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Introduction and summary

Airport service workers—including cleaners, wheelchair agents, baggage For the full report,
handlers, ticketing agents, caterers, concessions workers, passenger service please visit https://www.
agents, and lounge workers—are at a breaking point. Although they have americanprogress.org/

article/airport-service-

provided essential services throughout the pandemic and are supporting the
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safe return to normalized travel, these workers are typically paid substandard _
wages and receive few benefits. Now, airport workers across the United obs/.
States are calling on Congress to require major airports—which receive
billions of dollars in federal support every year—to ensure that passenger air
travel employers provide good jobs with the family-sustaining compensation
necessary to maintain their health and well-being.! Doing so would improve the
lives of these essential workers; boost equity in a federally supported sector;

and support safe and efficient airport services across the country.

U.S. airport workers face many of the same challenges plaguing Americans across
the economy, such as growing inequality, occupational segregation, and inad-
equate compensation. However, for airport service workers, these problems are
compounded by subsidized industry employers—including airlines, airports, and
contractors—that have drastically cut wages and benefits in recent decades.>

Today, median wages for many airport service workers, including cleaners, wheel-
chair agents, ticketing and check-in agents, and baggage handlers, fall below the
private sector median of $20.40 per hour. For example, according to 2015-2019
American Community Survey data, the median earnings for aircraft cleaners are
just $13.99 per hour.? Much of the workforce does not receive employer-provided
health coverage, and for those that do, the insurance is often unaffordable.

Moreover, these low wages have a disproportionate impact on people of color, who
are highly represented in airport service occupations. The majority of workers in
several service occupations are Black or Hispanic—or both—compared with 28.7

percent across the private sector workforce.*
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This report supports the case for raising standards for these workers by:

Providing new analysis on low pay and occupational segregation in the national
aviation industry

Explaing how the federal government provides billions of dollars in funding for
airports every year

Detailing state and local efforts to raise standards for essential airport service
workers

Surveying existing evidence that raising standards for airport workers will improve
their lives and result in good value for the public

Low industry wages and inadequate benefits do not harm only workers. Coupled
with the tight labor market and high turnover, airline and airport employers are
failing to maintain a well-qualified workforce, thereby harming the American pub-
lic as well. Labor instability and inexperience in the industry are reducing airport

safety and security and leading to travel slowdowns.s

Airport and airline service workers are relied on to be part of the response to
emergencies such as extreme weather, active shooter situations, and terrorist
attacks.® And although air industry employers have received billions of dollars in
pandemic assistance to cover payroll costs, in recent months many passengers
have missed flights and been left without critical assistance due to the failure of
airlines to retain enough wheelchair attendants.”

A better way forward is possible. For nearly a century, federal policymakers have
enacted standards to ensure that recipients of government spending pay fair
wages, provide benefits, and support equitable access for workers from all walks
of life.® In 2021, President Joe Biden increased the contractor minimum wage to
#15 per hour—indexed to inflation, this rate rose to $16.20 in 2023—strengthened
job security for contracted service workers, and called on all government agencies
to review their procurement practices to support equity for all workers perform-

ing government services.’

However, the patchwork of protections for workers whose jobs are funded through
government support is uneven. While workers in jobs funded through the federal
contracting system enjoy numerous protections, these policies do not apply to
service jobs performed on properties receiving federal grants, loans, loan guar-
antees, and other federally enabled spending programs. As a result, federal law
leaves airport service workers unprotected. For example, the Center for American
Progress’ analysis found that the majority of workers employed nationwide as
aircraft cleaners, as well as more than one-third of baggage handlers and ticketing

agents, earn hourly wages below the 2023 contractor minimum wage.
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In the absence of federal action, cities and states are fighting to raise standards
for airport workers. For example, wheelchair attendants and baggage handlers at
New York’s John F. Kennedy Airport are paid a minimum of $18.00 per hour and
receive benefits.” And in March 2022, the City Council of Atlanta helped airport
cleaners at Hartsfield-Jackson Atlanta International Airport win a more than dec-
adelong fight for wage increases.”

Yet in other jurisdictions across the United States, the lack of consistency across
federally subsidized airports harms workers. Major hubs, such as Charlotte
Douglas International Airport in Charlotte, North Carolina, have no airport-spe-
cific pay standards for most airport service workers.”> Even across jurisdictions
that have enacted airport worker standards, minimim pay standards vary consid-
erably, and most communities have not taken action to require provision of health
care and other essential benefits.

In summer 2022, Sen. Edward Markey (D-MA) and Rep. Chuy Garcia (D-IL)
introduced the Good Jobs for Good Airports Act to establish pay, benefits, and
labor standards for airport service workers—including cleaners, wheelchair
agents, baggage handlers, concessionaires, and security personnel.’

Strong, federally mandated floors would help uphold equity and fair standards
across the country; ensure that the government stands by its commitment to not
subsidize poverty wages; and increase safety and efficiency across the national
aviation system by supporting a well-qualified workforce.
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