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AbstrAct
This review examines the deregulation of air transport ground handling services, with a focus on developments after 
2011. Although ground handling deregulation has received limited attention in academic and industry sources, there are 
promising research avenues exploring the impact of deregulation on prices, workers, and consumers. This review also 
considers the responses of labor movement actors, from local to global union federations, to the challenges posed by the 
deregulation of the ground handling industry. Finally, this review explores areas for future research, finding that research 
is needed on ground handling deregulation in the global south. 
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IntroductIon 
The uneven deregulation of the global airline industry 
represented a transformative shift in the dynamics of 
aviation economics and operations in the latter half of the 
20th century. Beginning with the US deregulation of the 
airline industry in 1978, policy reforms across international 
jurisdictions dismantled government-controlled monopolies 
and increased market-driven competition within the airline 
industry (Smithsonian, 2021). The European market 
followed with deregulatory efforts in 1986, and developing 
or Global South markets adopted patchwork regulatory and 
deregulatory policy schemes depending on their level of 
development as airline services reached them (González, 
2022). Since these deregulatory policy movements, there has 
been substantial academic research on the impact of airline 
deregulation, which reshaped the structure of the industry 
and influenced broader economic, social, and environmental 
dimensions (Gourdin, 2015; O’Connell & Williams, 2011; 
Reid, 2014; Rose, 2012; Winston & de Rus, 2008). The 
process of deregulation was driven by the belief that market 
forces, rather than government oversight, could lead to 
greater efficiency, reduced fares, and increased consumer 
choice within the airline sector (Dempsey & Goetz, 1992). 
Although the specifics of deregulation varied from country 
to country, common elements included liberalizing routes, 
removing fare controls, and encouraging new entrants into 
the market (Gourdin, 2015).

While a substantial academic literature investigated the 
broader issue of deregulation within the aviation industry, 
a related but distinct iteration of deregulation went 

under theorized and understudied: the deregulation and 
subcontracting of ground handling services within airports. 
The deregulation of this component of the airline industry 
occurred later than the broad deregulation of aviation, 
as airlines realized the benefits of subcontracting a wide 
variety of services that they had previously done in-house. 
In many respects, the deregulation and decentralization of 
this industry is on-going, with particularly important effects 
on emerging economies and the global south more generally. 
This literature review will focus on the limited work done 
to understand the extent of deregulation on global ground 
handling services, the implications and consequences of 
these deregulatory maneuvers, and offer suggestions for 
further research. 

What Are Ground Handling Services? 

In the context of the aviation industry, ground handling refers 
to a wide range of services and activities that take place on 
the ground at an airport to ensure the safe, efficient, and 
timely arrival, departure, and maintenance of aircraft. For a 
comprehensive list of ground handling services, please see 
Chart 1. Prior to the late 1990s/early 2000s, these services 
were mostly completed in-house by airline employees, 
but as the popularity of subcontracting grew in other 
industries, airlines followed suit (Rutner & Brown, 1999). 
Following several airline crises, including the aftermath of 
the September 11 airline attacks in the United States and 
the global financial crisis of 2008, airlines intensified their 
efforts to contract out ground handling services. 

In the EU, ground handling services were formally deregulated 
in 1996 following the European Council Directive 96/67/EC, 



www.arjonline.org 17

Deregulation of Air Transport Ground Handling Services after 2011: Labor Responses and Opportunities for Future Research

which allowed for two forms of deregulation: self-handling 
by airports themselves and the ability to contract to a limited 
number of third-party ground handlers (Meersman et al., 
2011; Tomova & Kirschnerova, 2015). Different member 
states took different tacts while implementing this directive, 
with some implementing very few restrictions to contractors 
seeking to enter their ground handling markets, and others 
using a licensure system for third parties entering the 
ground handling industry (Meersman et al, 2011). Currently, 
EU member states are required to employ a minimum of two 
ground handling contractors for each category of service, 
specifically baggage, ramp, fuel, and freight Meersman et 
al, 2011). By 2014, this resulted in approximately 45% of 
European ground handling market share being handled by 
independent companies (Airport Ground Handling – Industry 
Overview. Part 1: Liberalisation, Efficiency & Compensation, 
2014). 

