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A jury awarded a Los Angeles 
man $25 million in a lawsuit against 
Chicago-based Conagra alleging 
its butter-flavored Pam cooking 
spray caused a rare chronic lung 
disease that will require a double 
lung transplant. 

The verdict last week in the 
Superior Court of Los Ange-
les found that Conagra did not 
adequately warn consumers about 
the potential dangers of inhaling 
fumes from Pam cooking spray 
containing diacetyl, a butter-fla-
vored chemical linked to respira-
tory illness. 

During the trial, Conagra said 
it removed the ingredient from its 
Pam formulation in 2009. 

Roland Esparza, 58, who had 
used butter-flavored Pam regularly 
since the 1990s, filed the lawsuit 
in 2022, alleging the since-discon-

tinued ingredient is responsible 
for his condition, according to his 
Chicago-based attorney. 

“He was a big health nut, body-
builder, martial artist,” his attorney, 
Jacob Plattenberger, said Tuesday. 
“He was eating a lot of protein, 
eating a lot of eggs, and he cooked 
everything on his stove top. And 
so he was using it multiple times 
a day.”

Esparza was diagnosed with 
bronchiolitis obliterans, a severe 
and progressive respiratory disease 
better known as “popcorn lung.” 
The disease was first identified in 
workers at a microwave popcorn 
plant who inhaled the butter-fla-
vored chemical diacetyl during the 
manufacturing process. 

While there have been several 
successful consumer cases brought 
against microwave popcorn manu-
facturers, this is the first popcorn 
lung verdict against a cooking 
spray manufacturer, Plattenberger 

said. 
Conagra intends to challenge the 

potentially precedent-setting $25 
million award. 

“We disagree with and are disap-
pointed with the jury’s verdict,” 
Conagra said in a statement Tues-
day. “PAM Butter Flavor cooking 
spray is safe and has been diace-
tyl-free for nearly two decades. We 
intend to pursue all available legal 
avenues to contest the verdict.” 

The use of diacetyl as a butter 

flavoring came under greater 
scrutiny in the new millennium 
after workers at several Midwest 
popcorn plants became ill. In 2004, 
Eric Peoples, who worked in a 
Missouri plant, won a $20 million 
judgment against the makers of 
the butter-flavored chemical he 
alleged caused his lung disease. 

In 2012, Wayne Watson of 
Colorado, a microwave popcorn 
consumer, was awarded $7 million 
in a lawsuit against manufacturer 
Gilster-Mary Lee Corp. and several 
retailers after alleging he devel-
oped popcorn lung from years of 
inhaling the buttery chemical.

Diacetyl’s use has been curtailed 
in many products, but the Amer-
ican Lung Association warns the 
chemical and substitutes may be 
present in e-cigarettes, potentially 
a vector for connecting vaping and 
popcorn lung. 

Created by Chicago ad executive 
Arthur Meyerhoff, Pam nonstick 
cooking spray became a kitchen 
staple in the 1960s. 

Conagra acquired Pam as part of 
its $2.9 billion purchase of Interna-

tional Home Foods in 2000.
In 2019, Conagra was hit with 

a flurry of lawsuits alleging that 
cans of Pam cooking spray burst 
into flames, severely burning users. 
In 2023, an Illinois jury ordered 
Conagra to pay $7.1 million to a 
Pennsylvania woman who was 
burned in a 2017 kitchen fire 
ignited by a can of Pam. 

Now Conagra has been ordered 
to pay Esparza $25 million after 
years of inadvertently inhaling 
diacetyl from the previous formu-
lation of butter-flavored Pam. 
Esparza is hoping to make the list 
for a lung transplant “soon,” but 
time may be running out, Platten-
berger said. 

“We feel that it was a correct 
verdict,” Plattenberger said. “Our 
client’s a really good guy who 
didn’t do anything wrong and got a 
raw deal, and hopefully this helps. 
Nothing will give him his health 
back, and even if he gets the trans-
plant, it’s not a great life, but it will 
give him a few more years.”
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Pam cooking sprays on a shelf at a 
grocery store in Ohio on March 24, 
2010. AMY SANCETTA/AP
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The owner of the now-va-
cant Golden Corral restaurant in 
Elgin is seeking city permission to 
transform it into an Indian fusion 
restaurant and banquet hall.

Golden Corral at 601 S. Randall 
Road never recovered after the 
COVID-19 pandemic, New Future 
company spokesperson Silpa Yadla 
told the Elgin Planning and Zoning 
Commission at its Feb. 2 meeting. 
Their goal is to rebrand the restau-
rant for a new use, a plan that the 
commission is recommending the 
Elgin City Council approve.

