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When the COVID-19 pandemic shut down the world, two 
major industries took unprecedented hits: travel and dining. For 
companies whose main business is solidly in both these industries 
– namely, airport food and beverage operators – the results were 
nothing short of catastrophic.

“Operating restaurants in airports is already a complex business; 
COVID-19 exacerbated those complexities to a level we couldn’t 
imagine before March 2020,” says Sebastiaan Rotteveel, senior 
director of restaurant development and innovation for SSP America.

And as Richard Schneider, COO of Areas USA, points out, the 
various rules and restrictions on travel and dining were constantly in 
flux during those early months after the initial shut down. “I always 
remind people because we forget now as things are getting better, 
but those restrictions were changing sometimes daily,” he says. “It 
had us asking ourselves questions like, ‘Do we open up seating now 
that we’re allowed to or do we hold off a little bit to see what’s going 
to happen?’ But now I think you see all of us concessionaires really 
trying to open up as many locations as we can.”

Indeed, all the major players in the airport dining space are 
raring to get back to business as usual – but this is no small task, of 
course. Schneider notes that Areas USA is reopening concessions 
practically every day, and that 57 percent of the company’s portfolio 
is open as of April. Delaware North is back to around 60 percent 
of its 2019 pre-pandemic levels, according to Tessa Lewis, manager 
of brands and concepts, while Paradies Lagardère is at around 
80 percent reopened, according to Jens Baake, president of the 
company’s dining division.

For SSP America, the percentage of reopened concepts shifts 
every day and varies dramatically by airport. “There’s no typical 
timeline for any restaurant reopening,” Rotteveel says. “It’s a well-
considered, highly analyzed and studied exercise, involving our 
entire organization as well as the necessary conversations with brand 
and airport partners. Our daily recovery meetings will be continuing 
for the foreseeable future.”

Early in the pandemic, HMSHost formed seven cross-functional 
regional opening teams, says Stephanie Havard, executive vice 
president of restaurant development for the company, which had 
reopened just over 60 percent of its airport food and beverage 
operations in the spring. “We built these teams so that we could 
expedite the reopening of restaurants, knowing we would need to 
be ready when passenger traffic started to rebound,” she says. “From 
hiring back furloughed workers to renewing badges, we’ve kept a 
forward-looking approach so we can tie the velocity of our actions 
to the uptick in travel.”

Concessionaires Weigh Many Factors 
As They Reopen Operations
BY S ALLY K RAL

REBOUND Above: Reopening has been challenging for virtually 
all F&B concessionaires due to changing restrictions 
and ongoing labor challenges. (SSP’s Ballard Brew 
Hall at SEA pictured.)
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Serving The Current Customer
When concessionaires first started 

reopening their food and beverage 
operations last summer, there was a clear 
focus on venues offering ample grab-and-go 
options.

“We leaned into our proprietary grab-
and-go kiosks with convenience items early 
on in the pandemic because that’s what 
travelers were seeking,” Havard says. “Given 
COVID-related concerns, most travelers 
preferred purchasing pre-packaged items 
to eat in gatehold seating areas, so we kept 
nearly all of our Eat Well. Travel Further., 
Farmers Market, Ciao and Urban Market 
kiosks open throughout the pandemic.”

Indeed, as early restrictions on dining 
focused on sit-down operations, kiosks and 
market-style venues were a bright spot for 
concessionaires. And Areas USA’s Schneider 
says that even as seating restrictions have 
lifted, grab-and-go element will continue 
to be important. “People are still looking 
for convenience – they’re looking for good 
quality as well, of course, but they’re also 
looking for it to be easy for them to get in and 
out,” he says. “That’s where hybrid markets 
tend to offer some good opportunities. 
Our StrEat concept in Newark Liberty 
International Airport (EWR) is one that 
really performs well for us because it has that 
grab-and-go, portable component, but there’s 
also a bar tied in.”

Paradies Lagardère’s Baake similarly 
points to a hybrid concept as performing well 
because it offers something for every type 
of traveler. “Our Plum Market in Detroit 
Metropolitan Wayne County Airport 
(DTW) has been doing well, as it includes 
a full bar, sandwiches, grab-and-go items, 
snacks, a coffee bar and more,” he says. 

Baake adds that the company’s Fountain 
Bar, also in DTW, was one of the first to 
reopen and has also been performing well, 
thanks to certain operational adjustments. 
“Early on we added patio seating to 
accommodate guests, streamlined the 
menu to items with less prep time and more 
to-go options, and enhanced the alcohol 
offerings, which included guests being able 
to bring their drinks to the gate due to our 
stadium license. More recently we shifted 
to an alcohol-only menu and sales for that 
category are up 50 percent in this location 
compared to pre-COVID.”

Paradies Lagardère’s ability to quickly 
make changes to Fountain Bar is an 
example of why proprietary concepts can 
sometimes be easier to manage – and easier 
to reopen – than national or local branded 
restaurants.

“There’s a valid argument that 
proprietary restaurants provide a company 
with a greater span of control and flexibility 
around the menu, products and labor model 
versus third-party branded restaurants,” 
SSP America’s Rotteveel says. “And 
proprietary brands often address needs 
not found at street restaurants, such as the 
small size of the space and the need to serve 
passengers during all day parts.” 

There are also royalty fees associated 
with running a branded concept, although 
Baake points out that almost all national 
brand partners have provided relief on their 
royalties since the start of the pandemic.

Delaware North hasn’t been favoring 
reopening any specific type of restaurant, 
Lewis notes. “It’s true that proprietary 
concepts allow for a concessionaire to 
control concept model and product 
offering – but only to an extent,” she 
says. “Outlet modifications will always 
be governed by traveler needs and client 
collaboration. We work very closely with 
our airport partners to determine when a 
restaurant or unit will reopen based on the 
airport’s anticipated traffic flows, hours of 
operation, concept type and service style, 
and meeting travelers’ needs. So, whether 

Above: Areas USA’s StrEat concept 
in Newark Liberty International 
Airport has been performing well 
since the pandemic hit because 
it offers grab-and-go items for 
travelers who are still wary of 
in-house dining, but also offers 
a bar with seating for those who 
are ready to get back to their pre-
pandemic lifestyles.


