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Reaching Higher Coalition Endorses Strike by Service Workers at LAX

Coalition Says High Turnover, Inadequate Training and Lack of Proper Equipment 

Jeopardize Passenger Safety and Security

LOS ANGELES – The Reaching Higher Coalition, an alliance of passenger rights, faith, community and labor organizations, announced today that it would honor the airport service workers’ strike at Los Angeles International Airport (LAX), joining them on the picket lines until the strike comes to an end.

Workers authorized a strike last Wednesday in response to alleged unfair labor practices by their employers and frustration over lack of adequate training and proper equipment, which compromises the safety of workers and passengers. Some 2,500 contracted service workers are employed at LAX, many of whom have access to secure areas of the airport, including security officers, skycaps, wheelchair attendants, baggage handlers, cabin cleaners and terminal janitors. Workers say that the airlines are not doing enough to improve safety, security and service at the airport.

“The airlines could do a lot more to improve services to their airline passengers and airport security, while at the same time making these good jobs for our families and our communities,” said Fanny Fuentes, who provides wheelchair assistance to passengers with disabilities and seniors at Northwest Airlines. Fuentes, like most airport service workers, earns only $10 an hour and does not have adequate individual or family health care.

A work stoppage of this magnitude could affect tens of thousands of travelers. LAX is the fifth-busiest airport in the world, handling 61.9 million passengers in 2009, or about 70% of the passenger traffic in the Southern California five-county region. Given the tourism industry’s importance to the local economy, elected officials, community leaders, passenger rights advocates and workers have joined together in calling on the airlines to ensure that the highest levels of service and security at LAX.  

“The airlines need to ensure that passenger service workers are getting the training they need to do their jobs effectively,” said Lillibeth Navarro, Executive Director of Communities Actively Living Independent & Free (CALIF), a leading advocate for the rights of passengers with disabilities. “The airlines also need to ensure that these workers are getting good pay and health benefits, so that they can afford to stay at their jobs and provide quality service for passengers, particularly those of us with special needs.”

A recent Airline Quality Rating report found that service quality ratings have fallen to their lowest level in two decades. According to industry analysts JD Power and Associates, this decline is largely driven by deteriorating levels of customer service provided by employees. “In this unstable industry environment, it is critical that airlines invest in their employees as a means to enhance the customer experience, as there is a strong connection between employee satisfaction and customer satisfaction,” concluded a recent JD Power report. “Those airlines that focus on keeping their employees informed and motivated will be better able to change negative consumer sentiment and truly differentiate themselves.”

The airline industry has enjoyed massive subsidies, receiving an estimated $8.5 billion in federal subsidies, and $487 million in state and local subsidies in California since 2001. The City of Los Angeles is also investing up to $8 billion in modernizing LAX, monies that will clearly benefit the airlines.

These subsidies notwithstanding, conditions for passengers service workers at LAX and other airports remain substandard. Despite the City of Los Angeles’ living wage ordinance, most contracted passenger service workers at LAX earn less than $20,000 per year. And while turnover has fallen since the passage of the living wage ordinance, high turnover continues to be a problem because the living wage does not provide the income necessary for the workers to meet their basic needs, nor has it been successful in encouraging employers to provide healthcare coverage. Under the living wage ordinance, employers can contribute $1.25 per hour towards health benefits for employees in lieu of paying a higher wage. While the living wage is adjusted upward each year, the health care differential has remained the same since the ordinance was passed over 10 years ago, and falls far short of average costs for employer-provided benefits.

According to a study released by the Los Angeles Alliance for a New Economy (LAANE), LAX workers on average would have to pay over $3,000 a year for family benefits, and some company plans cost workers as much as $5,000 annually. For low-wage workers struggling to afford basic necessities such as housing and childcare, this cost is nearly impossible to pay.

Improvements to training, proper equipment, better benefits and family health care coverage could be implemented for a cost barely noticeable to passengers. An increase of less than 25 cents per ticket would improve conditions for passenger service workers, leading to better service and security. Despite raising ticket prices by an average of $200 and instituting a range of new fees, airlines have been unwilling to make this minor investment in the workers who directly affect the travel experience of their passengers.

“In order to provide high-quality service to passengers, airlines need to invest in their workforce by providing adequate training, fair wages and family health benefits,” said Carolina Briones, Research Director for LAANE. “This will improve security, safety and service while providing quality jobs to thousands of workers.”
The Reaching Higher Coalition was formed this year to raise standards for airport workers and passengers at California’s top airports.

For more information, please visit these websites:

http://www.reachinghighercoalition.org/
http://www.howwasyourflight.com/
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