In the US, ground handling services are only very rarely 

handled either by airlines or airports, and are almost 
exclusively handled by ground handling subcontractors 
(Tomova & Kirschnerova, 2015). This market structure is 
not always the case, of course, and other mechanisms of 
organizing ground handling services include monopolistic 
control by the airport and vertical organization of the 
services by airlines themselves. While these other two 
mechanisms of organizing ground handling services still 
exist, the deregulation of ground handling services, combined 
with the economic pressures of the airline industry, have 
resulted in the rise of large, transnational airline contractors 
who perform ground handling functions at multiple airports 
across several countries.  The largest of these include 
Swissport, headquartered in Switzerland, and Menzies, 
headquartered in the UK. The increasing consolidation of 
ground handling services is a major trend in the industry, 
affecting the dynamics of competition and the treatment of 
ground handling workers across the Global North (Tomova 
& Kirschnerova, 2015).

Table 1. Ground Handling Services

Type of Ground Handling Service Description of Activity
Aircraft Ramp Services Aircraft marshaling, chocking, and towing.
Baggage Handling Loading and unloading passengers’ luggage and cargo from the aircraft. 
Passenger Services Assisting passengers during boarding and disembarkation, including 

wheelchair assistance and boarding gate coordination.
Fueling Overseeing the refueling of aircraft.
Catering Catering, where meals and beverages are loaded onto the aircraft.

Safety and Security
Maintaining the safety and security of the aircraft and passengers, including 
security checks and monitoring restricted areas.

Aircraft Maintenance 
Routine maintenance tasks, such as cleaning the aircraft’s interior and 
restocking supplies.

De-icing/Anti-icing
In cold weather, ground handlers are responsible for removing ice and snow 
from the aircraft’s surfaces to ensure safe takeoff and landing.

Ground Support Equipment (GSE) Operations Ground support equipment maintenance, including baggage carts, cargo 
loaders, pushback tractors, and aircraft stairs.

LIterAture revIew Methods
The studies used for this literature review were gathered 
systematically. Since this topic is broadly important to 
academics, industry professionals, and labor activists, both 
academic literature and ”‘gray literature,” such as white 
papers, were included for analysis. The databases searched 
include Science Direct Journals, Google Scholar, Academic 
Search Premier, and Wiley Online, as well as industry sources 
such as Aviation Week Intelligence Network. The terms 
searched include “ground handling services,” “deregulation,” 
“subcontracting,” and separate searches for specific ground 
handling services (such as baggage handling, ramp services, 
aircraft fueling, etc.). Once papers were located, the citations 
were mined for further examples. 

Once the list of studies was determined, I reviewed the 
subject and quality of the study to ensure that the article is 
relevant to the topic and high quality. For inclusion in this 

review, I also ensured that the publication date was after 
2011. Several studies were excluded because they were 
not relevant to the ground handling industry in aviation 
or because they lacked credibility. For a few gray literature 
studies, results were included despite some quality concerns, 
but were interpreted with caution. A limitation of this review 
is that only the English-language literature was reviewed. All 
studies were collected into an open source Zotero database, 
which was shared with staff members in the International 
Transport Workers Federation, who provided comments 
on the comprehensiveness and added relevant sources. 
Once the studies were compiled, conducted a thematic 
analysis, following Braun and Clark (2006). The coding 
process engaged with each article on its own terms, reading 
and responding inductively to the questions, arguments, 
and methods used. Codes were then analyzed to develop 
themes. Ultimately, I reduced the number of themes to 
three: questions relating to how deregulation affects service 
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quality and price, questions relating to changing industry 
norms throughout the Global South, and finally, the response 
of labor unions to deregulation. 

FIndIngs
The deregulation, outsourcing, and/or subcontracting of the 
ground handling market has received less attention than 
anticipated in either the academic, popular, or industry press 
over the past 10 years. Below, I will explore and expand upon 
the three themes I identified in my analysis, focusing on gaps 
in the literature and areas for further research. 

Does Deregulation and Outsourcing Improve 
Service and Price? A divide between industry, 
academic and popular commentary

A key question in the literature was whether the deregulation 
of ground handling, specifically deregulation that led to the 
outsourcing of ground handling services, improved services, 
decreased costs, or otherwise improved the industry. Within 
literature addressing this question,  a central divide exists 
between industry and economics literature and popular and 
critical academic literature approaching this question. 

