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Letter from Angelica Hernandez   
Fast Food Council Member 		
							    
March 2026

Dear Governor Newsom, 

California fast food workers dedicate this book to you in commemoration of the historic victory we accomplished 

together – the passage of AB-1228. 

A centerpiece of your leadership to improve the lives of working Californians struggling to pay the rent and raise a 

family, AB-1228 raised the fast food minimum wage to $20 per hour.1 And it worked! 

You raised standards for fast food workers and our families, and the sky didn’t fall on the California fast food industry. 

In fact, the California fast food industry has grown remarkably. When we succeed, our companies succeed. 

Michael Hiltzik called it when he described the fast food industry’s numbers as “baloney, sliced thick”.2 In the first 

year since the fast food minimum wage went into effect, California added new fast food stores three times faster 

than the rest of the country, with a third of all new fast food stores in the USA added in California – an increase of 

2,480 California locations.3 At the same time, fast food employment in California has remained stable,4 and the top 10 

publicly-traded fast food companies in California had combined 2025 operating profits totaling over $25 billion.5 

The road to the Fast Food Council was long. Workers at over 450 fast food restaurants around the state went on 

strike demanding solutions to our most pressing problems, not just at the stores where we work, but for fast food 

restaurants industry-wide across California.6

AB-1228 established the first-in-the-nation Fast Food Council, empowered to set industry-wide minimum standards 

to address the hazards and abuses California’s 630,000 fast food workers face every day.7 As we mark the two-year 

anniversary of the first meeting of the Fast Food Council, I remember the surge of pride and excitement we felt at 

having won a seat at the table. 

Since then, however, the hazards and abuses have continued, and fast food workers have filed over 100 new complaints 

with state and local agencies documenting the ongoing workplace violations that hurt us, our families and our 

customers.8 When Antonia and her coworkers at McDonald’s reported rats running around the kitchen, management 

responded by posting a sign forbidding workers to take photos or videos.9 Cesar worked thousands of hours at 

Subway unpaid and off the clock until he talked to a union organizer who told him he doesn’t have to work for free.10 

Management at the McDonald’s where I work doesn’t protect us from ongoing violent attacks11 – the list goes on. 

Recent complaints filed by fast food workers also describe how our lives are turned upside down by arbitrary and often-

retaliatory schedule changes and firings when we try to use paid sick leave to care for loved ones, file wage claims for 
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Of 630,000 
fast food workers 

in California:

75% 
people of color

56% 
Latino/a

66%  
women

20% 
immigrants

About California  
Fast Food Workers

There are more than 630,000 workers in 

California’s fast food restaurants.18 More than 

three quarters of California fast food workers 

are people of color, 56% are Latino/a, and 

two thirds are women.19 Twenty percent of 

California fast food workers are immigrants.20 

bounced paychecks or report workplace violence, harassment and discrimination. 

Marco got fired after he joined 11 other  coworkers at Taco Bell who filed a Wage 

Theft complaint reporting timekeeping manipulation, forged signatures on worker 

pay records and off-the-clock work.12 Erika was fired from El Pollo Loco after she 

and her coworkers reported suffering heat illness when management didn’t fix the 

broken AC, and an overtime avoidance scheme in which management had workers 

clocking in and out under multiple names.13 Gerardo was fired from Popeyes, 

lost his apartment and had to share a room and cut the money he was sending to 

support his mother when he got the flu and couldn’t find a coworker willing to 

cover for him because management said the worker would have to clock in under 

another name to avoid receiving overtime pay.14

The Fast Food Council can take action now to start addressing these problems. 

The Council must adjust the fast food minimum wage for inflation, like every 

other minimum wage in California.15 It is unconscionable that the same fast food 

companies like McDonald’s, Taco Bell, and Wendy’s – whose CEOs are paid more 

for just a few minutes or hours work than we earn in a whole year16– are leading 

the fight to deny us modest pay adjustments and independently-administered 

trainings to learn about our rights. The Fast Food Council is empowered to put 

policies in place to protect us from arbitrary schedule changes, and also must 

begin investigating fast food working conditions, to inform its ongoing work to set 

minimum industry standards.

As a long-time McDonald’s worker and a member of the Fast Food Council, I 

see the rising level of fear felt by many Californians, including fast food workers, 

as ICE arrests and detains people in our streets and terrifies our communities. 

I also see that employers feel newly empowered to threaten us with calling ICE 

when we ask questions about paid sick leave or Workers Compensation, or report 

health and safety hazards. Edith, a worker at KFC, reported that when she asked 

management why her schedule was cut, management said if someone doesn’t like 

the schedule, “immigration [enforcement] should throw them out.”17 Management 

told Guadalupe that if ICE comes, workers can “hide in the garbage.” We 

have all seen that anyone can be arrested or harmed by ICE, regardless of 

immigration status. It is more urgent than ever that the Fast Food Council support 

independently-administered Know Your Rights training that includes information 

for workers facing threats of immigration enforcement.

The promise of AB-1228 and the Fast Food Council is in view, but still not within 

reach. The Fast Food Council can only realize its potential by acting now to solve our 

most pressing problems – showing that California works for all Californians.  

Sincerely, 
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I have been making sandwiches at McDonald’s 
for 20 years, and I live on the brink of 
homelessness because I don’t earn enough.  

My expenses are very basic. I leave for work at 3:40 am when there 

isn’t transit, so I pay for an Uber to work. I have to pay rent, the 

gas bill, electricity, and I barely have money for food, clothes or 

shoes. Sometimes I just pay the gas and hope the electricity doesn’t 

get turned off. Sometimes I borrow money from friends to make 

it through the month, but then I pay them back and again I have 

no money. I haven’t been able to save all these years, because I don’t 

make enough and I have to send money to support my mother. 

I joined with fast food workers across California to pass AB-1228 to 

establish the Fast Food Council.  There is a lot the Fast Food Council 

can do to make sure we get paid fairly and correctly, starting with 

putting in place the raise we need. 

– Herminia, McDonald’s worker, Los Angeles  

Protect Our Pay

Fast Food Workers Speak
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I am always exhausted from either working 
double shifts – over 14 hours per day – or 
from working “clopenings”, where I don’t have 
enough time to sleep because I close at one 
Burger King at 10 pm and open at another 
Burger King at 6:30 am. 

Before the pandemic, I had a 5-day, Monday-through-Friday 

schedule at my main Burger King job that allowed me to rest 

between jobs. During the pandemic, my schedule was cut to 4 

days, and then my 5-day schedule was restored with the addition 

of some weekend days, which barely gives me time to get from one 

Burger King job to another. 

In December 2024 I saw that new workers were being hired, so I 

figured there was some flexibility in the schedule and I asked the 

owner at my main job to restore my Monday-through-Friday work 

schedule. In response, he retaliated against me, cutting my schedule 

back down to 4 days, and he gave my hours to new workers. 

Schedule changes and cuts shouldn’t be used to punish workers – 

fast food workers like me need fair scheduling protections, so we 

can honor our commitments to our families, maintain our second 

jobs and have time to sleep.  

–Veronica, Burger King worker, San Jose

Fair Scheduling Protections
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Every time a fast food store changes owners or 
closes, workers’ lives are turned upside down for 
no good reason. 

When the McDonald’s where I work closed in November 2025, I was 

so upset I could barely talk without breaking down into tears. Just 

before Thanksgiving more than 30 of us were notified that we were 

laid off, with no support from McDonald’s to transfer our jobs to one 

of the many stores in the area, and no idea how we would get through 

the holidays or pay the rent. 

In 2023, we all lost our paid sick leave from one day to the next when 

the ownership of the franchise changed. Some workers didn’t get paid 

when the new owner refused to honor their sick pay requests. Think 

about it – it just doesn’t make sense to leave everyone in a restaurant 

with no paid sick leave. What if stomach flu or another contagious 

illness starts running around the store? How can we rest and recover, 

if we can’t pay the rent? 

Fast food franchises are frequently bought, sold, transferred or closed. 

The way fast food companies treat us in these situations can help us 

thrive, or can disrupt the carefully-constructed arrangements we have 

for childcare, school, transportation and second jobs, and even push 

us and our families over the brink into homelessness. 

The Fast Food Council is empowered to set minimum standards, 

so that ownership changes and closures happen on good terms – if 

we had more notice and support from McDonald’s, we would have 

a better chance of transferring or finding another job, and not 

upsetting our arrangements for school, transportation, childcare and 

second jobs. 

– Antonia, former McDonald’s worker, Oakland 

Ownership Change/Closure Protections

Fast Food Workers Speak
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Imagine you see the store manager serving undercooked eggs to 

customers, and you worry the customers will get sick. You talk to 

the manager and he ignores you, so you tell the district manager, but 

nothing happens. 

Imagine you show your manager the chicken nuggets being served are 

covered in mold, and he tells you to keep serving them.

Imagine management tells you they will fire you if you throw away 

food, so you can’t throw away the chips when you see cockroaches 

walking on them. 

Imagine you get diarrhea during your shift and your manager won’t let 

you go home, and you have to keep preparing food in the kitchen.  

Imagine you complain to management about these things, and instead 

of fixing them, they put warnings in your file. 

At the same time, imagine that every day you experience relentless 

harassment – your manager complains about “fucking Mexicans” 

and gets angry when customers speak Spanish. And sometimes the 

manager gets so angry that he loses control. Once he got so mad 

at you he punched the wall, causing his knuckles to bleed. You are 

always in fear of the next outburst.

All these things have been happening to us at the 
Taco Bell where we work. 

The Fast Food Council needs to start holding hearings about food 

safety, workplace violence, harassment and discrimination and other 

industry-wide problems, and start working to address them.

– Gabriela & Isabela,  
   Taco Bell workers, El Dorado Hills

Investigate Pervasive Abuses 

Fast Food Workers Speak
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I am 51 years old, and every day my manager at KFC/Taco Bell says 

things like older workers are “stupid” and “useless,” she “wants to see 

more collagen,” and she wants to bring in younger workers. Fast food 

workers like me suffer indignities like this every day at work. 

Most of the workers on the AM shift are older like me, and this work 

is how we support ourselves and our families. The manager cut my 

schedule, and when I asked about it, the manager said there wasn’t 

much work, but I see that they are hiring new, younger workers at the 

same time that they are cutting schedules of older workers. 

When my coworker, who is 57 years old, asked 
why her schedule was cut, management said if 
someone doesn’t like the schedule, “immigration 
enforcement should throw them out.” The store 
manager also told me that if ICE comes to the 
store, workers can “hide in the garbage.”  

