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Passengers and Workers Alike
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Executive Summary

This report is based on a survey of 60 employees in Flying Food Group’s (FFG) two kitchens 
serving flights at Los Angeles International Airport (LAX).  Flying Food is an airline catering 
company that prepares meals for passengers to consume while in flight.  

The airline industry is in the midst reaping record profits, and millions of dollars have been 
invested in renovating Tom Bradley International Terminal at LAX, which many of Flying Food 
Group’s client airlines use.  

However, our survey finds that Flying Food workers have not shared in this prosperity.  
Additionally, the survey shows that conditions in the kitchens may pose health and safety risks for 
passengers.    

Among the survey’s findings:
 

n  The median wage of survey respondents is $10.04 per hour, despite the fact that the 
average worker has been in his or her job for over six years.

n  Twenty-eight percent of survey respondents have no health insurance. Thirty percent 
of those who do, or twenty-two percent of all respondents, are enrolled in Medicaid. 

n  Nearly half of respondents report that in the past year they have not had enough 
money to pay for rent. Forty percent say they have not had enough money for food.

 

Additionally, workers report conditions in Flying Food’s kitchens that may pose risks to passenger 
health and safety. Among the survey’s findings:

n  More than half of responding workers report evidence of insects or rodents in the 
kitchens.

n  Four workers report that food preparation dates are regularly changed, and others 
report that dirty or spoiled food is used to prepare airline meals.

n  Seventy percent of respondents report coming to work sick.
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What’s on Your Tray Table?
Conditions at Flying Food’s LAX Kitchens Pose Risks 
for Passengers and Workers Alike

Every day, thousands of passengers depart Los Angeles International Airport (LAX) aboard planes 
packed with meals prepared and delivered by the more than 600 employees of Flying Food. Many 
of these travelers pay thousands of dollars to fly with high-end international airlines, or to enjoy 
the luxurious comforts of first class seats. 

Flying Food’s employees are responsible for washing dishes, preparing and cooking food, and 
packing meals onto carts and into trucks. They deliver the food for Air France-KLM, British 
Airways, China Southern Airlines, Etihad, Japan Airlines, Qantas and Virgin Australia, among 
others. Given the sensitivity of food production and the company’s access to planes, Flying Food 
workers are an integral part of both airport security and public health. Yet, because most of their 
work is done out of sight, the conditions in which they labor are also often out of mind.
 
Due to declining fuel prices and growing demand, 
airlines have lately enjoyed record profits.1 Industry 
analysts project North American airlines’ net after-tax 
profits to grow to $13.2 billion in 2015, up more than 
700 percent since 2011.2  Air France-KLM, a major 
Flying Food client in Los Angeles, reported revenues in 
2014 of over $31 billion.3 And British Airways, another 
Flying Food client at LAX, reported over $1 billion in 
operating profit in 2013.4 Yet despite such tremendous 
gains, airline-catering workers have not shared in this  
prosperity.
  
LAX is a leading world airport and an economic engine 
for the city of Los Angeles. The airport handled an 
estimated 18.9 million international passengers in 2014, more than ever before.5 The new Tom 
Bradley International Terminal—touted as part of the biggest public works project in the city’s 
history with its estimated $1.9 billion price tag6—offers a luxurious environment to the first-rate 
international airlines Flying Food caters.

Given airlines’ record profits one might expect Flying Food workers in Los Angeles to enjoy 
reasonable working conditions and livable wages. However, this report, based on interviews and a 
survey of 60 workers at Flying Food’s two LAX kitchens, tells a different story. 

Industry analysts project 
North American airlines’ net 
after-tax profits to grow to 
$13.2 billion in 2015, up more 
than 700 percent since 
2011.2... Yet despite such 
tremendous gains, airline-
catering workers have not 
shared in this prosperity.



4

Flying Food workers report not having the time, personnel, or functioning equipment to properly 
and safely do their jobs. The conditions in which they work make their own lives more difficult and 
may pose health and safety risks for the flying public.
 

 An Unlivable Wage
 
Most of the surveyed Flying Food employees 
at LAX have been in their jobs for many 
years, providing the firm and the airlines 
it serves an experienced, dependable 
workforce. The average time that survey 
respondents have been in their jobs is 
over six years, and the average worker’s 
age is 46 years. Furthermore, nearly every 
surveyed worker is a parent. Taken together, 
these findings show that Flying Food 
employees are working to support families 
and are rooted in the greater Los Angeles 
community.
 