Industry and economics literature sources remain upbeat 
and positive about the effects of outsourcing. In industry 
press, for example, an interview with Mark Albrecht of United 
Airlines, published by Airside International, argues that 
outsourcing allows airlines to focus on ‘core competencies’ 
and allow contractors to enjoy ‘economies of scale’ (GSE 
Procurement, 2018). This does not result in ‘service 
degradation,’ according to Albrecht, because of service level 
agreements (GSE Procurement, 2018). These positive findings 
expand into the academic literature. Rose (2012)argued that 
regulating well is exceedingly different, and that regulations 
and deregulations are made by functionaries who cannot 
fully understand the incentives and disincentives caused by 
their regulatory behavior. In a study by Borenstein and Rose 
(2014), price levels were found to have decreased as a result 
of the deregulation of the US ground handling market, which 
also resulted in consumers benefitting because of increased 
services and technology and ticket-purchasing processes 
(Borenstein & Rose, 2014). Others, including Dobruszkes 
(2009), found that deregulation increased the number of 
firms active in a specific market, which he concluded also 
improved competition in the industry overall. Several studies 
have found positive effects on prices as a result of increased 
competition. One of these areas is the field of baggage 
handling fees, a popular addition in the US aviation market 
over the past 15 years. A series of studies on the question of 
how baggage handling fees affect overall prices have found 
that companies charging baggage handling fees also made 
small reductions in ticket prices (Henrickson & Scott, 2012; 
Scotti et al., 2016; Scotti & Dresner, 2015). 

While industry and business literature emphasize the positive 
aspects of deregulation, critical academic and popular press 
sources are more critical of the promise of deregulation and 

subcontracting to improve industry outcomes, especially 
outcomes that affect workers and consumers. According to 
Meerman (2011), the ground handling industry “occupies a 
relatively weak position within the transport chain” because 
independent firms are under pressure from both airport 
authorities and airlines (pg. 5). Airport authorities, especially 
in the European market, are incentivized to increase costs to 
contractors through licensure fees because they frequently 
act as competitors, while airlines successfully juggle contracts 
with different firms as a means to depress prices (Meersman 
et al., 2011). Competition among airlines also intensifies 
the competition among ground handling companies in 
European and US markets. In this wing of the literature, 
the deregulation of ground handling has been shown to 
increase prices (Barbot, 2012), decrease innovation (Türeli 
et al., 2019), and lead to more delayed flights (Zagrajek & 
Hoszman, 2018). While industry sources continue to argue 
that deregulation produces ‘economies of scale,’ there is 
critical literature pushing back on that idea.In addition, the 
transaction costs associated with contracting eat away at any 
benefits of deregulation (Fuhr, 2009). One study by Türeli 
et al. (2019) argues that ground handling is an important 
aspect of customer satisfaction with airline performance, 
but airlines are limited in their capacity to innovate and 
maximize efficiency because the services aren’t done in house. 
In another analysis of 122 airports, the presence of outside 
firms operating ground handling businesses was found to 
have encouraged airports to increase prices (Barbot, 2012). 
In particular, this study found that consumers were worse off 
overall in the civilian aviation market, since the market was 
characterized by competition among complementary goods. 

In addition to potentially harming consumers by driving 
price increases, deregulation also affects the quality of 
ground handling services. Zagrajek and Hoszman (2018) 
found that the quality of ground handling was an important 
determinant of air traffic volatility, finding that aircraft and 
ramp handling is the fourth most common cause of delayed 
flights.  Additionally, deregulation was implicated in several 
employment practices that decreased the quality of ground 
handling, including staff shortages and untrained staff caused 
by high turnover. Moreover, poor resource management 
by small ground handling firms and poor quality ground 
service support equipment also increase air traffic volatility. 
Governing policies related to ground handling deregulation 
have been found to affect the market in some surprising 
ways. For example, in EU member states, operating licenses 
are limited to a maximum length of 7 years, in an effort to 
increase competition between firms. Fuhr (2009) found that 
this requirement was artificial, and that it negatively affected 
the contractual relationships between ramp service firms 
and airlines. In this study, short contract periods resulted 
in underinvestment by new entrants and worse economic 
performance, mostly because of increased contract costs. 

Literature on the effects of deregulation has shown a split 
between optimistic industry perspectives and critical 
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academic and popular critiques. While there is some 
evidence of increased efficiency, decreased costs, and some 
economies of scale in ground services deregulation and 
outsourcing, there is perhaps more work outlining critiques 
revolving around detrimental effects on workers, consumers, 
and service quality. As we will see, these critiques are now 
beginning to address how deregulation and outsourcing are 
affecting the Global South.

