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O
n the ground floor of a gleam-
ing new building in downtown 
Salinas, the Central Coast city’s 
famous agricultural bounty has 
been repackaged.

To one side of a lobby with sleek gray floors and 
a statue of a bald eagle mid-flight, a boutique that 
sells romaine-hued table linens implores shop-
pers to “lettuce eat local.” A white enamel colan-
der adorned with the region’s famous strawber-
ries sells for $66.

“The game is certainly changing,” says Den-
nis Donohue, former mayor of Salinas and head 
of the Western Growers Association’s 2-year-
old downtown innovation center. He positions 
the co-working and meeting space as a “light-
ning rod” to attract interesting agtech ventures, 
which the grower’s association can then offer up 
to member farmers.

It’s here, in a modern open office accented by 
dandelion-yellow desk dividers and light grain 
wood accents, that 52 startups from the Cen-
tral Coast, San Jose, San Francisco and as far 
as Israel and New Zealand are also formulating 
an answer to a question that Donohue has long 
asked: “Wouldn’t it be interesting to connect the 
Silicon Valley to the Salinas Valley?”

The difference now, after a $1 million invest-

ment by the city of Salinas, countless industry 
events and an influx of agricultural startups and 
accelerators looking to sell to area farmers, is that 
his vision is finally starting to become reality.  

Daunting challenges for the food industry, 
like labor shortages and the ever-present threat 
of food safety breaches, are fueling the collision of 
the neighboring but culturally and economically 
divergent valleys. So, too, are regional develop-
ment dynamics pushing both startups and work-
ers to seek more affordable real estate on the ever-
farther-flung fringe of the Bay Area. 

The Salinas metro area grew more than 4 per-
cent from 2010 to 2015 alone, to just shy of 431,300 
residents. Housing prices have climbed more than 
27 percent in the last three years, up to a median 
listing price of $775,000 at the beginning of 2018, 
according to real estate data site Zillow. 

Among the chief concerns of the city of Salinas 
is creating conditions for that growth to continue, 
particularly when it comes to commercial space.

“We’re bursting at the seams,” said Salinas 
Economic Development Director Andy Myrick, 
who notes that the city is currently evaluating 
multiple potential annexation sites. “It’s easy to 
find a place for a startup with just, you know, two 
people. If you expect them to stay, they need a 
place to grow.”

Valley vs. Valley 
At the center of the conversation about agtech, 
along with other traditional blue-collar strong-

holds like trucking, is how clashing business 
cultures will influence the development of the 
industry.

“When we first engaged, there was almost a 
— how do I say this? — an idea that ‘Those guys 
in Silicon Valley don’t understand what we’re 
doing,’” said John Hartnett, founder and CEO of 
Los Gatos-based investment and advisory firm 
SVG Partners, who has contracted with the city 
of Salinas on agtech and now runs the local Thrive 
Accelerator.

The skepticism has always been mutual in 
Silicon Valley, Hartnett added: “Up here, when 
I mentioned agriculture, people would say, ‘Are 
you for real? I want to invest in the next social 
media company or the next app.’”

Though Hartnett says both sides are starting 
to acclimate, agtech entrepreneurs like Nathan 
Dorn say the Silicon versus Salinas Valley divide 
remains real when it comes to raising funding, 
rolling out pilot projects and building produc-
tion capacity.

“There are two types of agtech entrepreneurs,” 
said Dorn, CEO of Salinas-based startup Food 
Origins, which is designing sensors to be worn 
on the belts of farm workers to allow growers to 
analyze data collected for productivity trends.

First are ag industry veterans like Dorn, who 

previously oversaw technology for the Rider 
division of berry industry titan Driscoll’s. Now, 
he and fellow Salinas entrepreneurs like John 
Deere veteran Patrick Zelaya, who runs in-the-
field food safety app Heavy Connect, are look-
ing to translate their expertise to outside inves-
tors. Though Dorn said he knows farmers and ag 
workers personally, recruiting in-demand tech 
talent and raising large amounts of capital is still 
a challenge.

The second camp of agtech entrepreneurs is 
made up of veteran technologists angling to apply 
solutions that have gained traction in other indus-
tries — connected sensors, robotics, drones, cloud 
software — to the $2.4 trillion global agriculture 
business. Worldwide, $10.7 billion of venture cap-
ital money went to agtech in 2017.

Take San Jose-based smart irrigation startup 
WaterBit. The company employs 13 people in Sil-
icon Valley and is led by executives who previous-
ly worked at tech firms like Fujitsu and Cypress 
Semiconductor. In its bid to develop “autonomous 
irrigation technology,” the company now works 
some days from the innovation center in Salinas.

“We’ve had many people tell us we don’t know 
what we’re doing,” said WaterBit founder and 
president Manu Pillai, who said he’s found that 
focusing on shared financial interest over techno-
logical specs can help. “There is a price at which 
traditional relationships can be broken.”