We all know that ICE has arrested or harmed anyone, regardless of immigration status. And it is against the law for employers to 

allow ICE into non-public areas of the store without a warrant signed by a judge.   

Management also harasses me because of my weight, they won’t give me the uniforms I need  in my size, and they said they were 

only ordering sizes Small and Medium because they want us to lose weight. 

These schedule cuts, harassment and threats are the kinds of things the Fast Food Council needs to work on fixing. 

Fast food workers like me need to know about the Fast Food Council, and how to participate.  

– Guadalupe, KFC/Taco Bell worker, Sunnyvale
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Participation in the Fast Food Council

Fast Food Workers Speak
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The Road to the Fast Food Council…

After 10 years of organizing and strikes by workers from over 450 fast food stores statewide, Governor Gavin 
Newsom’s signature turned AB-1228 into state law, setting the $20 per hour fast food minimum wage and 
establishing the Fast Food Council to raise industry standards to address workers’ most pressing problems.21

2015 - Fast food workers in California begin 10 
years of organizing with the Fight for $15 and a 
Union to improve wages and working conditions.

2016 - Governor Brown signs $15 min wage 
bill, making California the first state to raise the 
minimum to $15.00 per hour for all workers by 2022.

2020 - Fast food workers across California strike for 
COVID-19 safety. A judge closes the “Doggie Diaper 
McDonalds” in Oakland, where workers and their family 
members fell ill after being forced to work sick with 
COVID and being given dog diapers to use as PPE.

2020 - Lizzet Aguilar was fired for striking over  
unsafe COVID-19 conditions and filing health 
complaints at a McDonald’s in Boyle Heights;  
she won her retaliation case in 2023.

2021 - Fast food workers strike repeatedly across 
California to push lawmakers to pass AB-257  
to win a seat at the table to improve wages 
and working conditions.
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2022 - After Governor Newsom signs AB-257 
into law, fast food workers strike to fight off 
corporate attacks.

2022 - AB-257 – The FAST Act – is recognized 
nationally as a model for state labor policy.

2023 - A Popeyes location in Oakland is closed by 
the parent corporation when evidence of child 
labor violations reach the media, showing that 
franchisors can take action to protect workers 
and ensure minimum labor standards are met.

2023 - Governor Newsom signs AB-1228, 
establishing the $20 fast food minimum wage 
and the first-in-the-nation Fast Food Council, 
giving fast food workers a seat at the table to 
set minimum standards to improve wages and 
working conditions.
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… and the Path Ahead  
In the two years since the commencement of the Fast Food Council, industry abuses continue unchecked for 
California’s 630,000 fast food workers in this high-violation, low-wage industry.22  
Fast food workers look urgently to the Fast Food Council to raise industry standards.23

2024 - Fast food workers strike to enforce our rights  
and support policies for independently-
administered Know Your Rights trainings.

2025 - McDonald’s workers urge Fast Food 
Council to protect them when stores are sold, 
transferred or closed.

2024: McDonald’s workers in Oakland blow 
whistle on rat infestation. The Health Dept closes 
the store, which is also fined by Cal/OSHA.

2025 - El Pollo Loco workers strike over wage theft  
and excessive heat.
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2025 - Workers across the USA fear President 
Trump’s surge of immigration enforcement. Fast 
food employers are emboldened to threaten 
California fast food workers who report wage 
theft, harassment, discrimination and other 
abuses at work.

2025 - Yoshinoya workers strike over food safety 
and worker health and safety hazards.

2025 - Fast food workers continue to suffer  
sexual harassment, discrimination and sexual 
assault on the job.

2026 - Taco Bell workers strike over sex 
harassment, violence, racist abuse and  
food safety.
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Fast Food Worker Priorities 
Fast food worker leaders have communicated our priorities for action in three separate letters to the Fast Food Council, as well as 

in our statements and testimony at the Council.

On June 24, 2024, the Steering Committee of the California Fast Food Workers Union sent a letter to the Fast Food 

Council outlining fast food workers key recommendations for action:

1.	 Protect improvements in pay enacted through AB-1228; 

2.	 Enact rules to increase scheduling stability to protect workers from arbitrary changes that 

exacerbate poverty and housing insecurity; 

3.	 Ensure fast food workers are paid what they are owed, including pay and accrued leave, when 

owners sell, transfer or close their restaurants;

4.	 Begin a process to investigate the causes of, and potential solutions to, pervasive abuses in fast 

food, ranging from wage theft to harassment and discrimination, to unsafe workplaces; and, 

5.	 Require employers to provide fast food workers with a means to reach all fast food workers in 

the state to invite their input into and receive updates on the Council’s work.

 

On December 13, 2024, in a letter to Fast Food Council Chair Hardeman, SEIU Executive Vice President and Fast 

Food Council member Joseph Bryant added his voice to underscore the urgency of placing fast food workers’ top priorities 

on the Fast Food Council agenda.

On January 24, 2025, the Steering Committee of the California Fast Food Workers Union sent another letter to the 

Fast Food Chair and Council Members addressing the need for process improvements to support the inclusion of Spanish-

speaking participants at future meetings, and requested to place the topic of an annual raise for fast food workers on the 

agenda for consideration at the next Council meeting.  
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Dear Fast Food Council members:

We write on behalf of thousands of cooks and cashiers organizing with the
California Fast Food Workers Union. Over the past month, the implementation
of a $20/hour industry wage has provided fast food workers and our families
much-needed economic relief. But, we know that truly transforming fast food
into a fairer, more sustainable industry takes more than a one-time raise.

During the first convening of the Fast Food Council in March, we were inspired
to hear council members - from the worker advocates to the fast food
franchisees - commit to working together and coming up with solutions that
council member Johal said would be “beneficial to employees and employers
at the same time.”

In that spirit, we urge the Council and staff to continue the positive
momentum of the inaugural meeting and move to schedule regular meetings
of the Council so that our representatives can continue to discuss urgent
issues facing industry stakeholders. We are also calling on the Council to
schedule a field hearing where workers, business owners and the public have
the opportunity to participate in the Council process laid out by 2023’s AB
1228.

Before the next Council meeting, we are sharing recommendations reflecting
our most urgent priorities:

(1) Act to protect improvements to fast food workers’ pay enacted through
AB-1228;

(2) Enact rules to increase stability for fast food workers scheduled hours and
prevent the frequent, arbitrary, and often-retaliatory changes that
exacerbate the impacts of poverty and housing insecurity;

(3) Ensure fast food workers are paid what they are owed, including pay and
accrued leave, when owners sell, transfer or close their restaurants;

(4) Begin a process to investigate the causes of, and potential solutions to,
pervasive abuses in the fast food industry, ranging from wage theft to
harassment and discrimination to unsafe workplaces;

(5) Require employers to provide the Council with means to reach all fast
food workers in the state to invite their input into and receive updates on the
council’s work.

1545 Wilshire Blvd.
Suite 305 

Los Angeles, CA 90017

californiafastfood
workersunion.org

June 24, 2024To:
California Fast Food Council Members

@CAFastFoodUnion
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FAST FOOD COUNCIL PRIORITY #1

Protect Our Pay 
Fast food workers lack the wage increases we need to keep pace with increases in the cost of living, a practice in place for all other 

minimum wage policies across California.24 In fact, all 40 city and county minimum wage policies in California identified by UC 

Berkeley researchers have a mechanism for wage increases tied to increases in the cost of living. Although Government data show 

that fast food workers remain the second-largest group of low-wage workers in California, fast food workers lack the basic wage 

increases needed to live.25

New Research

Despite dire predictions by fast food industry lobbyists and the business 

press, the fast food minimum wage increase on April 1, 2024 did not cause 

burger prices to skyrocket. Researchers at UC Berkeley found that eight 

months after the wage increase went into effect, the price increase on a $4 

item attributable to the minimum wage increase was just 8¢, while weekly 

wages for California fast food workers increased by 10-11%, without a 

reduction in employment.26

For this study, Denis Sosinsinskiy and Michael Reich, leading experts on 

the study of the impact of minimum wage policies, analyzed survey and 

administrative data on wages and employment, pay data from Glassdoor and 

prices scraped from over 2,000 restaurants in California and control states. 

This research should allay any fears that annual cost of living adjustments 

would meaningfully impact consumers. 

Los Angeles Times business columnist Michael Hiltzik took the fast 

food industry lobby to task for their early false claims that the fast food 

minimum wage was causing job losses. In the first of two deeply-researched 

columns about the impact of the 2024 fast food minimum wage, published 

June 12 ,2024, Hiltzik excoriated the Wall Street Journal, the Hoover 

Institution and the fast food industry lobbyists who quote them for 

“flagrant misrepresentation of government employment figures.”27

Stating bluntly, “Its numbers are fake,” Hiltzik countered with figures from 

the Bureau of Labor Statistics, the Federal Reserve and academic experts 

studying minimum wage policies, showing that fast food employment 

increased during both the periods immediately before and after the 

minimum wage increase.28
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In his second column, published October 10, 2024, Hiltzik 

continued his tour de force, summing up new scholarly research 

that flies in the face of false industry claims: “Two new analyses of 

the actual wage and price impacts of the $20-per-hour minimum 

have appeared this month. They employ slightly different statistics, 

but their conclusions are the same: There have been no job losses 

in fast food resulting from the increase. By some measures, 

employment has increased.”29

Research has continued to validate the conclusion that the 

$20 fast food minimum wage increased worker wages without 

significant employment impacts. Researchers Naser Hamdi and 

David Sovich, using high-quality payroll data, found that a 

decline in employee turnover outpaced the decline in hiring, 

causing total fast-food employment to rise at the same time 

worker wages increased 10-11%.30 The researchers also found 

that, along with minimum wage earners, fast food workers 

earning above the minimum wage experienced wage increases, 

presumably maintaining differentials among classifications, 

and that there were no wage or employment spillovers on firms 

outside the fast food industry.
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A new survey of over 300 California fast food workers, however, 

found that despite the fast food minimum wage increase, a vast 

majority of respondents reported persistent struggles making it 

through the month.31

A full 86% of workers surveyed said they are worried about being 

able to pay next month’s rent, and 76% said that during the past 

year they had to choose between paying rent or paying for basic 

needs such as food, medicine and bills. 

 

Recommendations for the Fast Food Council 
The Fast Food Council can take action now to address these problems by adjusting the fast food minimum 

wage for inflation, and by supporting pilot Know Your Rights training efforts in the City of Los Angeles and 

Santa Clara County, so that we know our rights and what to do about wage theft and other violations that 

impact our incomes.
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FAST FOOD COUNCIL PRIORITY #2

Fair Scheduling Protections
Fast food workers across California report that abusive and often-retaliatory schedule changes create chaos for childcare and 

transportation arrangements, make it hard to maintain second and third jobs, and lead to big changes in income from week to 

week that stress family budgets, leaving many workers and their families on the brink of homelessness. 

