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Security (airport premises, warehouses, •	

aircrafts)

The major contractors used by the airlines 

are Aviation Safeguards and G2 Secure Staff.

EMPLOYEE HIGHLIGHT:  EVERLISTO QUEBRAL

Everlisto Quebral, a wheelchair ambassador for Aviation 

Safeguards, has worked at the San Jose International Airport 

for 14 years.   

Everlisto is 72 and is forced to work past retirement to provide for his family.

When Everlisto started working at the airport over 14 years ago he was paid the minimum 

wage and 14 years later he’s still getting paid the minimum wage, without health care benefits.   

Without employer-sponsored health care, Everlisto cannot afford to go to the doctor and 

routinely puts off receiving medical care.  
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Current Working Conditions  
at San Jose Airport 

Hundreds of workers at SJC play a vital role 

in airport operations, yet earn low wages with 

no prospect for improvement.  Results from 

a December 2007/January 2008 survey of 48 

passenger service workers  found most SJC 

workers not covered by the city’s Living Wage 

Policy are paid no more than the California 

minimum wage – $8 per hour in 2008. With 

fewer than 40 hours of work available per 

week, surveyed workers earned an average 

annual salary of less than $16,640. This salary 

is far below what’s needed to achieve self-

sufficiency in San Jose; the average cost of rent 

for a one bedroom apartment would alone 

consume 80% of an employee’s income.    

In addition to low wages, not one of the 

workers surveyed had access to employer-paid 

healthcare.  For low-wage workers struggling 

to afford basic necessities in one of the most 

expensive regions in the country, the cost of 

health insurance for themselves and their 

families is nearly unattainable.  Furthermore, 

96% of the survey respondents received no 

sick days, vacation, holidays, or even unpaid 

time off.  

The negative effects of low wages, lack of 

employer-based health insurance, and no time 

off produce instability in job tenure between 

living wage and minimum wage workers.   

Among the few workers in the survey 

currently paid a living wage, 50% have worked 

at the airport for more than 3 years, compared 

to 6% of security workers, 4% of wheelchair 

attendants, and 0% of baggage handlers: all 

job classes not covered by living wage (see 

Figure 2).  Overall, 38% of the below-living-

wage workers surveyed have been employed 

at SJC for less than 12 months.  Respondents 

indicated that lower wages significantly 

contributed to the minimal length of job 

tenure.  

Applying a living wage ordinance to the 

airport could deal with the current working 

conditions at SJC, but thus far living wage 

has only been expanded on a contract by 

contract basis.  Currently, the city’s Living 

Wage Policy only covers workers who are 

employed directly by the city or through 
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a city contract.  Consequently, at least 500 

employees contracted or sub-contracted by 

the airlines are not provided with this vital 

protection. Uncovered workers earn wages far 

below their living wage counterparts, do not 

have access to health insurance, and lack basic 

job training.  

Lack of Training 

In addition to experiencing poor job 

quality, many employees at SJC have not 

been provided with adequate training, 

decreasing their effectiveness in airport 

operations.  A particular concern is the lack 
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of training regarding security-related tasks 

and procedures.  Approximately 60% of the 

workers surveyed at SJC reported having 

security-related duties including conducting 

airplane searches for suspicious items, staffing 

access to secure areas of the airport and the 

airplanes, and crowd control.  Of the workers 

who perform security-related roles, survey 

results indicated:   

80% were not trained on how to •	

evacuate the terminal

64% did not receive formal trainings on •	

identifying suspicious behavior
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48% were not trained on procedures in •	

case of emergency

fIG 3 Lack of formal Training for Passenger Service 
Workers With Security Duties at SJC
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This lack of training generates lower worker 

productivity and limited effectiveness in 

maintaining airport-wide security standards.  

Other major airports have recognized the 

importance of training employees at all levels 

in an effort to maintain airport security.  Both 

Miami International Airport and Boston’s 

Logan International Airport have adopted 

a security training program for all airport 

staff.19   

19	 “Miami Airport Trains All Employees to Look for 
Suspicious Behavior” The Miami Herald, September 8, 
2006, Business and Financial News Section.
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San Jose’s High Cost of Living 

The challenges low wage workers 

experience at the airport is compounded by 

the high cost of living in San Jose.   In the 

past year, prices for basic necessities used by 

working families including housing, gas and 

child care have continued to balloon upward.  

Average rents in Silicon Valley are tied with 

Los Angeles as the highest in the state (see 

Figure 4), and gas prices have shot up 70% 

over last year. The average cost of childcare for 

one preschooler in the Santa Clara County is 

$10,597 per year, a 45 percent increase since 

2001.    

Evidence increasingly suggests that Silicon 

Valley is moving in a disturbing direction 

typified by inadequate household incomes, 

FIG 4 Santa Clara County: Cost to Rent
Fair Market Rent Hourly Wage  

Needed to Afford

Studio Unit $928 $17.85

One-Bedroom Unit $1,076 $20.69

Two-Bedroom Unit $1,293 $24.87

Three-Bedroom Unit $1,859 $35.75
Source: National Low Income Housing Coalition, Out of Reach 2007-2008. April 7, 2008. 

increasing inequality, and heightened 

economic insecurity for the middle class.  