Despite their time serving the company, 
Flying Food workers are not paid enough to 
support their families. The median wage of survey respondents at Flying Food’s two LAX kitchens is 
$10.04 per hour. Of surveyed workers who are paid at or below $10 per hour, which in January 2016 

will be California’s minimum wage, more 
than half have worked for Flying Food for 
more than four years.
 
Flying Food’s LAX employees also struggle 
to cover health expenses for themselves 
and their families. The company offers an 
insurance plan that costs workers $75 per 
month for individual coverage and $225 
per month to cover families.7 For a full-
time worker who is paid the median wage 
of $10.04 per hour and buys the company’s 
family health insurance plan, her weekly 
take-home pay after taxes would be less than 
$300.8 
  

   I make $10.69 per hour, and I’ve worked 

here for 9 years. My pay limits everything in 

my life. My bed is old and I don’t have money 

for a new one — it’s the same bed I had when 

I came to this country. I don’t have a car, so I 

take a train and two buses to get to work. I’m 

responsible for my son who’s 24 years old. I 

pay $970 for my one bedroom apartment. I 

pay $278 a month in insurance for my family.  

Sometimes I can’t even buy enough food. 

— Giliana Nima, Cafeteria, Imperial Kitchen

   I started working at Flying Food 8 

years ago, and I earn $ 10.01. I rent a 

room in my sister’s apartment because 

I cannot afford my own place. Seven 

years ago, I suffered a stroke, and I also 

have diabetes. But the insurance is 

very expensive and I don’t have it. I go 

without my medicine because I don’t 

have the money to pay for it.  

— Ana Solis, Dish Room,  

Imperial Kitchen
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Perhaps as a result of the high cost, only 35 percent of responding workers report buying the 
company’s insurance plan. 28 percent go without any health insurance at all. Of respondents who 
have insurance, 30 percent are covered by Medicaid.
 
The combined effect of low wages and costly health insurance is that many full-time Flying Food 
workers regularly struggle to make ends meet. Nearly half of those who responded to the survey 
say that in the past year they have not had enough money to pay for rent, and 40 percent report 
lacking money for food. 

Public Health Concerns

For more than six decades, the World Health Organization (WHO) has noted the importance 
of sanitation in and around airports for preventing the spread of foodborne illness and 
communicable diseases. The organization has stated that to “protect public health, the application 
of high standards of hygiene should form an integral part of airport and aircraft operations.”9 

Among other areas, the WHO highlights airline catering as a concern, and notes that “[a]irlines 
are responsible for the food they serve on board aircraft, whether it is prepared in an airline-owned 
‘flight kitchen’ or obtained from an independently owned catering company.” Airlines need to 
ensure that food is prepared and conducted to airplanes in such a way as to avoid contamination.

Flying Food’s employees report practices that may pose potential health risks to themselves and 
the flying public alike. Based on worker testimony and health inspection reports filed by the Food 
and Drug Administration (FDA), Flying Food’s sanitation record raises concerns for an airline 

49%

Not enough 
money for rent in 

past year

33%

Not enough 
money for health 
care in past year

25%

Free or reduced-
price school 

meals

40%

Not enough 
money for food in 

past year

22%

Enrolled in 
Medicaid

13%

Enrolled in SNAP 
(food stamps)
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caterer serving high-end airlines at a 
world-class airport.
 
Four workers report that managers 
change or order workers to change the 
dates on which food was prepared, in 
which cases it may be impossible to 
determine the date on which food was 
originally prepared. Other workers 
report dirty or spoiled food being used to 
prepare airline meals. 

Nearly half of workers who responded to 
the survey report evidence of rodents and 
insects in the kitchens. In addition, nearly 
half of surveyed workers say they have 
seen unclean food preparation surfaces in 
their workplace.

Workers report that dishwashing 
machines regularly break down, leaving workers in the dish room to wash plates and other dishes 
by hand. Workers also report that the company at times does not have dishwashing detergent, so 
that food is delivered to airline passengers on dishes that have only been washed in hot water.

Over a quarter of surveyed workers—the majority of whom report having come to work sick in the 
past year—say that hand-washing soap is sometimes unavailable. 