New Research

New research from the Shift Project of the Harvard Kennedy School and UC 

Berkeley Malcolm Weiner Center for Social Policy published January 2026 

confirms what fast food workers have been reporting: fast food jobs are marked 

by insufficient and volatile hours, and that hours swing wildly from week to 

week, resulting in income volatility and financial strain, with most workers – 

nearly 80% – struggling to cover expenses in a typical month.32

Significantly, in contrast to the schedule instability characterizing fast food 

work in California, researchers found that retail workers covered by a new 

policy, the Retail Fair Workweek Ordinance (FWWO) in the City of Los 

Angeles, experienced improved schedule quality, including reduced short notice, 

cancelled shifts, on-call work, clopenings and overall schedule instability. Fast 

food workers, who are not covered by the FWWO, did not experience these 

improvements. Researchers conclude that policymakers should extend Fair Work Week protections to fast food workers in order 

to directly address one of the most destabilizing features of fast food jobs. 

Findings from worker survey questions specific to the issue of schedule instability published in “Fast Food Workers on the Brink” 

show an overwhelming majority report experiencing unstable schedules and insufficient work hours, and worrying about schedule 

changes, cuts to their work hours, and the possibility of losing their jobs without warning or for no good reason.33
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In a new survey, the vast majority of California fast food workers reported experiencing unstable schedules and 

insufficient work hours, and worrying about schedule changes, cuts to their work hours, and the possibility of losing 

their jobs without warning or for no good reason. Source: California Fast Food Workers Survey published in “Fast 

Food Workers on the Brink,” California Fast Food Workers Union, June 2025.  
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 A full 87% of fast food workers surveyed said they need more work hours to be able to pay basic expenses, such as rent, 

food, bills and gas. Eight-two percent said they worry every week about whether they’ll be scheduled for enough hours, because 

their schedule constantly changes. Seventy-nine percent said they want to work more hours at their fast food jobs but can’t get 

scheduled for them. And 98% said that if they had a sudden schedule change or cut in hours, that it would cause them problems 

paying for rent, healthcare or other basic needs. Key recommendations in the report include addressing these problems with Fair 

Scheduling and Opportunity to Work policies. 

Worker Voices

Recent complaints filed by fast food workers show the 
devastating impact of unpredictable and unstable schedules on 
fast food workers and our families. Workers at fast food stores 
in San Jose describe that management does not schedule them 
for enough work hours to make ends meet, while at the same 
time hiring new workers without offering the hours to existing 
workers. 

After seven years working at Taco Bell, management cut 
Gilberta’s schedule from 37 hours per week down to just 14 

hours.34 Gilberta fell behind on rent and only has housing 

because her landlord has been kind enough to let her and her 

children stay. She is barely able to afford to feed her children 
beans every day.  

At an El Pollo Loco in San Jose, Bosco, Auxiliadora and 

Alejandra reported that since a new manager came and changed 

the schedule, they do not get enough work hours.35 At the same 

time, management hired new workers. 

Bosco thought that his paycheck would increase after the fast 

food minimum wage went up to $20 per hour in April 2024, 

but instead, management cut his hours, leaving him with less 

income than before the raise and making it nearly impossible 

to support his family, since his wife cannot work because she 

takes care of their daughter who has special needs. He has a 

second job that keeps his family afloat, but without it he would 

not be able to keep up with rent and bills, which continue to go 

up. Auxiliadora had to get a second job and rely on her brother 

for help with the rent. Alejandra was left with barely enough 

income to pay for the room she rents. 
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Management at a McDonald’s in San Jose did not schedule 

Refugio and Maria for enough hours to get by, leaving them 

reliant on free food from food pantries. 

An investigation by the City of San Jose’s Office of Equality 

Assurance found that management at this McDonald’s had 

newer employees working ten hours or less when those hours 

could have been offered to existing employees, bringing them to 

full time or near full time employment status.36

Recommendations for the Fast Food Council 
The Fast Food Council is empowered to set minimum fair scheduling standards in California to increase 

scheduling stability and protect workers from arbitrary and often-retaliatory schedule changes that 

exacerbate poverty and housing insecurity.  
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FAST FOOD COUNCIL PRIORITY #3

Ownership Change/Closure Protections
Fast food franchises are frequently bought and sold, transferred or closed. The way fast food companies treat us in these situations 

can help us thrive, or can disrupt the carefully-constructed arrangements we have for childcare, school, transportation and second 

jobs, and even push us and our families over the brink into homelessness. 

Worker Voices

Recent complaints filed by fast food workers describe 

the hardships of workers experiencing fast food franchise 

ownership changes and closures. 

At age 61, Santos’s schedule at Jack in the Box was cut from 

five shifts a week down to just 9.5 hours per week.37  The 

cleaning and maintenance work he had been doing for five 

years was taken away, and he was left with just unloading 

deliveries. His coworker told him that management cut 

Santos’s hours because he is old, and that they wanted to get 

rid of the older workers and hire younger workers. 

Santos filed a discrimination case with the California 

Civil Rights Department and achieved a settlement 

getting his hours back. Soon after, however, the franchise 

was sold and the original owners did not allow Santos 

to transfer to another Jack in the Box stores that they 

own. At the same time, the new franchise owners did not 

respect the settlement agreement, leaving Santos without 

a job. Santos also filed an Opportunity to Work complaint 

with the City to San Jose, because such laws can provide 

protection from arbitrary, discriminatory and often-

retaliatory schedule changes.38  
1 

FAST FOOD - CITY OF SAN JOSE OPPORTUNITY TO WORK VIOLATIONS - RESPONSE REQUESTED 
 
City of San Jose Office of Equality Assurance 
200 East Santa Clara Street, Fifth Floor 
San Jose CA 95113 
Tel: 418 535-8430 
 
Via email:  opportunitytowork@sanjoseca.gov 
 
September 16, 2024 
 
RE:  Jack in the Box, 611 E Capitol Expy, San Jose CA 95111 

 
Owner:  LJ & MW Enterprises Inc; Larry Jones, CEO, CFO, Agent; Millie Want, Secretary 

25399 Old Fairview Ave, Hayward CA 94542 
 

My name is Santos Sandoval and I have worked at the Jack in the Box at 611 E Capitol Expy in San Jose 
for 5 years and am 61 years old. I am filing this Opportunity to Work Complaint because management 
at this Jack in the Box has violated the San Jose Opportunity to Work Ordinance by cutting my 
schedule from 5 days per week (25 hours per week) down to 9.5 hours per week, a loss of around 15 
hours of work per week, while hiring 2 new workers whose combined schedules add up to about 37 
hours of work per week, without offering those hours to me or my coworkers first, as required by the 
Ordinance.  
 

In April management cut my schedule from 5 shifts a week down to 4 shifts, and then in June the 
manager Alison told me my schedule was cut again, they took away the cleaning and maintenance work 
hours that I used to have, and left me with just 9.5 hours per week of work unloading deliveries. The 
cleaning work that I used to do did not disappear, the store still has to be cleaned. When they hired the 
new workers, Alison knew that I wanted more hours because I had asked her for more hours and I was 
upset when she told me that my schedule was cut. I later heard that Alison told my coworker that 
management wanted to get rid of me because I was too old, and that's why they cut my schedule down 
to two days. Alison also told my coworker that she wanted to get rid of the old workers and only hire 
young workers, which is exactly what happened. 
 
I am 61, but I work just as hard as my younger coworkers, and have done the job for 5 years. At no point 
has anyone told me that the work I was doing was not good enough or that I was not doing my job 
properly. Several of my coworkers are also facing age discrimination, including management making fun 
and firing older workers. We didn’t know there was anything we could do about management making 
fun of older workers, cutting our schedules and firing us because of our age until we talked with the CA 
Fast Food Workers Union and learned about our rights under the Opportunity to Work Ordinance and 
anti-discrimination laws, and how to uphold them. 
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Workers at a McDonald’s in Oakland suffered the impacts of 
two separate ownership changes in just two years, first when 
the franchise was sold in 2023 and then when it was closed in 

2025.39 In 2023, workers lost their sick pay from one day to the 
next, and the new owner did not take responsibility for sick pay 
they were owed, including a worker who was owed 27 hours 
of sick pay from when he missed work due to foot surgery. 
Then just before Thanksgiving in 2025, the new owners gave 
workers just 10 days’ notice that the store was closing, with no 
opportunity to transfer to another McDonald’s, and little time 
to find a new job. 

Martha, who has worked cleaning and maintaining 
McDonald’s stores under different franchise owners for 30 
years, was left to depend on her daughters, one of whom was 
also unemployed, and the other a recent cancer survivor. 

Recommendations for the Fast Food Council 
The Fast Food Council is empowered to put minimum standards in place to protect us from losing our jobs, 

and what we have earned, such as paid sick leave, wages and anything else we are owed, when a store is 

sold, transferred or closed, so that store ownership changes and closings can happen on good terms, without 

needlessly destabilizing our lives. 

In the event of store closures, fast food franchisees and corporate parents should be required to provide ample 

advanced notice and to support workers with a fair transfer process, and franchisees should be required to 

provide a guarantee from the franchisor or post a bond to ensure workers receive their final pay as well as 

anything else they are owed. 
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FAST FOOD COUNCIL PRIORITY #4

Investigate Pervasive Abuses
California AB-1228 established the Fast Food Council to set minimum 

industry standards to address workers’ most pressing problems. Since then, 

pervasive abuses have continued in this low-wage, high-violation industry.40  

Worker Voices

Since the commencement of the Fast Food Council, fast food workers 

from across California have filed over 100 new complaints with state 

and local regulators reporting that ongoing hazards and abuses go 

unaddressed by employers.41  

The issues described in these complaints fall generally into five main 

categories: (1) Food Safety and Worker Health & Safety Hazards, (2) Wage 

Theft, (3) Harassment & Discrimination, (4) Employer Retaliation, and 

(5) Immigration Enforcement Threats by Employers. 

Food Safety and Worker Health & Safety Hazards: Fast food workers 

report being told by management to serve unsafe food to customers, 

including moldy, rotten and undercooked foods, and food contaminated 

by rats and roaches. The complaints also document kitchens flooding with 

sewer drain water coming up from the floor and rain leaking down into 

food prep areas, serious burns and injuries, and being forced to work sick 

with potentially contagious symptoms such as vomiting, diarrhea, flu and 

Covid. Equipment failures cause additional hazards, including gas leaks 

from broken grills, triple-digit heat when the AC breaks, and excessive 

smoke when the vent fans over grills and fryers fail. Workers also describe 

facing life-threatening violence, including attacks with guns, knives and 

chairs, and a store that uses a spoon in place of a lock in the drive-thru.