When these circumstances are combined with 

the highest rents in the state, stagnant wages 

and escalating prices for food and gas, it is 

becoming increasingly difficult for lower and 

middle income families to make ends meet.  

The current economic conditions for 

many San Jose airport workers illustrate the 

impossible balance that thousands of San 

Jose families confront between securing basic 

necessities and paying bills without increasing 

debt.   
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Economic and Community Impacts of 
Substandard Wages

The failure to apply living wage to all 

workers at the airport not only has impacts 

on workers but the overall community.  At 

$8.00/hour, minimum wage is barely enough 

to cover rent (currently at $15,516 for a 

two-bedroom apartment), never mind food, 

electricity, transportation, healthcare or 

childcare.

To support their families and stay off the 

streets, low-wage workers thus must turn to 

public assistance programs.  In Santa Clara 

County, a minimum wage worker with 

one child is eligible for food stamps and 

CalWORKs (welfare), as well as low-cost 

children’s health coverage and free school 

lunch – even though he or she has a full-time 

job. 

In total, the worker in question qualifies for 

public assistance worth $10,675 annually, not 

including housing assistance. Paid for with 

taxpayer money, this assistance amounts to a 

hidden subsidy for businesses that do not pay 

a livable wage. Responsible businesses that do 

pay enough for workers to live on are placed 

at a competitive disadvantage. 

Moreover, when full-time workers are 

forced to turn to public assistance, an 

enormous strain is placed on city, county 

and state budgets and on the entire social 

safety net. Emergency rooms, Valley Medical 

Center, and community health clinics are all 

hard pressed to maintain adequate health 

care services in the face of growing numbers 

of uninsured residents. The Second Harvest 

Food Bank has seen demand soar in the past 

year; even with more volunteers and food 

donations coming in, as much as half of the 

food need goes unmet. 

Finally, paying wages that are inadequate 

to afford housing has major impacts 

not just on workers and families, but 

also on neighborhoods and the regional 

transportation infrastructure. Low-wage 

workers usually must choose between living 

in overcrowded, substandard housing, 

which negatively impacts neighborhoods, or 

else moving out to a lower-cost region and 

commuting four hours or more every day, 

adding to traffic congestion and pollution 

and robbing them of time to spend with their 

families.
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Applying Living Wage and Public Oversight to 
SJC: A Policy with Multiple Benefits  

Improving Job Quality 

Implementing a comprehensive living 

wage  ordinance at SJC would establish a 

consistent wage standard for all employees 

and strengthen airport operations.  This 

ordinance would generate wage increases for 

non-living wage employees by an average of 

50%, from $8/hr to $12.66/ hr (see Figure 5).  

For the first time, workers would also have 

the opportunity to access job-based health 

care coverage, thereby decreasing the number 

of uninsured in our community, improving 

productivity, and increasing job tenure.  In 

an October 2007 Gallup Poll of business 

owners nationwide, over 80% responded 

that providing adequate health insurance 

to workers would help employers attract 

FIG 5 San Jose Airport Workers
Hourly Monthly* Annually*

Current (min. wage) $8.00 $1,386.67 $16,640

Living wage (with healthcare) $12.66 $2,194.40 $26,332.80

Living wage (without 
healthcare)

$13.91 $2,411.07 $28,932.80

* Assuming a 40-hour work week.

more qualified employees and would reduce 

employee turnover. Two-thirds of employers 

also believed that health coverage would boost 

employee productivity. 

Furthermore, establishing job training 

requirements for all employees at SJC will 

ensure that all staff receive basic education 

on how to prepare for an emergency or 

security breach, and can learn new strategies 

to augment employee performance and 

customer service.   

Improving Oversight 

and Accountability for 

Contractors at SJC 

In addition to job quality standards, the 

City of San Jose should also play a more 



BUILDING A BETTER AIRPORT.  WORKING PARTNERSHIPS USA.  PAGE 22

active role in the selection of contractors 

at the airport.  Increased public oversight 

and accountability for all employers at 

SJC will ensure that contractors provide a 

minimum wage rate and meet basic security 

requirements.  Establishing these benchmarks 

will improve customer service, enhance 

productivity throughout the airport.    

Maintaining Competitive 

Standards at San Jose 

International

California airports are leading the country 

to find innovative solutions that enhance 

competitiveness by raising job standards for 

airport workers.  Applying living wage  job 

training requirements and public oversight 

to all staff at SJC would end unacceptable 

discrepancies between SJC and the Bay Area’s 

two other international airports as well as 

Los Angeles International, California’s largest 

airline gateway.

Both Oakland and San Francisco have 

already passed measures that expand living 

wage to all airport workers.  Contractors 

at Oakland International have been bound 

by the city’s Living Wage Ordinance since 

2002 when voters amended the city’s charter.  