Emerging Theme: Aviation in the Global South

A significant gap in the literature exists relating to the 
deregulation of the ground handling market in the Global 
South, with some notable exceptions that point to the 
continued need for engagement with how these economic 
shifts are affecting non-western nations. The air transport 
industry in the Global South is currently undergoing massive 
shifts, including both deregulatory policy changes within 
nations and industry innovations in transportation networks 
among and between Global South nations. While there is little 
literature that focuses on either deregulation or outsourcing 
in the ground handling industry in the Global South, there 
is a growing body of work exploring aviation deregulation 
in general. A special issue in the Journal of Transport 
Geography was dedicated to exploring how the aviation 
industry in the Global South is evolving (Njoya & Knowles, 
2020). This new scholarship has yet to focus on ground 
handling, and attention to this aspect of the aviation industry 
has been highlighted as an area for further research (Njoya 
& Knowles, 2020).  These industry shifts have implications 
for the aviation industry as a whole, but more importantly 
have large implications for regional economic growth and 
patterns of geographic development. 

Firstly, several studies are beginning to identify the centrality 
of the aviation industry as an economic development driver, 
especially for geographically isolated countries in the global 
south. The geography of many countries in the global south 
limits engagement with world markets, making air transport 
incredibly important for economic development (United 
Nations Conference on Trade and Development, 2004). 
While overall economic development throughout the Global 
South is high, the aviation industry - specifically passenger 
flights - remains one of the fastest-growing sectors (Addou 
et al., 2019). That said, the development of commercial 
aviation has progressed more in the Global North when 
compared with the Global South, and Africa lags behind Asia 
and Latin America in industry penetration. Low-cost carrier 
(LCC) market penetration, to take one example, has grown 
an average of 13% in Africa, compared with 29.5% in Asia 
Pacific and 36% in Latin America (CAPA, 2019). In another 
example, O’Connor et al. (2020) shows that Vietnam has 
developed their aviation industry by focusing on creating 
linkages with the Asia Pacific corridor, which they also link 
to overall economic development. 

As Global South countries experience growth in this sector, 
several are exploring the deregulation of their previously-

nationalized aviation industries. This is a relatively new 
phenomenon, happening approximately 20 years after 
deregulatory efforts throughout Europe and North America, 
but scholarship is starting to explore the effects of this 
deregulation (Çetin & Benk, 2011; Mhlanga, 2017). In Africa, 
for example, the Yamoussoukro Decision in 1999 exemplified 
a continent-wide international effort to deregulate and 
liberalize the airline industry, but this decision is unevenly 
applied throughout the continent and several countries 
remain more restrictive in their regulatory frameworks for 
the industry (Njoya, 2016). Firstly, it appears that the broad 
deregulation of the aviation industry has not resulted in 
an increase in flights between Global South countries. In 
particular, there is a marginalization of intra-Global South 
routes: flights originating the Global South are more likely 
than their Global North counterparts to end internationally - 
and not in another Global South Market. Bofinger has argued 
that this is because of costs, low incomes, and political and 
economic fragmentation, as well as the lack of “open skies” 
policies (2017). It may also be because of relatively high costs 
and lower profitability. The North American market boasts 
the most robust profitability, while Middle East, African, 
and Latin American airlines lost money in 2019 (Economic 
Performance of the Airline Industry, 2019). Just as a note, 
these figures do not account for changes due to the Covid 
pandemic, but are useful benchmarks for the industry as it 
emerges from the crisis.

Case study research into the effect on specific nations 
have expanded in recent years. One prominent example 
is Mhlanga (2017), who explored the airline market in 
South Africa, which was a state-owned monopoly until 
deregulation in 1991. Despite deregulation, South African 
Airline (SAA) is still the dominant player, and described as a 
“bully” that uses its former monopoly status to influence the 
broader industry (Mhlanga, 2017). This bullying expanded 
to the ground handling market, since monopoly power over 
ground handling services still existed in that country despite 
broader deregulation, allowing the monopolist SAA to 
maintain dominance over flight traffic. During the process of 
airline deregulation in South Africa, SAA was the only airline 
authorized to offer ground handling services at airports, 
which meant that any competitor airlines had to contract 
with SAA for ground handling. Of course, SAA overcharged 
for these services as a strategy to maintain competitive 
advantage (Mhlanga, 2017). Charlier and Dobruszkes 
(2020) found some geographic disparity in the penetration 
of different market actors, with low-cost-carriers more 
active on South Africa’s “Golden Triangle” (pg. 1) while state-
sponsored airlines serve low-competition routes. According 
to this analysis, the deregulation of the airline industry in 
South Africa resulted in 61% market share being held by 
these low-cost-carriers. 