One throughline in these complaints is poor management response to hazards - with management forcing workers to serve 

contaminated food; failing to provide needed first aid and medical care, including sending a worker with a severe head injury to 

drive himself home, and telling workers with serious burns to put ice on their wounds; and failing to fix broken equipment and 

facilities. Another throughline is that workers often lack required training on what to do about hazards, with workers reporting 

management completing online trainings under workers names. Workers report risking their jobs to report hazards, and being 

ignored when they do make such reports. 

Source: ABC 7, Los Angeles,  
September 5, 2025.

Source: Grist, August 29, 2025.
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Wage Theft: In recent complaints, fast food workers report employers frequently deny paid 

sick leave, including an employer denying a worker’s use of her available paid sick leave 

when she missed one day of work to bury her husband, who had recently passed away. 

Employers systematically change timekeeping records to cheat workers out of pay and 

breaks, and use a variety of overtime avoidance schemes to avoid paying overtime rates of 

pay. Bounced checks cause workers to have their bank accounts closed and cause late fees, 

with a worker in Los Angeles describing her eviction after her employer failed to pay her 

for several weeks. 

Harassment and Discrimination: Pregnant workers report being denied basic 

accommodations, for heavy lifting and breaks to go to the restroom, as well as being 

denied rights to return to work after maternity leave. Workers of Mexican heritage 

describe being subjected to relentless slurs. Workers suffering illness and injury 

describe employers not allowing them to return to their jobs and regular schedules 

upon recovery, including in cases of workers injured on the job, and that employers 

refuse necessary accommodations, leaving workers without income and dependent on 

food banks to feed their families. Workers in their 50s describe humiliation, schedule 

cuts and firings on the basis of age.  

Employer Retaliation: Workers experience schedule cuts and firings for calling in sick 

and asking for sick pay, including workers missing work to care for family members 

with cancer. Workers also experience schedule cuts and firing for reporting health and 

safety hazards to management and filing complaints with Cal/OSHA, including reports 

of death threats and gun violence. 

Immigration Enforcement Threats by Employers: Workers asking questions about 

wage theft – including off-the-clock work, forgery of employee timesheets, and 

manipulation of timekeeping records – report being threatened with immigration 

enforcement if workers file complaints.   

Workers asking about discriminatory schedule cuts are also threatened with 

immigration enforcement. 

Recommendations for the Fast Food Council 
As the following pages show, new research on the California fast food industry and new complaints filed by 

fast food workers with state and local regulators since the establishment of the Fast Food Council document 

that hazards and abuses remain widespread in the California fast food industry. 

The Fast Food Council is empowered to investigate these hazards and abuses to inform the Council on 

working conditions, and best practices for addressing the most pressing problems experienced by workers. 

Source: Folsom Times, February 
10, 2026.

Source: CALÓ News, Nov 7, 2024.

Source: The Guardian, Feb 27, 2026.
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Health & Safety

Fast food workers across California report health and safety hazards, including problems that affect both worker safety and 

consumer health, such as infestations by rats and roaches, flooding in kitchen and food prep areas caused by water flowing up 

from sewer drains and down through leaks in the roof, and exposure to excessive smoke from dirty fryer oil. 

Workers also report not being allowed to take sick days and not being allowed to leave the store when they are sick, including 

being forced to work with potentially contagious illnesses and symptoms such as vomiting and diarrhea, flu and Covid. Many 

fast food workers fear employer retaliation if they report health or food safety hazards, including contaminated, rotten, expired or 

moldy food being served to customers, and experience employer retaliation when they do report hazards to management or file 

complaints with regulators. 

Excessive heat and workplace violence are among the most frequent and life-threatening hazards experienced by fast food workers. 

Fast food workers in California are protected by health and safety regulations, including new requirements from July 2024 to 

protect workers from indoor heat illness and workplace violence. Many fast food workers, however, do not know about these laws 

or what to do if management ignores hazards. 

New Research

A review of county health inspection records 

and reports of county health department-

ordered restaurant closures from 2022 to 2025 

in California confirms that major violations of 

food safety laws remain widespread in fast food 

restaurants across major brands and in all parts 

of the state.42  The review analyzed available 

records citing major violations and restaurant 

closures due to failed health inspections at 

restaurants in twenty of the largest franchised 

food brands operating in the state’s twelve 

largest counties. These results were published 

in a new report by the Consumer Federation of 

America and the California Fast Food Workers 

Union published in October 2025 titled, 

“Rats, Roaches & Rot: Worker Rights and the 

Path to Safer Food in California’s Fast Food 

Restaurants.”  

“Rats, Roaches & Rot” also features the results 

of a new survey of over 300 California fast 

food workers working throughout the state 

and across all major brands who were queried 

about their experiences with food safety hazards. 
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Nearly half (47%) reported that they had seen at least one serious food safety problem at their fast food jobs in the past year alone, 

including problems related to rats, mice, roaches, sewer flooding, expired rotten or moldy food served to customers, lack of access 

to toilets, improper procedures related to handwashing, food storage temperature or cross-contamination. Twenty-nine percent of 

respondents said they have seen sewage or sewer water flooding while the store was open and preparing or serving food, and 24% 

said workers lacked access to a working toilet, lacked access to warm water for handwashing, or were not given enough time to 

wash their hands properly.43 

Marc Schenker, Distinguished Professor Emeritus of the Departments of Public Health Sciences and Medicine at UC Davis, 

summarized what is at stake in his Foreword to the report: “We know that restaurants are top venues for foodborne illness 

outbreaks, and that food worker illness, poor food handling and hygiene practices, and problems with cross contamination 

are among the key contributing factors to these outbreaks. In this groundbreaking report, we learn that serious food safety 

problems that pose risks to consumers, workers and the general public are widespread in California’s fast food restaurants.”44 

Published to mark the one-year anniversary of 

the implementation of the California Indoor 

Heat Illness Prevention Standard, a new report 

shows California fast food workers continue to 

experience serious and life-threatening heat illness 

on the job.

In a survey of over 300 fast food workers from 

across California about heat illness during the 

one year period after the new law went to effect, 

58% reported experiencing excessive heat on 

the job, with half reporting experiencing heat 

illness symptoms in the previous year, including: 

headache, fatigue, dizziness, confusion, muscle 

pain and spasms, elevated heart rate, heavy 

sweating, hot dry skin, nausea, vomiting and 

fainting. The report, titled “Cool it! Hazardous 

Heat, Fast Food & the Path to a Safer Workplace,” 

was authored by Worksafe and the California Fast 

Food Workers Union. 

Among workers who reported that it was 

too hot at their fast food jobs, 79% reported 

problems with the AC, with 55% of those 

reporting management did not fix the AC45 in a 

timely manner, and 50% reporting management said it was too expensive to permanently fix the AC.  Forty-six percent reported 

management did not implement any of the basic requirements of the Indoor Heat Illness Prevention Standard to prevent heat 

illness during high heat, such as encouraging workers to drink water and providing free water and the time and a place to drink 

it. Perhaps most disturbing, only 13% of workers who reported needing urgent medical care for heat illness said management 

provided it.
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Worker Voices

FOOD SAFETY

Rotting food, rats and roaches are recurring topics of recent worker complaints to Cal/OSHA and local public health authorities, 

with workers describing unsafe food being served to customers, and lack of management action to protect workers and customers 

from rotten and contaminated food.

In a Cal/OSHA complaint filed about a rat infestation at a McDonald’s in Oakland, Angelica and Oscar described: “We 

see rats in the kitchen every day. We see rats at the grill where we make the hamburgers, nibbling on pieces of bacon or on 

hamburgers that are ready to be sent to the customers, and we see rat droppings next to the bags of chicken nuggets, Big Macs, 

and the papers we wrap around cheeseburgers. We don’t send the food to customers if we see a rat has taken a bite out of it, 

but we have to work so fast that sometimes we notice too late that we have been serving from bags of bread with rat bites.”46  

The workers added: “When management saw a worker take a picture of a rat in the kitchen on February 4, 2024, they told us 

if we were caught taking pictures or videos we would get a warning or be fired, and soon after they put up a sign saying ‘No 

Video No Photos No Recording.’”  

Source: SF Gate, May 7, 2024.
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In complaints filed with Cal/OSHA and the Los Angeles County Health Department in October 2024, workers at a Subway in 

Eagle Rock documented that the store was overrun with rodents, and that when they showed the store owner that the rodents had 

bitten into bags of sauces, she told them to just put tape over the holes and serve the sauces to customers.47 Workers at the store 

filed more complaints in September 2025 when the rodent population surged again, eating bread and sauces and leaving droppings 

in boxes of packaging and sweeteners, and again management failed to respond properly, instead instructing workers to wipe off 

contaminated food and serve it to customers.48   

Elsa and Estela, workers at a Jack in the Box in Roseville, reported that bread and other food potentially contaminated by rats was 

being served to customers: “Management instructs us, ‘If it looks good, use it,’ and they do not allow us to throw away bags or 

boxes of food that rats have bitten into or entered.”49

In February 2026, Isabela and Guadalupe reported to Cal/OSHA and the El Dorado County Environmental Health Department 

about moldy nuggets, rotten tomatoes and chips contaminated by roaches being served to customers at the Taco Bell where they 

work in El Dorado Hills, under a policy forbidding workers from throwing away food.50 After Isabel asked the store manager not 

to serve undercooked eggs, she learned from a co-worker that he gave her a warning.