San Francisco International (SFO), the Bay 

Area’s largest airport, goes beyond living 

wage.  Its Quality Standards Program (QSP), 

implemented in 2000, is a certification 

program affecting employees who work in 

security areas (such as San Jose’s passenger 

service workers) and those with security 

functions (most San Jose workers such 

as janitors and aircraft cleaners also have 

security functions). Under QSP, contractors 

must prove they meet defined standards for 

hiring, training and compensation that are 

higher than those called for under the city’s 

Living Wage Ordinance. 

Los Angeles International has operated 

under that city’s Living Wage Ordinance 

for more than 10 years. LAX’s operator, Los 

Angeles World Airports, is preparing to 

implement a new policy for oversight under 

which contractors will be evaluated against 

specified criteria, including a commitment 

to compensate workers above the standard of 

the city’s Living Wage Ordinance as well as 

benchmarks for staffing, training, equipment 

maintenance and service quality.

Applying job quality standards at SJC 

in line with practices at San Francisco, 

Oakland and LAX would also augment the 
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airport’s competitive position.  A survey of 

San Francisco airport workers following 

the implementation of the QSP program 

found that the higher standards improved 

operations. Survey results reported a 

dramatic decrease in employee turnover, an 

increase in employee performance, tighter 

security and improved customer service at 

the airport.  Survey data from San Francisco 

also suggested that implementation of 

living wage at SFO didn’t negatively impact 

airport activity, but in fact generated some 

cost savings to employers.  The decline in 

employee turnover alone, which was 80% 

among some occupations, amounted to a 

cost savings equal to 11% of employers’ costs.  

The combination of higher wages and job-

training opportunities provided benefits to 

both employers and employees, and in turn 

strengthened business at the San Francisco 

airport.20    

20	 Michael Reich, Peter Hall and Ken Jacobs, “Living Wages and 
Economic Performance: the San Francisco Airport Model.” 
Institute of Industrial Relations, UC Berkeley, March 2003. 
http://www.irle.berkeley.edu/research/livingwage/sfo_mar03.pdf
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Policy Recommendations 

The deregulation of the airport industry has 

produced an environment that if not carefully 

monitored can generate significant lapses in 

security and customer service. To counteract 

this trend, San Jose International Airport 

should implement quality standards that 

ensure adequate compensation, City oversight 

of contractors, to ensure maximum safety and 

security at SJC.  

1. The City of San Jose should 

establish a comprehensive living wage 

policy to all workers at the airport. 

The failure to supply adequate wages for 

many contracted employees has resulted in 

excessively high turnover rates at SJC and 

has impacted airport efficiency.   Currently, 

at least 500 employees at SJC are earning 

inadequate wages and do not have access 

to employer-based health coverage or paid 

time off.  The sub-standard wages provided 

to SJC workers not only decrease employee 

productivity, but also adversely impact the 

San Jose community at large.  

In an effort to retain valuable and skilled 

employees committed to public safety at the 

airport, the City of San Jose should apply a 

comprehensive living wage policy to ensure 

that all workers are guaranteed a livable salary.  

2. The City of San Jose should 

increase oversight of sub-contractors 

at the San Jose airport. 

Although the City of San Jose owns the 

Airport and sets the terms of the airlines’ 

operations, the airlines contract out many of 

their responsibilities, and the City of San Jose 

does not currently exercise sufficient oversight 

over these subcontractors.  Fundamental 

standards of safety, security and service are 

threatened by excessively high turnover 

in many vital occupations and inadequate 

training for employees who are engaged in 

security related duties. 

To strengthen airport operations and 

security at SJC, the City should play a larger 

role in ensuring that employers at the airport 

are selected to not only ensure efficiency but 
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also provide adequate training and promote 

good customer service.  The City’s role should 

include assisting in the selection of airport 

contractors, which should be based on job 

quality criteria and benchmarks related to job 

training programs, local hire and compliance 

with employment laws.  In addition, the 

City should also play a regulatory role in 

monitoring employer performance.  

3. The City of San Jose should 

explore additional opportunities 

to improve employee productivity, 

training and airport security.   

Developing training standards for all 

airport employees has been shown to increase 

customer service, productivity and strengthen 

security.  Both San Francisco and Los Angeles 

airports have taken steps to improve access 

to training and enhance career ladders 

for airport employees in an ongoing effort 

to decrease employee turnover, improve 

efficiency and maintain the highest airport 

standards.  

As the City of San Jose prepares for a 

massive expansion at SJC, the City should 

review training standards and best practices 

employed by major U.S. airports including 

SFO, LAX, and other leading models 

throughout the country, and develop a plan to 

raise standards at SJC.    
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Conclusion 

With a $1.5 billion terminal improvement 

program underway, San Jose is in a unique 

position to improve job quality standards at 

the airport.  Research has shown that living 

wage and training standards for airport 

workers improve service quality and airport 

security.   The City of San Jose should act 

immediately to create a comprehensive 

employment policy that incorporates living 

wage and additional oversight for airport 

employers in an effort to stem job turnover, 

strengthen security, boost productivity and 

overall operations at Norman Mineta San Jose 

International Airport.  