WaterBit is joined by other Bay Area tech com-
panies moving into the Salinas market, such as 
Burlingame-based Trace Genomics, which has 
raised $8 million for its genetic testing system 
used to detect crop disease.

Others now operating in the Salinas Val-
ley come from farther away, like Canadian farm 
analytics company Resson. The startup has raised 
$13 million for its bioinformatics products from 
investors including Monsanto.

Perhaps the fastest growing market segment, 
though, is multinational corporations like Bay-
er, Monsanto and Coca-Cola wading deeper into 
California’s agtech rush, driven largely by market 
projections too big to ignore.

“Everybody talks about feeding 9 billion people 
or 10 billion people, the number always changes,” 
said Aaron Magenheim, who grew up working for 
his family’s irrigation business and is now CEO 
of Central Coast consulting firm AgTech Insight.

While market chatter abounds about the 
potential of bringing emerging technologies 
like blockchain and machine learning to farm-
ing, Magenheim said more immediate logistical 
challenges remain. For one, some wealthy grow-
ers still use flip phones, Magenheim said. Tech-
nical issues like a lack of standardized hardware 
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THE TECHNOLOGY
From drones to robots to new 
chemical formulas, the range of 
products attracting investment 
dollars in the agtech space is vast.
Big Data: Growers looking to 
maximize margins are hungry for 
data analytics, often sold as part of 
cloud software subscriptions, that 
are pitched as a way to cut overhead 
costs and increase productivity.
IoT: Connected in-field sensors, 
wearable technology for workers 
and supply chain tracking devices 
are all being piloted by both tech 
incumbents and food companies.
Future farming: Farming staples like 
irrigation and growing conditions 
are being re-examined as part of the 
precision agriculture movement designed 
to cut the resources required to grow 
food and lower production costs.
Automation: With both immigration 
policy uncertainty and labor costs 
increasing, technologies related to 
robotics and industrial automation 
are in increasingly high demand.
Biotech: Plant breeding and genetics have 
long been an area of focus in agriculture, 
but investment dollars are increasingly 
flowing to startups developing products 
to increase yields, decrease pesticide 
use and improve food safety testing.

SOURCE: SVG PARTNERS, AGFUNDER

THE PLAYERS
Corporate: Coca-Cola, Land O’Lakes, 
Bayer, Monsanto, DowDuPont, Verizon
Local: Driscoll’s, Taylor Farms, 
Trimble, Cisco, Google
Startups: Trace Genomics, Harvest 
Automation, FarmWise, Nuritas
Investors and accelerators: 
Western Growers Association, Thrive 
Accelerator/SVG Partners, Plug & Play

THE NUMBERS

$10.2 billion
Global agtech venture capital 
funding during 2017

-17 percent
Decline in agtech dealflow during 
2017, largely attributed to industry 
consolidation at the seed stage

$300 million
Value of 2017 John Deere acquisition 
of agriculture automation startup 
Blue River Technology

$100 million
Funding raised by agtech 
startups operating in the Salinas 
Valley in the last four years

SOURCE: WESTERN GROWERS   
ASSOCIATION, AGFUNDER

THE NEXT FRONTIER: 
BIG NAMES JUMP INTO 
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“Perishable food is probably 
one of the most sophisticated 
supply chains in the world.”
JOHN HARTNETT,  
founder and CEO of SVG Partners

requirements are another issue.
In the meantime, the complex process of get-

ting fresh food to market continues to attract 
deep-pocketed players intrigued by the indus-
try’s scale and complexity.

“Perishable food is probably one of the most 
sophisticated supply chains in the world,” said 
Hartnett of the Thrive Accelerator, who is now 
working with both ag and tech incumbents 
including Coca-Cola, Land O’Lakes, Cisco and 
Sunnyvale-based GPS giant Trimble.

Christian Bengard knows about the challenges 
of growing and shipping perishable food — crops 
like lettuces, strawberries, cauliflower, celery, 
broccoli, kale, parsley and cilantro. His family 
owns Salinas-based Bengard Ranch Inc., one of 
the largest grower-shippers in the western Unit-
ed States.

“My family’s been farming here a long time,” 
said the Salinas native and December UC Berkeley 
graduate. His great-great-great-grandfather has 
been in Salinas Valley since 1856, when he start-
ed farming. The family company, Bengard Ranch, 
was formed in 1961, and farms thousands of acres 
in California, Arizona and Mexico. His father and 
uncle took over the company in 2000.

Now Bengard has joined Concept Clean Energy, 
which provides solar energy for agriculture, fuel-
ing wells and energy-hogging coolers. 

 “What we’re trying to do is create innovative 
technology that will give you the ability to fit solar 
power to wells without taking up ag land, with-
out taking up farmable space,” he said. 

It does that by constructing solar shade struc-
tures in lofts and is developing a floating solar 
panel that can be placed on a reservoir.