Eighty seven percent of responding workers witness standing water on the kitchen’s floors, which 
creates both a hazard for workers and a potential breeding ground for pests and pathogens.10 

Corroborating workers’ statements, multiple FDA inspections reports raise concerns about 
pooling water in Flying Food’s 
kitchens at LAX. A report from 
a February 2014 inspection of 
Flying Food’s 98th Street kitchen 
noted a “[l]ack of adequate 
drainage of areas which may 
contribute to contamination of 
food by providing a breeding 
place for pests” and that pooling 
“could attract pests such as 

   There’s a leak over the Air 

France cook’s table, which 

has been there for over a 

year. The leak drips right next 

to the table onto the floor. 

Sometimes there are a few drops per second, 

but when it rains it pours into the kitchen. In 

the last year the leak has been reported to 

managers at least 20 times and they haven’t 

done anything about it. The water pours on 

us and sometimes it touches the food... It 

also creates a safety hazard for us, especially 

when there’s any oil on the floor. 

— Rafael Leon, Cook, Imperial Kitchen

“  Today, with a tray of apple sausage that 

was cooked on Friday for a Tahiti flight, they 

changed the label to say that it was cooked 

on Monday. The only ones who suffer the 

consequences of this are the customers. 

— Cook, Imperial Kitchen
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insects and rodents or contribute to 
problems with certain pathogens such 
as Lysteria monocytogenese [sic].”11 

According to the Centers for Disease 
Control (CDC), listeria, a deadly infection 
usually caused by consuming food 
contaminated with Listeria monocytogenes, 
is responsible for an estimated 1,600 
illnesses in the United States each year.12 
The CDC estimates that around one in five 
infections are fatal.13 In April 2014, Flying 
Food announced a recall of appetizer meals 
prepared for British Airways flights from 
Miami that may have been contaminated 

  Last year, a co-worker found a 

cockroach in her salad from the 

cafeteria, and the lettuce sometimes 

is a dark color…. Two months ago, in my 

department we found two mice… Also, 

there are many mosquitos and other 

insects in the room where I work. But I 

have only seen the area fumigated one 

time, which was last summer.   

— Kitchen worker, Imperial kitchen

   The dishwashing machines 

are in very bad condition. One 

hour they are working and 

another they are not. There are 

three machines and usually 

one or two are not functioning… 

Sometimes none of the 

machines are working and we 

have to wash the dishes by 

hand, but there isn’t enough 

time nor staff. Sometimes there 

is no soap, either. When there 

isn’t any soap, dishes go out 

to the planes, but they’re 

really still contaminated 

because we don’t have soap 

[to wash them in].

– Dishwasher, Imperial kitchen

FDA Inspection Report, Flying Food’s West 
Imperial Highway Kitchen, January 2015: 

“Instruments used for measuring conditions that 
control or prevent the growth of undesirable 
microorganisms are not adequately maintained. 
Specifically, a conveyor machine is used to 
wash and sanitize serveware used by airline 
passengers. The psi gage that measures 
sanitizer application did not read within the 
gage’s ‘green’ target zone for the left conveyor 
machine upon entering from the loading dock… 
Flow pressure is a very important factor with 
respect to the efficacy of sanitization.”

“Failure to provide sufficient space for storage of 
materials as necessary for the maintenance of 
sanitary operations and the production of safe 
food… It is difficult to observe for evidence of 
pests, and there is the potential that [the food 
storage area] could provide a harborage area 
for them.”
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with Listeria monocytogenes.14 In July 2011, 
the company initiated a recall of various 
foods produced in its Lawrenceville, GA, 
retail facility after testing by the Georgia 
Department of Agriculture revealed the 
presence of Listeria monocytogenes.15

FDA health inspections also point to 
Flying Food’s problems storing food at 
temperatures low enough to minimize the 
chances of passengers getting sick. The FDA 
advises that “keeping a constant refrigerator 
temperature of 40ºF or below [for cooked 
foods] is one of the most effective ways to 
reduce the risk of foodborne illness.”17 The 
federal government estimates around 48 
million annual cases of foodborne illness, 
which result in an estimated 128,000 
hospitalizations and 3,000 deaths each 
year.18 In an inspection report, however, one 
of Flying Food’s LAX kitchens was found to 
have not properly cooled cooked meat.

FDA Inspection Report, Imperial Highway 
Kitchen, July 2013: 

“Lack of adequate drainage of areas which 
may contribute to contamination of food 
by providing a breeding place for pests,” 
specifically pointing out water pooling by 
the trash incinerator.16

 “ Last year, there was a week 

when there was half a foot of 

water on the floor because 

the drains do not work well. 

