
The Southern California Grocery Industry’s Hidden Supply Chain 
 
 
A “privileged group of retailers” 

The grocery industry is one of the few segments of the U.S. economy to grow and profit during the COVID crisis. 
Deemed essential, grocery stores have stayed open — and with more people eating at home, grocery sales have 
increased at an unprecedented rate. A leading analyst, writing in the Wall Street Journal in July 2020, called 
supermarkets “among the privileged group of retailers that are benefitting from the pandemic and the new 
consumer habits it will form;” far from being temporary, she concluded this would provide the industry a long 
term “sustainable boost.”i 
 
Pre-pandemic, Southern California’s grocery industry was already valued at $45 billion annually.ii The nation’s two 
industry leaders—Kroger (with Ralph’s and Food 4 Less) and Albertsons (with Von’s)—are also the Southern 
California leaders, with an estimated 40 percent of the local market.iii Experts believe the position of these chains 
has only strengthened during the crisis: an August 2020 analysis in Bloomberg News found Kroger and Albertsons 
stealing market share away from Walmart.iv 
 
The companies’ most recent financial reports are record-breaking: 

Albertsons 
• In its quarter ending June 20, Albertsons saw a year-over-year sales increase of 21 percent—driven by a 276 

percent increase in digital sales. Even with increased costs and supply chain challenges, EBITDA (a key 
measure of profitability) nearly doubled (a 93 percent increase).v 

• The company’s most recent annual report notes that in 2019, CEO Vivek Sankaran received total 
compensation of $28.9 million.vi This works out to $231 per minute.vii 

Kroger 
• In its quarter ending August 15, Kroger’s year-over-year sales grew by 8.2 percent, with a 127 percent 

increase in online sales.viii One observer took note of Kroger’s online prowess by finding they now sell more 
groceries online than Levi Strauss sells jeans, or Harley-Davidson sells motorcycles.ix Wells Fargo analysts 
greeted Kroger’s recent results by enthusing: “Now that’s the quarter we’ve been waiting for.”x Kroger’s CEO 
told investors to continue to expect “unusually strong financial results” into next year at least.xi 

• Kroger’s most recent Proxy Statement puts Chairman and CEO W. Rodney McMullen’s total 2019 
compensation at $21.1 million.xii The AFL-CIO’s Executive Paywatch puts the ratio of CEO pay to the median 
Kroger worker pay at 789 to 1.xiii 

 
A breeding ground for COVID… 

Headlines nationally have shown grocery workers on the front lines of the nation’s mask wars—with little support 
from corporate management. Out of sight—and too often out of mind—are the industry’s just-as-essential drivers 
and warehouse workers. In Southern California, this workforce is overwhelmingly composed of people of color—
and a growing body of medical research shows people of color are significantly more likely to contract COVID, and 
significantly more likely to have severe health outcomes when they do.xiv The Washington Post recently explained:  

Warehouse workers across the country say they’ve been under enormous pressure for months, working 
extended hours to fulfill a crush of pandemic orders. Working conditions, they say, have steadily 
deteriorated during the crisis, leaving many distribution centers understaffed and ill-equipped to 
accommodate frequent hand-washing and other safety protocols.xv 

 



Across industries and employers, warehouse workers are scared. Many are unable to properly socially distance, 
and/or lack proper PPE. When the Modesto Bee spoke with warehouse workers about safety conditions, workers 
typically requested anonymity “for fear of retribution by their employer.”xvi The story ran under a headline 
describing warehouses as “ticking time bombs” for worker safety.  
 
Kroger warehouses may be particularly challenged. (A recent wave of Cal/OSHA COVID-related enforcement 
actions focused on Kroger stores in Southern California.xvii) Management has acknowledged that during the recent 
stress test, human warehouses performed better than robotic warehouses.xviii Still, after an infection at a Kroger 
warehouse in Tennessee, a worker representative pointed the finger at Kroger’s “culture” and “management.”xix 
 
…and a breeding ground for COVID litigation 

Grocery warehouses are shaping up to be ground zero in the legal fight over worker safety. 
 
 Zuniga v. Safeway 

A coronavirus outbreak at an Albertsons distribution center in April infected dozens of workers and killed 22-
year veteran and father of five Pedro Zuniga.xx Zuniga’s widow filed suit, alleging the “dangerous and 
hazardous conditions” at the warehouse could and should have been addressed. According to the suit, a sign 
posted at the warehouse discouraged workers from wearing masks and gloves. Further, the warehouse’s 
attendance “points” system created an implicit threat of termination for workers contemplating sick time. The 
suit is currently pending. 

 
Ephriam v. Ralphs 
An outbreak at a Ralphs warehouse in Compton led to a class action lawsuit after 125 workers were infected.xxi 
According to the suit, when warehouse worker Henry Ephriam discovered he was sick, he alerted Ralphs 
management of the 20 employees he’d come into contact with, but Ralphs contacted only 5 of the workers, 
allowing the virus to spread. The suit alleges the company had a “cavalier attitude,” lacking PPE and disallowing 
social distancing. The suit is currently pending. 

 
It is not yet clear how widespread these problems may be, but there are indications these suits may be the tip of 
the iceberg. Our analysis has identified up to 154 such suits filed against Albertsons or Kroger in California since 
the date of the stay-at-home order.xxii 
 
A bigger picture — legal, political, and financial 

The past several months have been busy and profitable for the chains.  
• In April, both Albertsons and Kroger were hit with a price-gouging lawsuit related to the pandemic.xxiii 
• In June, Albertsons had its stock market IPO, raising about $800 million for private equity owner Cerberus 

Capital. 
• In July, Kroger took over $8.7 million in CARES Act funding.xxiv 
• Over the summer, both companies announced major investments in tech and in automated 

warehouses.xxv 
• In September, Albertsons and Kroger were revealed to be “the biggest financial contributors to Prop. 20” 

in California, which would roll back recent criminal justice reform.xxvi The grocery stores have formed a 
new tough-on-crime alliance with law enforcement. 
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