Source: KTLA 5, September 5, 2025
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El Pollo Loco workers in Oakland file multiple health & safety complaints

In April 2024, Erica and Carmen learned about their right to a safe work environment, and filed a complaint with Cal/OSHA 

reporting kitchen fires and sewer flooding.51  
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someone entered the store and put a gun to a worker’s head, and that management told them to “lock” the drive-thru window 

with a spoon.52

In October 2025, Carmen reported a cockroach infestation that was not being adequately addressed by management: “I see 

cockroaches nearly every day at this El Pollo Loco – at the burrito station, at the prep area, where we serve food, in the 

bathroom, at the cash register, and in June 2025 a customer found a cockroach in his taco.” Carmen added: “The District 

Manager (Imelda) tells us: ‘Kill the cockroaches before customers can see them.’”53 
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TOXIC EXPOSURES

Rosa, Julia and Martha at a Yoshinoya in Los Angeles described exposure to excessive smoke from the black oil being used to 

fry shrimp, having to improvise with lemonade to clean the grill, using plastic bags instead of gloves to handle raw meats, and 

cleaning dishes without dish soap.54

Rene and Dimir filed a complaint with Cal/OSHA describing toxic exposures including a gas leak from around the fryer and the 

re-thermalizer that had been ongoing for two months, and clogged sewers causing sewer water flooding and sewer gas exposure 

from floor drains in the kitchen and by the soda machine, ongoing for over a year.55   They also reported an electrocution hazard 

from bare wires in the kitchen that had been ongoing for two weeks, with only some stickers that workers had placed on the bare 

wires for insulation; and that the AC was not working effectively in the kitchen, causing Rene and Dimir to suffer symptoms of 

heat illness including headache and excessive sweating at the grill and the fryer, and that the manager only gives them tiny cups 

of water. “We have burn scars on our arms from being up to our elbows cleaning hot appliances without PPE (long gloves), and 

without training on burn prevention or how to work with strong chemicals, and there is no first aid kit to treat the burns,” added 

the workers.   

As Rene and Dimir described, sewer water flooding with water coming 

up from sewer lines or down through the roof are another repeated 

subject of worker complaints to regulators. Burger King workers 

in San Jose put up an umbrella inside the store to protect the cash 

register from rain pouring down through the ceiling while they 

worked.56  Eulalia and Wilber, workers at a Taco Bell in Culver City, 

put stickers on the ceiling tiles to try to stop the rain from falling onto 

them while working on the line preparing burritos and tacos.57 Carl’s Jr 

workers in Milpitas filed a Cal/OSHA complaint documenting clogged 

sewer drains in the kitchen, excessive smoke and other hazards.58

Failing equipment is another recurring source of hazards for workers. 

In a powerful example of the importance of workers learning about 

their rights and how to uphold them, Romualda, a Wendy’s worker in 

Oakland, described that after she made a report to Cal/OSHA about 

how she got headaches that lasted for hours from a gas leak at one of 

the grills, Cal/OSHA inspected and the company replaced the grill.59

Failing equipment is another recurring source of hazards for workers. 

In a powerful example of the importance of workers learning about 

their rights and how to uphold them, Romualda, a Wendy’s worker in Oakland, described that after she made a report to Cal/

OSHA about how she got headaches that lasted for hours from a gas leak at one of the grills, Cal/OSHA inspected and the 

company replaced the grill.60

Previously, workers at this Wendy’s filed several Cal/OSHA complaints reporting management’s failure to protect them from 

violence, describing incidents including when a coworker was shot in the face with a BB gun, and when workers were repeatedly 

threatened by a man with a bat – complaints that resulted in multiple citations and fines, as well as measures to make the 

workplace safer.  
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INJURIES

Workers describe that they fear reporting workplace injuries, and management often fails to provide first aid or medical care, or 

provide the information workers need to access the care and paid, job-protected time off to which they are entitled. Remedios, a 

McDonald’s worker, suffered a serious head injury working alone on the roof when a broken metal door closed on his head. After 

the accident, he was out of work, without income, for seven weeks.61  He and his wife had to borrow money from friends and 

family to pay the rent, and rely on food from the church and selling sweets in the street. 

Elizabeth, a Subway worker in Los Angeles, reported that management did not offer her first aid or medical care when her foot 

was burned by boiling water, and she was left to do her best with what could find, covering the burn with oil and mustard and 

wrapping it in a napkin while continuing to work.62  When oil splashed on Celia’s arm causing a burn the length of her arm, 

she told her manager she didn’t want to go to the doctor because she couldn’t afford it, and she was afraid management at the 

McDonald’s where she worked would retaliate against her.63

WORKING SICK

Twelve Panera workers in South Gate reported the common problem of being forced to work sick, with symptoms including 

vomiting and diarrhea, and that severe short-staffing was resulting in mental health symptoms, including panic attacks at work.64 

The workers also reported that garbage regularly piled up inside the store, blocking the exit. 

Wingstop workers in Los Angeles reported being forced to work sick, and that management would write “no call off” on the 

schedule for certain days when they anticipated a lot of orders, like for important football games, meaning workers were not 

allowed to call off on those days, even if sick.65  Management cut Erika’s schedule after she missed just one day of work when she 

called off telling the manager that she felt sick and had tested positive for COVID. After she got sick with another respiratory 

infection four months later, with symptoms including feeling sick, coughing and her throat swelling up, management cut Erika’s 

schedule again for over a month. Edgar was ordered to come to work while sick with diarrhea and also after testing positive for 

COVID and with symptoms including cough and fever. In a complaint to Cal/OSHA, Wingstop workers also reported burn 

hazards – including being forced to lean on a ladder over boiling oil to clean vent hoods with fryers in use – and threats of violence 

from an assistant manager who openly drank at work, brought a gun to work and threatened to harm a worker if he filed a 

complaint. 

When Isabela was sick with COVID, she sent a picture of her positive COVID test to the district manager of the Taco Bell in El 

Dorado Hills where she was working, and told him on the phone that “everything hurts.”66  The district manager texted back: “Its 

okay, you don’t need to quarantine, just drink a lot of orange juice.” Isabela texted to ask if she should still work, and he texted 

back: “like a true warrior,” so Isabela went to work sick with COVID. 
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40         March 2026

EXCESSIVE HEAT

Excessive heat is among the most dangerous hazards fast food workers face, with pregnant workers and workers with diabetes and 

other common medical conditions especially at risk. 

At an El Pollo Loco in San Jose, Auxiliadora, who had a high risk pregnancy, got so hot and dizzy when the AC wasn’t working 

in the kitchen that she had to lean against the wall to avoid falling.67

At a Popeyes in Citrus Heights, Daisy reported that when she was five months pregnant, management screamed at her, sent her 

home early and threatened to call the police on her if she did not leave right away.68  The reason? She had to use the restroom due 

to drinking water to stay hydrated when temperatures were in the 90s inside the restaurant. 
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On June 10, 2024, workers in San Jose reported experiencing heat illness when temperatures reached the 100s inside 

McDonald’s – one worker at the grill got so hot she said her head hurt and “her face got so red that she looked like a 

tomato”.69 The AC has broken repeatedly, and the workers previously filed excessive heat complaints in August 2023 when 

temperatures reached 104 in the kitchen,70 and again a month later when thermometers measured temperatures of 108 

degrees in the kitchen.71 “CalOSHA came out to inspect, issued citations and management fixed the AC, but now it broke 

again, and management did not take necessary action to prevent us from experiencing heat illness. The AC has been breaking 

repeatedly for several years,” described the workers. 

With triple-digit temperatures in an Alhambra Taco Bell where she worked, Martha felt the energy completely drain from her 

body, and her skin and lips turned white from the heat.72 At a Jack in the Box in Folsom, the AC broke and management closed 

the lobby but told kitchen workers, “it is hot, but it’s ok because we are going to lose weight.”73 When Sara replied, “I am not 

going to lose weight, I am going to pass out on this grill,” the manager laughed. 

With temperatures inside McDonald’s in the 90s, Marbella experienced symptoms of heat illness including headache, dry mouth 

and excessive sweating.74  When Marbella told the shift manager that she had a headache, he said he had a headache too, “from 

the heat.” 
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WORKPLACE VIOLENCE

Violence is another frequent topic of fast food worker complaints to Cal/OSHA. Workers who learn about their rights and 

how to report violations when facing one kind of hazard may go on to report other hazards as they emerge. 

In August 2024, workers at a Domino’s in Los Angeles 

filed a complaint with Cal/OSHA about violence, lack of 

training and poor incident response by management.75 In 

the complaint, Orlando and Rosa described that a man was 

murdered at the back door one afternoon while they were 

working, and management kept the store open throughout 

the police investigation and forced their coworker to clean 

up the bloody crime scene, without any support, training 

or PPE. 

Estela reported ongoing violent incidents at a Subway in Los 

Angeles including an attack by a man who threw six heavy 

metal chairs and a cash register at her, two separate incidents 

of being threatened with knives, and threats from customers 

making statements including: “Shut up old lady I’m going to 

kill you, I’m going to wring your neck.”76

Workers at a Jack in the Box in Rancho Cordova reported 

management was not protecting them from frequent violent 

incidents, including cash register robberies, someone coming 

around the store with a pistol, and an incident in which a man 

pulled out a knife and threatened to slit a worker’s throat.77 

The workers also reported that the lock on the door to the 

kitchen area had been broken for years.

The complaints go on. Carlota, Catalina and Matilde reported 

relentless fear and violence working at a McDonald’s in Los 

Angeles, including an incident where a man drew a knife and 

held it against a woman who had children with her, a man ran 

through the open back door chased by police and a helicopter, 

and a worker was hospitalized after being hit in the head by 

someone living behind the store.78
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Raul reported that while he was washing dishes at the Carl’s 

Jr. in Castaic, he saw a man put a gun to his manager’s head.79  

“The man told the manager to give him the money in the cash 

register, and the manager refused, saying he would have to kill 

him first.” 

Workers  at a McDonald’s in Monterey Park reported that 

when management alerted the new remote security monitoring 

company to a threatening customer in the lobby, the remote 

monitor used a loudspeaker to ask if everything was ok, 

and the man causing the disturbance answered, “We’re ok,” 

dismissing the security monitor and leaving the workers 

alone to handle the situation.80 The workers stated that lack 

of cameras and the fact that anyone can dismiss the security 

monitor, including the perpetrator, are obvious flaws in the new 

security system. 

After another incident in which the remote monitoring was 

ineffective, the workers added: “It felt like God sent police 

officers to get lunch here, because the police happened to be at 

the store when the man came back, and they handled the situation. They chased the man, and we don’t know what happened 

after that.”

A throughline in these complaints filed with regulators is workers reporting not receiving the training they need to prevent and 

respond to hazards. 
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LACK OF TRAINING

Across all types of complaints, workers report that they lack the training they need, including training that is often required 

under food safety, worker safety and other laws and regulations. When online trainings are required, workers report examples of 

managers doing the trainings on their behalf. Sara, a Jack in the Box worker in Folsom, reported an example where the manager 

texted her about an online training: “you do harassment and I will do the rest”.81

In January 2026, Gabriela, working at the Taco Bell in El Dorado Hills, saw that a training that she had not taken had already 

been completed and a coworker told her that the store manager had done the online training for her, and another worker in the 

store, Isabella, saw the store manager in his office completing several trainings for a worker who was not present.82 When Isabel 

showed pictures to the district manager of the trainings that were being completed by the store manager on behalf of the 

workers, the district manager told her to “stop gossiping”.