As project development manager for Lagu-
na Beach-based Concept Clean Energy, Bengard 
spends his days working out of Western Growers’ 
Association’s incubator in Salinas.

There, he is surrounded by agtech innovation 
and minds that are working on agtech solutions 
— not just solar energy, but water usage, pesticides 
and fertilizers. 

 “I joined this company because I think inno-
vation in agtech has kind of lagged behind the 
rest of the world and there’s a lot of opportuni-
ty in ag tech, updating the farm system from the 
traditional way of farming, which has been the 
using same ideas for the last 30 years or so,” Ben-
gard said.

“I believe in green energy and cutting down 
costs. It’s an economic decision and for me, and 
it’s a moral issue and a social issue.”

Lynn Peithman Stock contributed to this story.

“If you name one last 
perfect commute ... 
it would be a reverse 
commute from the 
Silicon Valley to our 
neck of the woods.”
DENNIS DONOHUE, 
leader of the Western Growers 
Association’s Center for 
Innovation & Technology
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Agtech is a broad industry, but one vari-
able now towers above all others when it 
comes to the sector’s future: labor.

It’s no secret that California’s $50 billion agri-
culture industry is built at the ground level on 
migrant workers, though tracking exact num-
bers can be difficult due to tenuous immigra-
tion situations. The Santa Cruz-based Center for 
Farmworker Families estimates that three-quar-
ters of the 500,000 to 800,000 farmworkers 
in the state are undocumented, a majority of 
whom are of Mexican descent.

As a growing chorus of California agricultur-
al executives has noted in response to President 
Donald Trump’s hardline anti-immigration pol-
icy proposals, increasing deportations or add-
ing other deterrents could be a big problem for 
companies who say they’re already experienc-
ing labor shortages.

“Americans will not do this job, which means 
we must rely on foreign-born labor. And it is a 
constant struggle to try to find workers,” Lor-
ri Koster, chairman and CEO of Salinas-based 
Mann Packing, told a congressional panel last 
year. “Our nation’s dysfunctional immigration 
policies make the struggle even harder.”

Add to politics the question of labor automa-
tion and the outlook gets even murkier.

Lauro Barajas, for instance, worked his way 
up from the almond fields of California’s Cen-
tral Valley during the 1980s to his current role 
as national vice president and Central Coast 
regional director for the United Farm Workers. 
A native of Mexico’s Jalisco state, he’s seen tech-
nology accelerate rapidly and expects the evo-
lution of robotics in particular to cut some jobs 
and add other jobs in more technical roles. 

“Suddenly there’s machines all over,” Bara-
jas said.

The ratio of automated jobs compared to new 
jobs being created will be one key to watch, but 
a range of groups in Salinas and the surround-
ing area are already working to update training 
and education protocols.

Hartnell Community College and California 
State University Monterey Bay are both offering 
new variations of agriculture programs focused 
on specialized technical knowledge. One key has 
been a statewide shift in community college cur-
ricula allowing schools to offer repeatable class-
es focused on in-demand workforce skills.

“College in general is created around a con-
cept of ‘you take a class once,’” said Clint 
Cowden, dean of career technical education and 
workforce development for the Hartnell Com-
munity College District. “Well, what happens 
when industry is moving this fast?”

At Hartnell, ag industry employers were 
also the ones who financed an expansion to a 
new campus in the East Salinas neighborhood 
of Alisal, where many farm workers live with 
their families.

In downtown Salinas, Jacob Martinez also 
recently expanded his own nonprofit workforce 
development initiative started next door in Sali-
nas, Digital Nest. The idea: to use the appealing 
environments and high-tech training offered by 
Silicon Valley companies to attract high school 
and college-age Central Coast residents to work 
in the industry.

“My goal is to get the youth the skills to com-
pete for the local jobs,” Martinez said.

At the same time, Dennis Donohue, leader 
of the Western Growers Association’s Center for 
Innovation & Technology, and Andy Myrick, Sali-
nas economic development director, are closely 
monitoring anecdotal reports of more fluid com-
mutes between Silicon Valley and Salinas, which 
could be a boon to the community’s economic 
base, but which Myrick said are difficult to track.

“If you name one last perfect commute — and 
it’s a sniper shot — it would be a reverse com-
mute from the Silicon Valley to our neck of the 
woods,” Donohue said.

 - Lauren Hepler, 
contributor

Ag industry looks to stay 
ahead of labor issues

 R WORKFORCE

GETTY IMAGES

Robotic grippers 
can be used to pick, 
handle and pack crops 
such as strawberries 
— automation that 
could help labor 
shortages due to 
immigration issues.
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“Americans will 
not do this job, 
which means 
we must rely 
on foreign-
born labor. 

And it is a constant struggle 
to try to find workers.”
LORRI KOSTER, 
chairman and CEO of Mann Packing


