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During World War II, Watsonville was known as a "Navy town" in part
for the role it played in hosting and training naval fliers before they
were deployed to the Pacific Theater starting in 1943. After the war,
ownership of Watsonville Municipal Airport was returned to the
taxpayers and new revenue streams were found in servicing private
pilots and their planes, and in events like the annual Wings Over
Watsonville fly-in.

Now a new project being built near the end of Aviation Way hopes to
connect a new generation of Pajaronians to that story.

Kevin and Brian Dueck both grew up in nearby Aptos but their family ties to Watsonville Municipal Airport
led them to sign a 35-year lease on one of the original World War II-era naval buildings across the road from
the runways.

The project is just the latest example of new growth in this Santa Cruz County city.

“We can’t say enough about the city of Watsonville. The experience has been way higher than our
expectations,” said Kevin Dueck, 47.

As for what drew them to the area, Brian Dueck, 45, cited the town’s culture and a need for entertainment
projects: “We believe Watsonville is the next frontier of development,” he explained.

The project, dubbed The Hangar, will feature four businesses inside the 8,600-square-foot original building
and an additional four shipping containers outside that will act as permanent food trucks. Outdoor seating,
fire pits and group games will fill the remaining space.

As Watsonville, population 54,000, celebrates its 150th anniversary, city leaders aim to balance reverence
for the industries and companies that built the Pajaro Valley municipality — berry seller Driscoll's, S.
Martinelli & Co. (best known for Martinelli's Gold Medal cider) and retailer West Marine are all headquartered
here — while also cultivating relationships with the types of businessowners who want to bring fresh,
creative ideas to projects within the city limits.

Enter the Dueck's food hall project. Beer Mule, a brewery with 30 beers on tap and a full menu, will be the
location’s first tenant. A new concept from the people behind Santa Cruz’s Beer Thirty Bottle Shop & Pour
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House, it will take up slightly more than half of the main building’s space. The goal is to open in time to take
advantage of the foot traffic created by the annual free Fourth of July fireworks show at the airport.

“We’re trying to stay away from regional or national chains,” said Brian, who noted interest from a variety of
establishments like ice cream shops and poke bowl makers.

The project at 45 Aviation Way was designed to blend into its surroundings and fit its history with aviation;
Brian has had a hangar with a friend at the airport going on 30 years, and the Dueck family often attended
the airport's air shows together: “Let’s keep that nostalgia and history theme going,” Kevin said.

They will own the project through their company EKB Partners — the “E” refers to their father Ed. They are
covering construction costs themselves and have been working with their builder Cianciarulo Construction
to include the building’s original pieces, like its antique redwood siding. Together, the two companies are
known for their previous work on Abbott Square and West End Tap and Kitchen, both in Santa Cruz.

EKB Partners has been working with Watsonville Assistant City Manager Matt Huffaker and Community
Development Director Suzi Merriam, who say the city’s goal is to “streamline the development process.”
Such improvements have led to new developments: the opening of Harbor Freight Tools in town, Lakeside
Organic Gardens’ new 50,000-square-foot cold storage processing plant and the construction of a Popeyes
Louisiana Chicken location at 1000 Main St.

More than agriculture

More than 23 percent of Watsonville's residents are employed in the retail trade, compared to what is
commonly thought of as the region's main industry, agriculture. Slightly more than 5 percent of the city's
working population is employed in the Agricultural, Forestry, Fishing category as defined by the North
American Industry Classification System.

Local retail workers may soon have more employment opportunities as the city's ultimate goal is to create a
downtown specific development plan with a focus on mixed use.

Currently, downtown is a multiblock section of Main Street that’s a mishmash of trendy spots like
Watsonville Yoga, Dance and Healing Arts; empty storefronts including a Gottschalks department store that
shuttered in 2009; and Jacona’s Video, which has diversified its offerings beyond DVD rentals to include
cellphones.

One project that may change the dynamic is the soon-to-be-completed The Terrace at 445 Main, a 54-unit
apartment complex by Pacific Coast Development. Huffaker points out that “it’s the first major residential
project in many years” in the downtown core. The building’s market rate monthly rents starting at $1,650
should help attract the types of retail and restaurant clients that the city needs to continue reviving the
neighborhood.

On the retail front, one of downtown’s newest tenants is Foreverfly Skate at 442 Main St. where owner Sal
Orozco sells skateboarding equipment, shoes and clothing including the iconic Santa Cruz Skateboards
brand that is owned by local company NHS Inc.

Orozco opened his shop downtown six months ago to service the local skateboarding community, and said
the reaction thus far has been positive: “Now people don’t have to drive out to Santa Cruz to get some of
the apparel that they want,” he said.
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Retailers like Orozco may continue to find this an important selling point as the traffic on Highway 1
worsens. Between 1980 and 2014, the Santa Cruz County Regional Transportation Commission found that
more vehicles traveled daily on Highway 1 than Highway 17 — 97,000 compared to 70,000.

Overall, Orozco said that Watsonville’s government has been very welcoming: “The city really wants to make
downtown work,” he said.

Business development

Annieglass is an example of a company that made the move to Watsonville early on, and its owner has since
reaped the financial benefits. Twenty-one years ago, proprietor Ann Morhauser took advantage of an
Enterprise Zone Program run by California’s Department of Housing and Community Development, which
offered incentives like tax breaks to businesses willing to set up shop in one of California’s 42 designated
“economically distressed areas” and in turn create jobs. The program has since been repealed and was
permanently phased out between 2013 and 2014.

The glassware company left its location at the Old Sash Mill in Santa Cruz for a 16,000-square-foot
warehouse at 310 Harvest Dr. in Watsonville, where approximately 25 people are currently employed.

“The City Council was always willing to work with me,” said Morhauser.

Currently, she estimates that 80,000 glass pieces are handmade out of the Watsonville headquarters
annually, which are then sold through their website and wholesaled to 400 stores throughout the U.S.
including Bloomingdale's and Neiman Marcus.

From a long-term manufacturer such as Annieglass to newer retail spots like Foreverfly Skate, Watsonville
strives to position itself for growth.

"Watsonville has gone through these different transformation periods," said assistant city manager Huffaker,
referencing defining crops like apples and berries and the city's onetime reliance on the canning industry.
And as the city celebrates a big milestone with its 150th anniversary, it appears as if the next phase of
Watsonville development is prepped for takeoff.

Rosellen "Rosie" Downey
Lead Researcher
Silicon Valley Business Journal

https://www.bizjournals.com/sanjose/search/results?q=Ann%20Morhauser