“The store manager told us that if we throw away any food, he will fire us, so we can’t even throw away chips 

when cockroaches walk on them,” stated Isabela and Gabriela in a complaint filed with the El Dorado County 

Environmental Health Department.  Source: Complaint filed with the El Dorado County Environmental Health 

Dept February 9, 2025.
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Isabela vomited when she found a decomposing rat behind the soda machine at the Taco Bell in El Dorado Hills. 

Source: Cal/OSHA complaint filed February 9, 2026.
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46         March 2026

When rats overran a McDonald’s in Oakland, management posted a sign: “No Video No Photos No Recording,” 

and told workers they would get a warning or be fired if they took pictures of the rats. Source: Cal/OSHA complaint 

filed May 1, 2024.

Additional Recent Health and Safety Complaints Filed by Fast Food Workers
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48         March 2026

“Management instructs us, ‘If it looks good, use it,’ and they do not allow us to throw away bags or boxes of food 

that rats have bitten into or entered,” reported Elsa and Estela in a complaint about a Jack in the Box in Roseville. 

Source: Complaints filed with Cal/OSHA and the Placer County Dept of Environmental Health September 8, 2025.

Additional Recent Health and Safety Complaints Filed by Fast Food Workers
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Burger King workers in San Jose put up an umbrella inside the store to protect the cash register from rain pouring 

down through the ceiling while they worked. Source: Complaints filed with Cal/OSHA and the Santa Clara 

County Dept of Environmental Health April 2, 2024. 
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Julia, Martha and Rosa reported that grease leaks from an uncleaned vent fan onto cooking chicken, and 

workers improvise with lemonade to clean the grill and use plastic bags for gloves to handle raw meat at 

a Yoshinoya in Los Angeles. Source: Complaints filed with Cal/OSHA and the Los Angeles County Dept of 

Environmental Health September 15, 2025.

Additional Recent Health and Safety Complaints Filed by Fast Food Workers
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In April 2024, workers documented clogged sewer drains in the kitchen, sewer gas, smoke and other hazards 

at a Carl’s Jr. in Milpitas, and that the district manager said fixing the AC was too expensive. Source: Cal/OSHA 

complaint filed April 30, 2024.
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In November 2025, workers filed a second complaint reporting that Laura, who had worked at the store for 10 

years, was fired for speaking up about health and safety hazards, adding that sewer gas and excessive smoke 

exposures continued, and that short-staffing was resulting in workloads that were too intense, causing workers to 

seek medical care for unhealthy levels of stress and anxiety at work. Source: Cal/OSHA complaint field November 

5, 2025. 

Additional Recent Health and Safety Complaints Filed by Fast Food Workers
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When Remedios suffered a serious head injury because the broken metal door to the roof closed on his head, 

McDonald’s management left him to drive himself home, without medical care; his wife took him to the hospital, 

and he missed seven weeks of work to recover. With no income, Remedios and his wife sold sweets on the street 

to get by. Source: Wage theft complaint filed with the Labor Commissioner’s Office June 27, 2024.
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Elizabeth, a Subway worker in Los Angeles, reported that management did not offer her first aid or medical care 

when her foot was burned by boiling water, and she was left to do her best with what could find, covering the 

burn with oil and mustard and wrapping it in a napkin while continuing to work. Source: Cal/OSHA complaint 

filed August 21, 2025.

Additional Recent Health and Safety Complaints Filed by Fast Food Workers
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When oil splashed on Celia’s arm causing a burn the length of her arm, she told her manager she didn’t want to 

go to the doctor because she couldn’t afford it, and she was afraid management at the McDonald’s where she 

worked would retaliate against her. Source: Cal/OSHA complaint filed July 31, 2024.
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Twelve Panera workers in South Gate reported being forced to work sick with vomiting and diarrhea, severe short-

staffing resulting in mental health symptoms including panic attacks at work, blocked egress and other hazards. 

Source: Cal/OSHA complaint filed December 1, 2024.

Additional Recent Health and Safety Complaints Filed by Fast Food Workers
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Eulalia and Wilber reported that Taco Bell workers in Culver City put stickers on the ceiling tiles to try to stop the 

rain from falling onto them while working on the line preparing burritos and tacos. Source: Cal/OSHA complaint 

filed April 22, 2025.
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Josefina, Guillermina and other coworkers filed a third excessive heat complaint with Cal/OSHA when temperature 

inside a McDonald’s in San Jose reached triple digits – the workers described that one worker at the grill got so hot 

she said her head hurt and “her face got so red that she looked like a tomato”.  Source: Cal/OSHA complaint filed  

June 10, 2024. 

Additional Recent Health and Safety Complaints Filed by Fast Food Workers
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Daisy reported that when she was five months pregnant, management screamed at her, sent her home early and 

threatened to call the police on her if she did not leave right away because she had to use the restroom due to 

drinking water to stay hydrated when temperatures were in the 90s inside the Popeyes in Citrus Heights where she 

worked. Source: Cal/OSHA complaint filed June 14, 2024.
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With triple-digit temperatures in an Alhambra Taco Bell where she worked, Martha felt the energy completely drain 

from her body, and her skin and lips turned white from the heat. Source: Cal/OSHA complaint filed August 8, 2024. 

Additional Recent Health and Safety Complaints Filed by Fast Food Workers
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At a Jack in the Box in Folsom, the AC broke and management closed the lobby but told workers in the kitchen, 

“it is hot, but it’s ok because we are going to lose weight.” When Sara replied, “I am not going to lose weight, I am 

going to pass out on this grill,” the manager laughed. Source: Cal/OSHA complaint filed August 25, 2025.
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62         March 2026

Sara reported that management does not provide training on how to prevent heat illness, and that the manager 

completes workers’ online training for them – sharing an example of a text from the manager: “you do harassment 

and I will do the rest”. Source: Cal/OSHA complaint filed August 25, 2025.

Additional Recent Health and Safety Complaints Filed by Fast Food Workers
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Wingstop workers in Los Angeles reported 

being forced to work sick, and that 

management would write “no call off” on the 

schedule for certain days when a lot of orders 

were expected, for example for important 

football games, requiring workers come in 

to work on those days even if sick. Workers 

also reported burn hazards, including being 

forced to lean on a ladder over boiling oil to 

clean vent hoods with fryers in use; and threats 

of violence from an assistant manager who 

openly drank alcohol at work, brought a gun 

to work and threatened to harm a worker 

if he filed a Complaint. Source: Cal/OSHA 

complaint filed December 5, 2024.



Fa
st Fo

o
d

 W
o

rke
r P

rio
ritie

s In
v

e
stig

a
te

 P
e

rv
a

siv
e

 A
b

u
se

s

64         March 2026

Rene and Dimir learned about their rights and filed a Cal/OSHA complaint documenting life-threatening violence, 

electrocution hazards, a gas leak, sewer drain flooding, burns, excessive heat and other hazards at a Taco Bell in 

Oakland. Source: Cal/OSHA complaint filed May 30, 2024.

Additional Recent Health and Safety Complaints Filed by Fast Food Workers
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In a May 2, 2024 complaint to Cal/OSHA, Carmen and Erica reported multiple robberies at El Pollo Loco in Oakland - 

including that someone entered the store and put a gun to a worker’s head, and that management told them to “lock” 

the drive-thru window with a spoon. Source: Cal/OSHA complaint filed May 4, 2024. 
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Estela reported ongoing violent incidents at a Subway in Los Angeles including an attack by a man who threw six 

heavy metal chairs and a cash register at her, two separate incidents of being threatened with knives, and threats 

from customers making statements including: “Shut up old lady I’m going to kill you, I’m going to wring your neck.” 

Source: Cal/OSHA complaint filed November 22, 2024.

Additional Recent Health and Safety Complaints Filed by Fast Food Workers
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Carla asked management at a Jack in the Box in Rancho Cordova to call 911 about a man who yelled sexual 

profanities for hours – the manager said no, and Carla had to call 911 herself when the man pulled out a knife and 

tried to slit her throat. Source: Cal/OSHA complaint filed August 27, 2025.
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Wage Theft

Employers’ refusal to pay sick leave, overtime avoidance schemes, off-the-clock work, bounced paychecks and cash pay are among 

the most common forms of wage theft that rob fast food workers of millions of dollars in income each year – money we need to 

feed our families and pay for rent and bills. 

New Research

In a 2025 Research Brief, researchers at Rutgers and 

Northwestern University report wage theft has risen 

sharply in fast food restaurants, finding that 25% 

of fast food workers in Los Angeles are illegally paid 

below the minimum wage. The researchers found 

minimum wage violations cost the average victim 

nearly $3500 and total $44 million in lost wages 

annually across the region.83

The researchers also found that a bigger share of fast 

food workers in Los Angeles experienced minimum 

wage violations than in any other industry analyzed, 

and that most fast food workers never complain, in 

part, because they don’t know their rights.

Worker Voices

Recent complaints filed with the CA Labor 

Commissioner’s Office describe wage theft and its 

impact on fast food workers and our families. 

Workers often report being denied their paid sick leave. Six workers at El Pollo Loco in Oakland reported lack of paid sick leave, 

including one worker, who was hit by a stray bullet that entered his home. In the complaint, the worker stated: “The doctor told 

me to stay off my foot, but I went straight back to work at El Pollo Loco, bleeding from the bullet hole in my ankle and in 

pain, because we don’t have paid sick leave, and I didn’t know about CA state disability insurance.”84

Estela reported that Subway management denied her paid sick leave when she missed work one Sunday because she went to the 

eye doctor, even after providing a receipt from the clinic and prescription to prove she had been to the doctor.85  Her employer 

refused to pay for the scheduled day of work she missed, texting her that “All clinics closed on Sundays”. Estela also learned about 

meal and rest breaks, and realized that she was entitled to breaks that she wasn’t able to take for most of the 15 years she had been 

working for Subway because she often worked alone, with no one to cover for her.
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Management at Carl’s Jr. refused to pay Teresa her 

paid sick leave when she missed 3 days of work for 

a medical procedure in 2023 and two days of work 

when she had partial facial paralysis (Bell’s palsy) in 

2024.86  In 2025, management again denied her paid 

sick leave when she missed two scheduled shifts of 

work to be with her brother while he was dying and 

to mourn. “I cannot afford to take unpaid time off 

work. I am behind on rent and the electricity bills, 

and I need to be able to take my sick time without 

fearing that I won’t be able to pay my rent,” stated 

Teresa, in her Wage Theft complaint.  