I have to buy new shoes every three 

months and sometimes the company 

does not reimburse me. 

— Ramon Aguilar, Dish Room,  

Imperial Kitchen

FDA Inspection Report, 98th Street, 
August 2013:  

“All reasonable precautions are not taken 
to ensure that production procedures 
do not contribute contamination from 
any source. Specifically veal rolls were 
measured at 51 degrees in the holding 
cooler; it was supposed to have been 
cooled in the blast chiller to at least 41 
degrees before being transferred to the 
holding cooler, but it was noted in the 
Cooking and Cooling Temperature Log at 
37.5 degrees less than two hours earlier.”19

FDA Inspection Report, Imperial, 
January 2015:

“The following internal food 
temperatures were taken with my probe 
thermometer: 1) Chicken being plated 
measured 50°F at approximately 4:40pm. 
The Cook and Chill Temperature Log 
for this product was provided to me 
and showed that this same chicken 
was removed from the blast chiller 
at 4:36pm and measuring 37°F. The 
ambient temperature of the plating 
room measured 41°F with my probe 
thermometer…”
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Worker Health & Safety

In addition to posing potential risks to the traveling public, conditions in Flying Food’s kitchens 
present negative health effects for workers. More than two-thirds of survey respondents say they 
have suffered injuries at work. 

Some workers also fear reporting 
their injuries to their employer for 
fear of retribution. One worker 
reported that while taking out the 
trash, a plastic knife got lodged under 
his skin; one month later, it was still 
not fully healed. He said he did not 
report the injury because he felt the 
company would likely consider him 
a problem, watch over him, and 
possibly fire him.

Several workers also report power 
outages, during which they must work under the light of small lamps or their own cell phones. 
One cafeteria worker recalls that while previously working in the First Class department, the lights 
went out on several occasions. “I worked in first class until a year and a half ago. There were times 
when the power went out for an hour or 45 minutes. They don’t have emergency lights, and we 
were forced to work in the dark.”

Another potential safety issue is found around the company’s garbage incinerators. Federal law 
requires that trash from international flights must be managed by sterilization, grinding and 
discharge to an approved sewage system, or incinerated to ash, so as to prevent the spread of 
agricultural or animal diseases in the United States.20 Flying Food workers, including drivers and 
porters, report that when a kitchen’s only garbage incinerator breaks down, smoke that is normally 
discharged through a chimney is spewed in such a way that they cannot avoid inhaling it, and that 
they do not have equipment to protect themselves. Workers also report that smoke makes its way 
into the dish room and the kitchen facility.

   Before I injured my back at work, I had to 

incinerate international garbage once or three 

times per shift, depending on traffic. The 

smoke from the machine hit me in the face 

and I breathed it in. Sometimes bottles of 

liquids or wine exploded near my face, but I 

had no protection.

— Fredy Yelmo, Porter, Imperial Kitchen
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A Path Toward Health, Dignity and Shared Prosperity

Passengers flying with leading international carriers, including Air France-KLM, British Airways, 
Etihad, and Virgin Australia, rightly expect the food that comes with their expensive tickets to be 
of high quality, and to be prepared in a sanitary environment.  Similarly, the workers who serve 
passengers traveling on these flights should work in a safe and sanitary environment and should be 
paid enough to support their families.

On March 12, 2015, workers at one of Flying Food’s 
LAX kitchens announced their desire for better working 
conditions and to be paid the living wage. Two months 
prior, 10 workers filed a class action lawsuit on behalf 
of their colleagues, asserting their right to a living wage 
under the Los Angeles Municipal Code. 

The Los Angeles Mayor’s office, the City Council, 
and LAWA’s Board of Commissioners have made 
significant and laudable strides to ensure that workers 
at and around LAX can live with dignity and respect. 
However, Flying Food’s employees have largely been 
left out of these advances. Given the prosperity of the 
international airlines these caterers serve, and the importance of the airport to the city’s economic 
life, decision makers at LAX and client airlines should act to ensure that Flying Food workers have 
a safe and sanitary work environment, and an opportunity to provide a better life for their families. 
Promoting the interests of workers who are among the least visible but most essential at the airport 
would advance public health, improve worker safety, and forward the Los Angeles community’s 
commitment to shared economic development.
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