Another case study example occurred in Brazil, where, In 
2017, the ANAC (National Civil Aviation Agency) released 
Resolution 400/2016, which deregulated baggage handling 
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in one specific way: following this deregulation, airlines were 
no longer required to offer free checked bags. Barros et al. 
(2021) studied the effect of this deregulatory policy regarding 
Brazilian checked-baggage, finding that firms’ profits actually 
did not change with the deregulation. Moreover, allowing 
extra baggage charges resulted in lower ticket prices but an 
increase in total price, while also resulting in an increase 
in tickets sold. These findings show a struggling national 
aviation industry in Brazil, even pre-pandemic. 

These preliminary studies suggest that more work is needed 
to understand the contours of industry deregulation in the 
Global South, especially now that this deregulatory effort is 
expanding to the ground handling sector. Large multinational 
ground handling contractors like Menzies are beginning to 
expand into the Middle Eastern and African markets, and 
have the potential to shape the industry significantly. 

Labor Responses to Deregulation in the Ground 
Handling Industry

While this review does not have the capacity to fully review 
the variety of organizing work being done by labor unions 
to interrupt deregulatory processes in the ground handling 
industry, I will close by sharing a few examples of campaigns 
that seek to combat the negative effects of deregulation on 
ground handling workers. 

Global labor unions are responding to deregulatory efforts 
in several interrelated ways. First, they seek to influence 
international policy specifically related to ground handling 
industry shifts. The International Transport Worker 
Federation, for example, recently joined the International 
Civil Aviation Organization’s (ICAO) Ground Handling Task 
Force (ITF, 2022). This followed a successful effort to report 
on the safety issues associated with the Covid pandemic 
among ground handling workers, which the ITF presented 
to decision-makers at the High-Level Conference on Covid-
19 Safety Stream in 2021 (Considerations on the Need to 
Strengthen the Regulation of Ground Handling, 2021). ITF 
Engagement with this issue also involves supporting local 
trade unions that organize ground handling workers and 
providing convening spaces to connect local unions with one 
another to discuss regulatory policy goals. 

On the local level, labor organizing to address outsourcing in 
ground handling has grown, particularly in the US context. 
The Service Employees International Union (SEIU) has 
organized ground handling workers for over a decade across 
dozens of US airports. This organizing  campaign emerged 
following outsourcing efforts by large airlines, which broke 
long-standing unions that had previously represented ground 
handling workers and resulted in significant pay decreases 
and diminished job quality (Mendoza et al., 2012; Reynolds, 
2001). These successful organizing campaigns have been 
modeled on the Justice for Janitor’s campaign (Aguiar & 
Ryan, 2009), which refused a “contractor by contractor” 
approach to formal union elections and sought to influence 
larger decision-makers - whether this was the airline making 

the contracting decisions (Rosenblum, 2017) or the airport 
governing body (Hill & Eimer, 2022). As leverage points for 
individual contractors and individual airlines dwindled, 
organizers continued fighting for local policy change to 
increase working standards, from wages and benefits to 
paid time off (Rosenblum, 2017). Increasingly in the US, this 
involves advocating for geographic or sectoral standards, 
which had been commonplace in the US in the early 20th 
century, but fell out of favor (Rolf, 2016). These creative local 
labor responses to deregulation within the ground handling 
industry have spun off several additional campaigns to 
address low-wage work more generally (Brown, 2017).

concLusIon 

This review explores the often-overlooked topic of air 
transport ground handling deregulation, focusing on 
developments after 2011. It finds that there has been less 
attention on the question of deregulation in this industry 
sector than in others, especially following a flurry of studies 
on the subject in the 1990s and 2000s. Despite its relative 
lack of attention in academic and industry spheres, there are 
several themes that emerged in the existing literature that 
are worthy of further research. First, questions relating to 
how deregulation affects price, quality, and workers remains 
important, but current work does not sufficiently address 
the questions for the emerging markets that are currently 
grappling with policy questions around deregulation. 
Finally, there remains many opportunities to investigate the 
proactive responses of labor movements, spanning from 
local to global levels, as they work to address the challenges 
posed by industry shifts. Looking ahead, this review suggests 
attending specifically to the unique situation of deregulation 
in the Global South, given how important it is to understand 
the implications of ground handling deregulation across 
different socio-political and geographical contexts. 
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