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WOMEN IN LEADERSHIP

As the country celebrates the 100th anniversary of the  
19th Amendment, we profile 19 leaders in the Capital Region
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WOMEN IN LEADERSHIP

MARKETING

Tina Reynolds
Founder and President  /  Uptown Studios

Tina Reynolds has a mantra for life and work: “How can I help 
you?” Reynolds owns Uptown Studios, a multimedia design firm 
that does website design; graphic design; video production; and 
social media and marketing campaigns for nonprofits, gov-
ernment entities and other organizations dedicated to social 
change. She lives by that mantra to keep her own and her 19 
employees’ work-life dynamics as balanced as possible.

“When I opened Uptown in 1992, I realized that I was 
responsible for my own work as well as the health and wellness 
of my whole team,” Reynolds says, which led to her current 
business model of open space and open work ethic. “Everyone 
is self-managed. We have no titles, and we work on teams — the 
web team, design team, video team, marketing team or focus 
group team. Each team has a project leader, but they aren’t a 
boss; they’re in service to the team.”

If this method sounds utopian, that’s intentional. Uptown 
is Reynolds’ second business venture; she founded a graphic 
design firm in Sacramento in 1976 that worked mainly on cor-
porate accounts. As a single mom with three children at home, 
Reynolds realized the long hours and high pressure weren’t 
working for her, so she shut the business in 1992 and opened 
Uptown as its antithesis. With no time clock to punch, em-
ployees pick up kids for soccer games when they need to, bring 
babies or dogs into the office, and enjoy a work environment 
where they’re treated like responsible adults.

When she opened Uptown, Reynolds decided to focus on 
working with organizations working to make Sacramento bet-
ter. “I was born with a core that needs to do good,” she says. “I 
want to be involved and create change.”

Reynolds says she’s especially proud of the work her team 
did for Life Looks Good on You, a campaign for Sacramento 
County Parks and Recreation that raises awareness about the 
importance of wearing a life jacket. “We were brought on in 
2015 because there were 16 drowning deaths in our rivers that 
summer, so we dug in and created a fun campaign that was 
also working to save lives,” she says. “In 2016, there were zero 
drowning deaths, and we have done the campaign each year 
since, and the average drowning deaths over the life of the 
campaign is only two per year. Our team feels like we are actu-
ally saving lives with this campaign. It is wonderful to feel like 
we are doing so much good.”

Reynolds also donates her time for speaking engagements 
to share her hard-won wisdom in the hopes it will help others 
achieve their goals. “I like to say, ‘Here’s what I did. It took me 
28 years to get here, but maybe you can do it in eight,’” she 
says. “You can rise up, build your business, do what brings you 
passion if you always move forward with intention.”

by Jessica Laskey
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CONSTRUCTION

Allison Otto
Executive Vice President

Otto Construction

Allison Otto got her introduction to construction as a girl, 
when she would visit her father at work. He took over the 
family business, Otto Construction, in 1971, founded by 
her grandfather in 1947. She remembers driving around 
with her dad, Carl Otto, while he pointed out projects the 
company built.

“I didn’t realize what an impact Otto Construction had 
on the community,” she says. “My dad was very humble 
and didn’t bring work home, so when we would do week-
end project tours, I really got a sense of our impact. From 
the Sacramento Zoo, Frank Fat’s restaurants and the 7UP 
bottling facility to the Vacaville factory outlets, Eskaton 
(senior living) communities and projects in Old Sacramen-
to, we were everywhere. And that was only in the 1980s.”

Otto is now executive vice president of the company, 
and its major projects include the $50 million Powerhouse 
Science Center and $32 million North Natomas Commu-
nity Center and Aquatics Complex.

Otto didn’t begin her professional career in the family 
business. After earning her business degree from Universi-
ty of Southern California, she was a lobbyist at the Capitol 
before her father called her to join the company. She worked 
with him for seven years until his death in 2007. Otto, who 
started the company’s marketing department, now manages 
new business acquisition and client relations (she is also a 
co-owner of the company). “Eighty percent of the time we 
build for repeat clients,” she says.

Otto says one of her proudest accomplishments is 
working on a project for the Society for the Blind her father 
started in 2005. The company has been renovating the 
Society for the Blind’s building on S Street in Sacramento 
as funds become available and says it will be named for her 
father — 15 years after he gave the organization his word 
the company would see it through.

She’s also proud of Greer Elementary School in the San 
Juan Unified School District. The $38 million renovation 
project took two years and was completed in 2019 without 
interrupting the school schedule. “Education has been my 
primary focus over the past 5-10 years,” she says. “In 
K-12 projects alone, we have nearly $200 million in 
school construction.”

Otto says she tries to make sure her em-
ployees (there are 150) have her trust and feel 
empowered to make their own decisions 
in the field. She says she encourages new 
ideas, promotes employee development 
and makes them feel part of a team. 

“Something I’m thankful for ev-
ery day and I’m very proud of is the 
dedication and integrity of the 
staff,” Otto says. “We have very 
low turnover. Our staff has so 
much respect for our family 
and our clients and doing 
the right thing.” 

by Judy Farah
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TECHNOLOGY

Karen Bond
Cofounder and CEO /  Cedaron

From IBM to Philips, nearly every major cardiovascular 
information system uses software from Cedaron, a medical 
technology company. But with fewer than 50 employees, the 
Davis-based company, which also develops electronic medical 
records solutions for therapists, is small enough that CEO and 
cofounder Karen Bond still personally calls every new lead. 

“I actually pick up the phone and call the customer before 
our sales reps do,” she says. “I introduce myself to let them 
know that if they ever have a problem with Cedaron, that they 
can always call me, and that they have my cellphone number. 
... That’s how we do things differently.” 