Management also skimmed 21 hours from Teresa’s 

paycheck dated 8/18/2025. When she noticed the 

hours were missing, she texted the manager about it 

and he said she would get paid on her next check, 

but she wasn’t. 

Sergio described working unpaid, off-the-clock at a 

Burger King in Oakland.87  “Working off-the-clock 

felt wrong, but I didn’t know it was illegal and that 

I had a right to be paid for the time that I worked 

until I spoke to a coworker involved with the union 

in January 2024.”  

Liliana and her son were evicted after her paychecks bounced and then she was not paid at all for several pay periods. 

Management also wrongfully denied Liliana paid sick leave when she missed a day of work to bury her husband, who had recently 

passed away, and fired her a week after she made the paid sick leave request.  
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Cesar also reported working off-the-clock for thousands of hours, not knowing he had a right to be paid for all hours worked. 

Working alone on the closing shift at a Subway store in downtown Los Angeles, Cesar described his experience:88

“For 5 years, after I clocked out, I kept 

working unpaid, off the clock, cleaning the 

whole store. I cleaned the proofer, the toaster, 

the oven, the microwave, the counter bin, the 

cutting boards, underneath the cutting boards, 

the sneeze guards, the fountain drink area, 

the glass on the cooler, around the cooler, the 

tables, the chairs, the back door, the entrance, 

the walls, the toilet, and the sink. I took out 

the trash and put in new trash bags. I cleaned 

the walk-in freezer where we store food. I 

washed the dishes and trays. I swept and 

mopped. I also dealt with the tables and the 

chairs outside. 

I worked like that, cleaning the store at night 

after I punched out – totaling thousands of 

hours of unpaid work, off-the-clock – until 

a Union organizer came to the store in 

September 2025 and told me that I don’t have 

to work for free, I have a right to get paid for 

my work, and now I am filing a lawsuit for the 

back wages I am owed. I am hoping this will 

help me pay off the debt I am in for dental 

work that I needed, and to be able to afford to 

eat regular meals.”



California Fast Food Workers Celebrate Two Years of the Fast Food Council          71   

Fa
st

 F
o

o
d

 W
o

rk
e

r 
P

ri
o

ri
ti

e
s 

In
v

e
st

ig
a

te
 P

e
rv

a
si

v
e

 A
b

u
se

s

Six workers at El Pollo Loco in Oakland reported 

lack of paid sick leave, including a worker who 

was hit by a stray bullet that entered his home: 

“The doctor told me to stay off my foot, but I went 

straight back to work at El Pollo Loco, bleeding from 

the bullet hole in my ankle and in pain, because 

we don’t have paid sick leave, and I didn’t know 

about CA state disability insurance.” Source: Wage 

theft complaint filed with the City of Oakland Labor 

Standards Division November 27, 2024.
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In a Wage Theft complaint at a Subway in Los Angeles, Estela described: “I asked for my sick pay and I sent the 

owner documents showing I had been seen at the health clinic on Sunday March 16 and again on Monday March 

17, when they gave me a prescription, and she responded “all clinic closed on Sunday” and she didn’t pay me.” 

Source: Wage theft complaint filed with the Labor Commissioner’s Office June 13, 2025.

Additional Recent Wage Theft Complaints Filed by Fast Food Workers
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Management at Carl’s Jr. refused to pay Teresa’s paid sick leave when she missed three days of work for a medical 

procedure in 2023, and again in 2024 when she missed two days of work when she had partial facial paralysis (Bell’s 

palsy), and again in 2025, when she missed two scheduled shifts to be with her brother while he was dying and to 

mourn. Source: Wage theft complaint filed with the Labor Commissioner’s Office October 6, 2025.
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Liliana and her son were evicted after her paychecks bounced and then she was not paid at all for several pay 

periods. Source: Wage theft complaint filed with the Labor Commissioner’s Office December 5, 2025.

Additional Recent Wage Theft Complaints Filed by Fast Food Workers
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Management also wrongfully denied Liliana paid sick leave when she missed a day of work to bury her husband, 

who had recently passed away, and fired her a week after she made the paid sick leave request. Source: Wage 

theft complaint filed with the Labor Commissioner’s Office February 26, 2026.
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Harassment & Discrimination 

Fast food workers experience harassment and discrimination at work, impacting our physical and psychological health and safety, 

and causing devastating losses of income and employment.

Civil rights laws in California protect workers from 

harassment and discrimination based on race, national 

origin, religion, age (over 40), disability, sex, gender, sexual 

orientation, gender identity, gender expression, medical 

condition and other characteristics. Many fast food workers 

do not know about these protections or how to access them, 

or fear employer retaliation for reporting harassment or 

discrimination.  

New Research

A new report published in March 2025 by Legal Aid at Work 

and the California Fast Food Workers Union shows that fast 

food workers face poverty and economic instability during 

pregnancy and the year after a baby is born, and that fast food 

workers face health and safety hazards and fear retaliation at 

work related to pregnancy.89  

Results of a worker survey published in the report show that 

among California fast food workers who were pregnant or 

new mothers, 86% worried about being fired or retaliated 

against for taking time off work for maternity leave or 

prenatal care, or if they needed to leave work for urgent medical care.90 In addition, 87% of these workers reported they were 

afraid to ask for the changes they needed at work for a healthy pregnancy, such as accommodation for heavy lifting. 
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Worker Voices

In several recent testimonies and complaints, fast food 

workers describe how the harassment and discrimination 

they faced was compounded by management inaction when 

they asked for help, and not knowing about their rights or 

how to get help.

In an example of pregnancy discrimination, Sophia 

describes that two months after her baby was born on the 

4th of July, El Pollo Loco  management illegally denied her 

return to work, putting her and her family on the brink of 

homelessness.91 

When Jacqueline told management at the Habit Burger 

Grill that she had a risky pregnancy due to three previous 

miscarriages, her manager illegally denied her reasonable 

accommodations, forcing her to unload deliveries alone, 

including carrying 50-pound boxes of meat and using a 

ladder to store heavy boxes of chicken, stating: “Being 

pregnant isn’t a sickness,” and “It doesn’t matter what you 

tell me, you have to do it.”92   
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Isabela and Gabriela describe relentless racist and 

sexist harassment and discrimination working at a 

Taco Bell in El Dorado Hills, and that they made 

verbal, text and written reports about these problems 

to the District Manager and to HR, but their reports 

were ignored.93  In complaints to the California 

Civil Rights Dept, the workers stated that the store 

manager calls them “stupid”,  “motherfuckers” and 

“fucking Mexicans,” makes racist statements when 

he sees Latino customers who do not speak English, 

and also makes inappropriate sexual comments 

and gestures. The store manager’s actions have 

escalated into physical violence on several occasions, 

including: punching a wall next to one of the 

worker’s head so hard that his knuckles bled; ripping 

a hose out of a worker’s hand, hurting her finger; and 

yanking a tray away from a worker, causing hot oil to 

splash on her and burning her hand.

The store manager at the KFC/Taco Bell where 

Edith and Guadalupe work makes discriminatory 

statements throughout the day into the headsets 

that workers wear – saying older workers are 

useless, and that she “wants to see collagen.”94 

Management cut the workers’ schedule and 

gave their hours to younger workers, and said if 

someone didn’t like the schedule, Immigration 

should throw them out. 
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Maria broke her hand and returned to work 

with restrictions on lifting for four weeks.95 

After the restrictions were over, management cut 

her schedule in half, from around 40 hours per 

week to just 20, a reduction of pay of $1,600 per 

month, leaving her and her husband to rely on 

free food from food pantries, because they can’t 

afford to put food on the table. 
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Employer Retaliation 

California workers enjoy many labor protections, but fast food workers frequently face employer retaliation when we try to uphold 

them. Workers who report life-threatening violence, excessive heat and other hazardous conditions are frequently assigned worse 

tasks at work and experience schedule cuts, schedule changes and firings. Workers also frequently face retaliation, and threats 

of retaliation, for calling off work sick, asking for sick pay; throwing away rotten, spoiled and contaminated food; or reporting 

harassment and discrimination and other hazards and abuses. 

New Research

A new survey of over one thousand workers employed or recently-employed by the 98 largest service sector firms in California 

found more than half of workers who reported an apparent labor standards violation reported some form of employer 

retaliation for doing so.96  

Published by Daniel Schneider and 

Kirsten Harknett at SHIFT, a joint project 

of the Harvard Kennedy School and the 

Malcolm Wiener Center for Social Policy 

at UC San Francisco titled “Compliance 

and the Complaint Gap,” the study 

measured the state of compliance with 

core labor standards relating to the 

minimum wage, overtime pay, paid sick 

leave and required meal and rest breaks. 

The survey also found that 78% of 

workers who experienced apparent labor 

standards violations did not choose to 

step forward and report the violation.97

Recent surveys of California fast food 

workers show similarly-disturbing 

findings. Thirty-seven percent of fast 

food workers surveyed in the 2025 

California Fast Food Worker Food Safety 

Survey who reported food safety issues 

at work or asked for other changes to 

improve food safety said they experienced 

retaliation for doing so.98
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Worker Voices

In recent complaints filed with Cal/OSHA, the Labor Commissioner’s Office, the Retaliation Complaint Investigation Unit, the 

California Civil Rights Department, the courts and other local and state entities, fast food workers describe the violations and 

abuses we face at work, and the retaliation we face from our employers when we try to address them. 

Like many fast food workers, Gerardo was denied the paid sick leave he was owed and fired from Popeyes in San Jose when 

he got sick and missed four days of work.99  Management told Gerardo he had to find someone to cover his shifts, but that they 

wouldn’t pay overtime. When Gerardo couldn’t find a coworker willing to work double shifts for four days without overtime pay, 

management fired him. 

“Getting fired for getting sick completely 

changed my life, so far I have lost about 

$10,000 in income because of this 

retaliation, and I haven’t been able to find 

another job yet to replace the income 

I lost, so I lost my apartment and now 

share a room with a friend for $600 a 

month, which is all I can afford, and now 

I can only send $200/mo to my mother, 

who depends on me since my father died 

3 years ago. Before I got fired, I would 

send her around $600/mo. I had to cut 

my expenses so I can keep paying my car 

insurance, so I can get to my other job,” 

stated Gerardo in a complaint filed with 

the Retaliation Complaint Investigation 

Unit. In the complaint, Gerardo also 

described the toll that employer retaliation 

was taking on his mental and physical 

health: “Getting fired made me depressed 

and I have since had to go on medication 

because the stress of losing  my job made 

my blood pressure spike.”  
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Management at a Domino’s in Los Angeles retaliated against 

Saulo, cutting one day per week from his schedule, when he 

asked to use three days of available paid sick leave to care for his 

mother who was in the hospital with cancer, and cutting two 

more days a week off his schedule when he called out sick for 

two days, hospitalized with a virus.100  

In his complaint, Saulo stated: “Since management started 

retaliating against me, I feel frustrated, depressed, and useless, 

I can’t pay my bills, I am behind on my rent, and I can no 

longer support my mother, who is in and out of the hospital, 

and who is also behind on rent and her electric bills.”