The new business will be called 
Tulsi, which, in addition to being 
a restaurant, will include two 
banquet rooms for parties, special 
events and corporate gatherings, 
Yadla said. One room will accom-
modate 200 people and the other 
44; both will be available for use 
Friday through Sunday.

The banquet halls will be profes-

sionally managed with on-site staff, 
Yadla said. Meanwhile, restaurant 
hours will be 11 a.m. to 10 p.m. daily.

“Our proposed restaurant and 
banquet hall have been intention-
ally designed to operate within 
the existing constraints of the site 
and zoning framework,” Yadla told 
commissioners at their meeting.

New Future’s plan is to “acti-
vate an underutilized commercial 
space with a well-run, high-qual-
ity establishment that contributes 
positively to the area while being a 
responsible neighbor,” Yadla said.

The company operated Golden 
Corral until its closure in fall 2025 
after an 18-year run. Early on, the 
restaurant was often at capacity, 
she said.

Tulsi needs city approval 
because an event venue is not 
listed as a permitted conditional 
use under the existing zoning.

Interior and exterior changes 
will be made to the 11,462-square-
foot, one-story building. The exte-
rior will have a modern facade with 

new dormers and stucco siding, 
according to plans submitted to 
the city.

While it is required to have 197 
parking spaces under city ordi-
nances, the property only has 166 

available. However,because it’s 
located within a larger shopping 
center, it has access to more spaces, 
which they’re seeking permission 
to use from neighboring busi-
nesses.

That should allow them to meet 
the criteria, Elgin City Planner 
Damir Latinovic told the commis-
sion. A parking agreement will 
need to be finalized prior to the 
opening, he said.

“I appreciate your willingness 
and thoughtfulness to repurpose 
the existing business,” Commis-
sioner Karin Jones told Yadla.

City documents cited the fact 
that an adaptive reuse avoids “50 to 
75 percent of the embodied carbon 
emissions that an identical new 
building would generate because 
renovations typically reuse the 
most carbon-intensive parts of the 
building, the foundation, structure, 
and building envelope,” accord-
ing to the American Institute for 
Architects and the National Trust 
for Historic Preservation.

“I just want to thank you for 
investing in Elgin,” Commissioner 
Debra Vruble said.

Gloria Casas is a freelance reporter 
for The Courier-News.
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The owner of the former Golden Corral on Randall Road in Elgin wants to 
turn it into an Indian fusion restaurant and banquet hall. GLORIA CASAS/
THE COURIER-NEWS

A Southwest Airlines plane about to take off at Dallas Love Field airport on Jan. 4, 2023, in Dallas. LOLA GOMEZ/THE DALLAS MORNING NEWS
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It’s safe to say that Southwest 
Airlines’ transition to assigned 
seating is off to a turbulent start.

Customers have taken to 
social media platforms for days 
to complain about things like 
lack of overhead bin space and 
not being allowed to switch 
seats, even when there are 
plenty open.

Southwest, Love Field 
Airport’s dominant carrier, 
began assigned seating on Jan. 
27, ending its popular open 

seating policy. CEO Bob Jordan 
previously said that surveys 
conducted by Southwest 
showed customers and poten-
tial customers overwhelmingly 
wanted the option to pick their 
seat, similar to other major U.S. 
Airlines like Fort Worth-based 
American.

The monumental switch 
was first announced in 2024. 
Around the same time, South-
west’s management came under 
pressure following an activist 
takeover by Elliott Investment 
Management.

But now concerns have grown 
and even some of the airline’s 
most loyal customers are frus-
trated after the carrier rolled out 
a new boarding process to pair 
with the policy change.

There are reports that A-list 
Preferred customers, who are 
supposed to board in either 
groups one or two, are boarding 
in later groups, also leading to 
bin space troubles.

Some of Southwest’s A-listers 
openly raged on platforms such 
as X, with many complaints 
focused on those passengers 

being forced to place carry-on 
bags in compartments way to 
the back of the plane, a differ-
ent experience from the prior 
boarding regime.

A frequent criticism is that 
non-preferred passengers were 
boarding ahead, and taking up 
available overhead space.

When reached by The Dallas 
Morning News on Tuesday, 
Southwest Airlines spokesper-
son Chris Perry acknowledged 
the company is aware of some 
of the complaints.

“Since launch, we’ve been 

closely monitoring input and 
real-world behaviors to validate 
our assumptions and identify 
where we can refine the experi-
ence,” Perry said in a statement. 
“Those insights are now inform-
ing a series of early adjustments 
designed to smooth operations 
and reduce friction as Custom-
ers adapt to the new boarding 
and seating process.”

Southwest employees who 
respond to customer messages 
on social media have also told 
customers it is reviewing the 
concerns.
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