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Visalia toolmaker Hilti powers up
Power toolmaker Hilti Inc. has been ex-

panding since it first located its distribution 
and service center in Visalia 25 years ago. 
Today, Hilti has three centers in the Visalia 
Industrial Park and has now leased a new 
166,000 square-foot warehouse just built by 
Fresno developer John Brelsford next to VF 
Corp on American Avenue.

“This will be the largest distribution cen-
ter for Hilti in the U.S.,” said Robert Rodri-
guez, regional manager for the company. 
Based in the tiny European country of 
Liechtenstein, there is nothing small about 
Hilti.

The privately held firm enjoyed a sales in-
crease of 10.8-percent in Swiss francs, a total 

PHOTO CONTRIBUTED | Diversified Development Group has three new 
buildings in Visalia totaling 400,000 square feet that were completed last 
winter and are now all filled with Hilti in the middle, Sonoco (Peninsula 
Packaging) and International Paper in buildings on either side.

Poaching the Silicon Valley
Out-of-town talent boosting Fresno tech scene

Software developer John Orne-
las’ friends in San Francisco have a 
hard time understanding why he 
would want to pack his bags and 
relocate to Fresno. For Ornelas, 
however, the move has led to great-
er creative freedom and workplace 
stability. 

In his four years of working in 
the Bay Area, the Bakersfield native 
was part of an environment that 
consisted of high turnaround rates, 
high costs, and little in the way of 
control in his work, where condi-
tions were stricter. Fresno, how-
ever, has been a far more pleasant 
atmosphere, where he has been 
able to flex his creative muscles.

“I love it here — I actually really, 

really like it,” he said. “It’s a little bit 
slower paced, but I don’t feel like 
I’m in a small town. I don’t feel like 
I’m in the middle of nowhere. In 
a lot of ways, I feel like Fresno has 
more to offer me than San Fran-
cisco.”

Ornelas isn’t alone. According 
to Bitwise Industries CEO Jake So-
beral, approximately 30 percent of 
users at the downtown tech facil-

ity are from outside of Fresno. And 
like Ornelas, many of them are a 
part of the growing exodus from 
the Silicon Valley and the wider Bay 
Area.

According to a poll released 
by the Bay Area Council, a public 
policy group, 46 percent of people 
living in the Bay Area have plans to 
leave, with high and ever-climbing 

The hearty nut
Valley pistachio production chugs along despite 
trade war concerns

Edward Smith – STAFF WRITER

Pistachios remained one 
of the top crops in the four-
county aggregate crop report, 
moving up from sixth highest-
valued commodity across the 

See the Fresno, Kings, 
Madera and Tulare County 
Agricultural Commodities 
list on page 10

Pistachio | 3

PHOTO CONTRIBUTED | Pistachios moved from sixth to fifth place on our annual list of the top agricultural 
commodities in the Central Valley for 2017.

Report: Chinese tariffs not 
stinging farmers as badly 
as expected

PHOTO BY DAVID CASTELLON | A report by Rabobank states that export losses due to tariffs imposed by China on 
oranges and other U.S. agricultural goods may be offset by higher demand for those goods in other parts of the 
world.

David Castellon - STAFF WRITER

The tariff war between the 
United States and China cer-
tainly will hurt the exports of 
some Central Valley crops, but 
those effects may not be as bad 
as some worried. 

That according to a report 
issued last week by RaboRe-
search, a division of Rabobank, 
on how China’s tariffs on a 
dozen U.S. agricultural goods 
— 10 of them primarily grown 

Tariffs | 4
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housing prices cited as the primary reason. With its low 
cost of living and growing tech scene from places like Bit-
wise, Fresno is quickly gaining a reputation as a place for 
developers and tech workers to not only work — but to 
take chances. 

The failure of an app or other tech startup could lead to 
sizable financial losses. In expensive cities like San Jose or 
San Francisco, this could ruin a person. In Fresno, how-
ever, lower prices make for a more ready recovery. This 
means they may be less likely to “play it safe.”

“I think what is changing at a high level is our commu-
nity of entrepreneurs and technologists in the Central 
Valley feel licensed to try — to sort of set out and dare to 
do something different that might have historically been 
perceived as ‘other’ or ‘too’ risky for Fresno,” Soberal said

Taking notice
For some Fresno natives, relocating to the Bay Area 

was the next step necessary in pursuing a career in tech. 
This was the case for developer Crystal Maldonado, who 
studied at San Francisco State University after high school. 
After college, she worked in San Francisco and Oakland. 
After spending time in Los Angeles and Utah, she found 
her way back to Fresno.

Maldonado’s time in Fresno was supposed to be tem-
porary, but the appeal of Fresno and a growing tech scene 
compelled her to stay.

“I’m lucky enough to still have my grandparents 
around, so I’m spending a lot more time with them,” Mal-
donado said. “And I became aware of Bitwise and all these 
other cool, up-and-coming things going on downtown.”

In previous years, opportunities in the software field 
were few and far between in Fresno. In recent years, how-
ever, this has greatly changed. With the advent of com-
panies like Shift3 and Decipher, and the inroads laid by 
groups like Bitwise, a growing number of opportunities 
have opened.

This has included a significant increase in the number 
of apps that are currently being developed downtown 
and elsewhere. Coding education classes from Geekwise 
Academy and the 59 Days of Code competition have been 
major factors in this recent trend. Over the last year, one 
Geekwise cohort has found growing success with their 
company OMW and the custom restaurant-ordering app 
Ordrslip. Meanwhile, 59 Days of Code has spurned the 
creation of apps for services ranging from saving energy 
to booking tattoo sessions.

