods to detect Coccidioides in the soil don’t always detect Coccidioides spores 
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Testing soil for Coccidioides is sometimes 
done as a research activity. Here, Thomas 
Mace, senior scientific adviser to NASA, 
helps Cal State Bakersfield microbiologist 
Antje Lauer collect soil samples in Central 
CA to test for Coccidioides. Credit: Shelby 
Mack/ The Bakersfield Californian.
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even if they are present. However, new tests are being developed so that researchers can better 
detect Coccidioides in the environment.

Valley fever and the weather

Scientists continue to study how weather and climate patterns affect the habitat of the fungus 
that causes valley fever. Coccidioides is thought to grow best in soil after heavy rainfall and 
then disperse into the air most effectively during hot, dry conditions. For example, hot 
and dry weather conditions have been shown to correlate with an increase in the number of 
valley fever cases in Arizona and in California (but to a lesser extent). The ways in 
which climate change may be affecting the number of Valley fever infections, as well as the 
geographic range of Coccidioides, isn’t known yet, but is a subject for further research.
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