Martha texted management at Yoshinoya a picture of herself 

wearing a hospital bracelet when she missed two shifts of work 

for a minor stroke (Bell’s palsy) in August 2025.101 She previously 

missed five shifts to care for her mother. 

Management refused Martha the sick pay she was owed and 

retaliated against her, cutting her schedule down from 26 

hours per week to just 15.5 hours, a loss of thousands of 

dollars in income.  
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Taco Bell management retaliated against Dolores for reporting 

an incident of workplace violence, cutting her schedule and 

her income by around $1,120 per month, causing her to fall 

behind on her car insurance bills and with barely enough 

money to pay rent.102

In the incident, a coworker became agitated and charged at her 

with raised fists, but was intercepted by a manager. Dolores 

went to court and was granted a Temporary Restraining 

Order against the worker, who had a history of screaming and 

drinking alcohol at work. 

Many other workers have recently reported retaliation by 

management for reporting workplace violence. 

A customer who was upset about her order scratched 19-year-old 

Yesica through the drive-thru window, and then came into the 

lobby of an El Pollo Loco in Los Angeles screaming, “Where is that 

fat bitch from the drive-thru, I’m gonna throw you on the grill!” 

and then she approached Yesica yelling “I’m gonna fuck you up, 

I’m gonna fuck you up!”103 There was no security at the store and 

no one called the police. “I remember her order, it was a double 

chicken avocado salad and a burrito, with ranch dressing. She got 

upset because her order didn’t have the ranch dressing she asked for,” 

described Yessica. 

Yesica reported the incident to management and was fired. 

In complaints filed with Cal/OSHA and the Retaliation Complaint 

Investigation Unit, Yesica and her coworker stated: “At El Pollo 

Loco, they teach us everything about new salads, but they don’t 

train us on the basics for being safe, like what to do if we are 

getting attacked, or when and how to call the police.”  
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McDonald’s management in Oakland retaliated against 

Imelda, Ana and Lourdes for filing a Cal/OSHA complaint 

about ongoing life-threatening violence at the store, including 

an incident with a machete and an armed robbery.104

Management cut Imelda’s schedule in half, from around 36 

hours per week down to just 18 hours - a loss of about $1300 

per month, at the same time that her rent went up from $2150 

to $2250 per month. 

Ana had her schedule cut from around 32 hours per week down 

to around 17 hours per week, a cut of about 15 hours per week - 

resulting in over $1000 per month in lost income. Ana described 

in the complaint that as the mother of an eight-year-old and a 

12-year-old, she had to feed her children and pay the rent, and 

that she had  already fallen $500 behind on gas and electricity 

bills. Lourdes’ schedule was cut from around 40 hours per week 

down to about 20 hours.

In April 2024, management retaliated against Alejandra for 

filing a Cal/OSHA complaint after she defended herself and her 

coworkers with a pizza cutter when a man chased her into the 

kitchen and threatened to kill her.105

Management transferred Alejandra to a store far from her 

daughter’s school, and cut her hours from full time down to just 

eight hours per week, leaving her broke, homeless and separated 

from her young daughter. 

complaint



California Fast Food Workers Celebrate Two Years of the Fast Food Council          85   

Fa
st

 F
o

o
d

 W
o

rk
e

r 
P

ri
o

ri
ti

e
s 

In
v

e
st

ig
a

te
 P

e
rv

a
si

v
e

 A
b

u
se

s

McDonald’s management fired Lizzet for reporting lack of Covid 

safety during the early days of the pandemic – she won her 

retaliation case at the Department of Industrial Relations, but 

management has continued to retaliate against her.106

Lizzet’s new complaint filed with the Retaliation Complaint 

Investigation Unit shows that management had posted that jobs 

were available at the same time they were refusing to rehire her. 

Nearly six years have passed since she was fired, and Lizzet is still 

fighting to get her job back. 
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Immigration Enforcement Threats 

The Trump administration’s increasingly-lawless federal immigration enforcement is terrorizing our communities. Mass 

detention and deportation efforts are escalating across the country.  And many employers are feeling newly-emboldened to 

threaten workers with immigration enforcement as a form of retaliation against workers asking about their sick leave, or about 

getting paid on time, or for reporting food safety and worker health hazards. And we all have seen that anyone can be arrested or 

harmed by ICE, regardless of immigration status. 

Threatening immigration enforcement for asking 

questions or raising issues is illegal, and harms 

all workers by creating a chilling effect in which 

workers do not feel safe to talk to management about 

workplace problems. In addition, under California law, 

ICE and DHS are not permitted to enter nonpublic 

areas of the store without a warrant issued by a court 

and signed by a judge, and there are penalties for 

employers that allow ICE or DHS to enter nonpublic 

areas without a signed judicial warrant.107  Many 

workers are not aware that labor rights apply to all 

workers, regardless of immigration status.

New Research

In a survey of over 300 California fast food workers 

conducted in February 2025 – before the June 2025 

surge of federal immigration enforcement in Los 

Angeles – 82% of workers surveyed said that workers 

who are worried about their immigration status 

are less likely to report or file complaints about 

workplace problems like wage theft, harassment and 

discrimination, or health and safety hazards.108

In addition, most fast food workers surveyed do not know that all workers, regardless of immigration status, enjoy basic labor 

rights, and most say that worry about immigration status deters workers from accessing programs and benefits to which they 

are entitled, including deterring pregnant workers from taking paid maternity leave under California Pregnancy Disability 

Insurance and Paid Family Leave laws, and deterring injured workers from applying for Workers Compensation and State 

Disability Insurance.109
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In a survey of over 300 California fast 

food workers conducted in February 

2025 – before the June 2025 surge of 

federal immigration enforcement in Los 

Angeles – 82% said that workers who 

are worried about their immigration 

status are less likely to report or file 

complaints about workplace problems 

like wage theft, harassment and 

discrimination, or health and safety 

hazards. Source: “Our Rights at Work: 

Immigration & Labor Rights in Fast 

Food,” CHIRLA & California Fast Food 

Workers Union, May 2025, p 5.

Worker Voices

Recent complaints filed by fast food workers provide examples of how fast food managers respond to workers who report wage 

theft and other abuses with threats of immigration enforcement. When Taco Bell workers in Alhambra started asking questions 

about wage theft – including off-the-clock work, forgery of employee timesheets, and manipulation of timekeeping records – 

management threatened to call immigration enforcement on anyone filing a complaint. 

At another Taco Bell, workers faced age discrimination and harassment from a store manager who said vile things throughout the 

day into the headsets that workers wear – saying older workers are useless, that she “wants to see collagen,” that older workers 

are stupid and younger workers are smarter, and that she will be happier when the older workers are out and replaced with 

younger workers. When the store manager cut their schedules and gave their worker hours to younger workers, one of the workers 

asked about the schedule cuts. The store manager responded that the District Manager told her that she was going to send the 

“Migra” [immigration enforcement] after anyone who bothers her, and “If someone doesn’t like the schedule, Immigration 

should throw them out.”  

A McDonald’s worker describes that in late January 2026, management talked to her about immigration enforcement: 

“Management showed me a 4 or 5-page stapled document and told me to read it, but they only gave me a few minutes to look at 

it and they didn’t let me take pictures of it or have a copy. Management told me the document was about ICE and that ‘if ICE 

enters the store, workers should run out of the store to their cars,’ and that the owner would ‘wash his hands’ of us.”
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FAST FOOD COUNCIL PRIORITY #5

Participate in the Fast Food Council
California is home to 630,000 fast food workers, and the vast majority do not know about the Fast Food Council and how to 

participate and make our voices heard. 

Fast food workers suggest that the Council develop a process through which employers provide contact information for fast food 

workers, so that the Council can communicate directly with fast food workers and we can follow along and provide input. 

I have been frying chicken for decades. I don’t have enough 

money for an apartment, so I share a room with my son. I have no 

money for retirement. My body is tired and I am worried. 

At one point I had 3 jobs at the same time. I know about the 

injustices that my coworkers and I face every day. 

There is a lot that needs fixing in fast food. 

I have been participating in the Union for 10 years, and this has 

given me the power to speak up and build power for fast food 

workers, so we can have a voice in what happens to us. 

With the Fast Food Council, we have finally won a seat at the table. 

I have hope that we can start lifting up the whole industry, so the 

problems happening every day at fast food stores across the state 

can start getting fixed. 

 -Pablo, KFC worker, Fremont
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Now Is The Time
Immigrants’ rights – and workers’ rights – are under attack nationally. 

With the establishment of the first-in-the-nation Fast Food Council, California showed we can lead the way when it comes to 

workers having a voice, and solving problems. 

Fast Food Council meetings have been incredibly well-attended, with many hundreds of workers and employers participating. But 

the Fast Food Council has not met in over a year, and workers cannot wait.  

The successful implementation of the fast food minimum wage has clearly shown that when fast food workers win, the fast food 

industry wins too.  

Now is the time for the Fast Food Council to fulfill its mission, developing minimum standards to solve our most pressing 

problems. Through innovative policies and approaches at the Fast Food Council, we can show that California does not just resist 

what is wrong, we build what is right. 

The Fast Food Council matters. It matters that workers like me 

have a voice, and that employers hear us. 

We deeply appreciate the work of Governor Newsom in 

setting the standards and ground rules for our industry. We look 

forward to continuing our work together to find solutions.

-Matilde, fast food worker, Los Angeles
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California Fast Food Workers Union, SEIU

The California Fast Food Workers Union, SEIU unites fast food workers across brands and 

locations, and it is the first of its kind in the country. This historic union builds on the 10 years 

of workers organizing in the state, which began with the Fight for $15 and a Union. Our Union 

is fighting to achieve racial and economic justice and transform fast food jobs in the Golden State 

by fighting for fair pay, safe and healthy workplaces and a voice for all workers in the fast food 

industry. Through our fight for a voice on the job, we’re showing low wage workers everywhere 

that when we organize, strike, and build a movement, we all can win a seat at the table and 

improve lives and our communities.

californiafastfoodworkersunion.org 

http://californiafastfoodworkersunion.org