“If you give resources to the gritty talented people in the 
Central Valley that are sort of implicit in the Silicon Valley, 
the people are going to do some really outstanding things 
with it,” Soberal said.

Low-cost living and stable conditions
For Bitwise Industries public relations counsel Kath-

erine Verducci, the low cost of living — combined with 
homesickness — had her looking to return to Fresno from 
San Jose. This was especially true when she had her daugh-
ter. However, it was after the move that the difference in 
living conditions truly hit home.

“It was like we stole something,” Verducci said. “We 
went from this condo that we were bursting at the seems, 
to this house with a pool.”

This has meant not only money saved, but also time. 
This comes largely from cutting down on commuting 
time, which can often be necessary for working in the city. 
For Maldonado, this means getting “a little more of your 
life back.”

More stable pricing, meanwhile, has led to greater stay-
ing power in the area. This has resulted in the further 
bonus of community. It’s a stark contrast to Verducci’s ex-
perience in the Bay Area, where shifting costs meant con-
stant moving to chase cheaper places to live in the region. 

“It wasn’t like you have any kind of [strong] community 
without driving over to see someone, or taking the train,” 
Verducci said. 

Constant changing of jobs, meanwhile, could often lead 
to a less tightly bonded workplace.

“One of the things that I think is genuinely toxic about 
the Bay Area work environment is this idea that you’re 
going to change jobs every 18 months, whether you like 
it or not,” Ornelas said. “Companies kind of know that, 
employees know that, so… there’s no sense of community 
that really bonds and gels, because everyone knows that 
everyone’s kind of just on their way somewhere else.”

Changing the landscape
As Fresno’s tech scene continues to grow, and as the Bay 

Area’s troubles with costs and detachment mount, many 
in the Central Valley’s software scene are speculating that 
the current trend will only continue. 

Meanwhile, Fresno’s boomerangs and implants from 
the Bay Area and elsewhere are likely to add to the local 
alloy for years to come. 

“The presumption from the start is Fresno is a place 
worth being, and I have never been one to ascribe this 
belief that nobody wants to live in Fresno,” Soberal said. 
“I think that one of the systemic things that’s happened in 
the last five years is it’s become viable to chase big technol-
ogy dreams in Fresno.”
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exceeding the $5 billion mark for the 
first time. The company has a big pres-
ence in the U.S. with 2,500 employees 
and headquarters in Plano, Texas.

“Wherever there is construction go-
ing on — we are there,” said Rodriguez 
noting that agriculture too is big user of 
their line of precision tools and build-

ing materials.
“Since we landed in Visalia we have 

gown several times over the years,” he 
added, emphasizing that the multi-site 
expansions underway right now will 
more than double its footprint here.

The expansions have split off into 
three different business complexes 
in recent years including a tool repair 
and service center on Goshen Avenue 

that is currently more than doubling 
its size, adding another building next 
to the current one.

A second Hilti facility is located at 
8910 W Hurley Ave. Their Value Added 
Center will custom-make building ma-
terials like heavy girders for construc-
tion projects to be delivered to job sites.

Lastly the company’s current 50,000 
square-foot distribution center on Doe 
Avenue will be relocated to the new, 
sprawling 166,000 square-foot build-
ing once the tenant improvements are 
in place in early 2019.

Added together the company will 
employ around 60 people, a number 
of who have moved up in the company 
over the years, working at Hilti facilities 
here in the U.S. or in Europe. Rodri-
guez himself was once the distribution 
manager here but has now worked his 
way up the career path to the regional 
manager for the Western states 

“Visalia has been good to the com-
pany,” he said, praising the city’s Visalia 
Economic Development Corp., which 
recently sponsored a job fair for the in-
dustrial park. Rodriguez said the com-
pany appreciates city officials always 
ready to help speed up permits.

Rodriguez said Visalia is at the top 
of benchmark competition between 
company facilities for performance. 
He adds that the employees in Visalia 
have a strong ethic and “are not afraid 
of hard work.”

“Visalia remains the sweet spot for 
logistics,” he added, with transporta-

tion options making it easy to reach 
customers whether by UPS, FedEx 
or truck. Visalia’s distribution center 
ships out more than 1,200 orders a day, 
but expects to triple North American 
sales by 2020.

Rodriguez also praised developer 
Brelsford, whose decision to build 
ahead of demand allowed this com-
pany expansion. The three new build-
ings totaling 400,000 square feet were 
completed last winter and are now all 
filled with Hilti in the middle, Sonoco 
(Peninsula Packaging) and Internation-
al Paper in buildings on either side.

Now Brelsford’s DDG company plans 
a repeat performance with plans for a 
new 700,000 square-foot complex be-
ing filed with city to be located on emp-
ty ground at Riggin Avenue and Plaza 
Drive under construction next year 
with four more buildings. DDG also 
has several other multi tenant logistics 
complexes in Visalia mostly filled. Visa-
lia’s vacant inventory is at historic lows 
right now, say brokers, making new 
spec buildings key to attracting new 
companies.

Visalia City Councilmember Steve 
Nelsen is an admirer of both Hilti and 
Brelsford.

”Hilti has a long history in Visalia and 
continues to offer job opportunities for 
people here,” Nelsen said.

As for Brelsford “if he is ready to 
build another big project here, he has 
got to have more companies lined up,” 
he added.

PHOTO CONTRIBUTED | Hilti, based in the small European country of Liechtenstein, is expanding in a big way in the U.S., including its 
Visalia presence.
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