Bond has always been one to do things differently. Born 
in New Jersey, she paid her way through a bachelor’s degree 
at West Virginia University and a master’s at the University 
of Pittsburgh by waiting tables and shining shoes — only to 
discover the jobs she could find in her chosen field of psycho-
therapy paid less than she wanted to earn. In 1977, she took 
a lucrative sales position at the Philadelphia-headquartered 
pharmaceutical giant SmithKline Beckman (now GlaxoSmith-
Kline). “They told me I was their token female,” she says.

Despite everything involved in being a woman in the corpo-
rate world of the 1970s, Bond loved the job. She climbed the ranks 
until she became the company’s first woman sales manager. She 
left that job and moved to California “for love that didn’t work 
out,” she says, but a venture capitalist she met at SmithKline 
recruited her to manage sales at a medical technology company 
he invested in. When the investor wanted to take the company in 
a direction she and the founder, Malcolm Bond, disagreed with, 
the Bonds defected to start Cedaron in 1990 with a third cofound-
er (Bond married Malcolm soon after starting the company).

Together, they refused venture capital and put everything 
they had into the company, including the proceeds from selling 
their house. Bond says she would occasionally refuse her own 
paycheck to make sure the engineers got paid. 

Things started looking up after about five years. While sales 
show consistent growth, a different statistic makes Bond espe-
cially proud: Between 1990 and today, mortality rates for cardiac 
surgery have decreased from 7 percent to less than 3 percent. 
She credits much of this decrease to Cedaron’s cardiovascular 
information system tools and their ability to measure quality. 

Today, the Bonds also co-own a second company, Bondolio 
Olive Oil, whose olives are grown and milled in Winters. The 
company has won dozens of awards since it began bottling in 
2011. “I love talking to customers, whether they’re an olive oil 
customer or a health care customer at a hospital,” says Bond. 
“If customers believe that you’re passionate about what you’re 
doing, they feel it.” 
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GOVERNMENT

Cecilia 
Aguiar-Curry

Assemblywoman 

California’s 4th Assembly District

California Assemblywoman Cecilia Aguiar-Curry credits her 
success to a few pointers from her father, who taught high 
school leadership classes in Winters. “Always look people in the 
eye when you shake their hand, always thank the hostess at a 
party for inviting you,” she recites from memory. “Ultimately, 
that’s what got me into doing public service: making sure I 
respected people and listened to people all along the way.” 

Aguiar-Curry took a long and winding way to her position 
as assemblywoman for California’s 4th District. The district, 
which stretches across Colusa, Lake, Napa, Solano, Sonoma and 
Yolo counties, elected her in 2016, when she was 62. Public ser-
vice is her second career; she previously ran a consulting firm 
specializing in water, public policy and community outreach. 

Divorce prompted Aguiar-Curry to change tracks and 
move back to her hometown of Winters from Santa Cruz. In 
2012, after working her way up Winters’ committees, planning 
commission and city council, she became the city’s first wom-
an mayor. Her era ushered in the downtown revitalization that 
turned Winters’ Main Street into a vibrant restaurant row. 

While serving as mayor, Aguiar-Curry noticed that “small 
towns are never at the table,” she says. She has devoted her 
time in the Assembly to pulling up a seat for the many small 
towns in her district. This requires driving up to 1,200 miles 
each week to meet constituents and convincing her urban 
counterparts — mostly men — that rural areas matter. 

“When I first started, so many men came into my office 
and acted like I didn’t know anything,” she says. “But they 
didn’t realize I had expertise in water policy, in housing 
policy. I’ve worked in local government, I understood trans-
portation. They came in and talked down to me, and I’d say, 
‘Excuse me, let me clarify a few things here.’”

Her persistence paid off. In her first three years in office, 
Aguiar-Curry has authored or co-authored 49 bills, all but 
two of which were signed by the governor. Many of her bills 
promote rural interests, including Internet for All Now Act of 
2017 (Assembly Bill 1665). The law, which went into effect in 
January 2018, commits $330 million to extending broadband 
service to a minimum of 98 percent of households by 2022 
and opens opportunities for one of Aguiar-Curry’s personal 
passions: internet-enhanced health care. 

“I do bills that are tough, and I’m not doing the ones that 
you see on the front page of the papers,” she says.
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ENERGY

Catherine  
Reheis-Boyd

President

Western States Petroleum Association

Working in the gas and petroleum industry was not 
something Catherine Reheis-Boyd set out to do. She 
loved the outdoors and wildlife and pursued environ-
mental studies at Cal Poly, San Luis Obispo. One of her 
favorite professors worked in petroleum and talked 
about how the two paths could connect for a career. 

“That’s how my trajectory ended from a very, very 
outdoor pathway into the oil world,” Reheis-Boyd says. 

 After earning a degree in natural resource manage-
ment, Reheis-Boyd landed a job at an environmental 
consulting firm where she worked on oil and gas proj-
ects. Next was a position at Vandenberg Air Force Base to 
study the effects of wind towers. Later, she worked with 
Getty Oil in Bakersfield before joining Western States Pe-
troleum Association in Los Angeles. She helped move its 
operations to Sacramento — to be closer to the Capitol 
for lobbying — and became president in 2010. 

 Western Petroleum represents 12 petroleum compa-
nies, independent refiners and oil and natural gas pro-
ducers. She oversees the trade organization’s operations 
and advocacy on regulatory and legislative issues in 
California, Arizona, Nevada, Oregon and Washington. 

“We are the most regulated industry in the entire 
world,” she says. “I think we have, I counted, 43 agen-
cies that regulate us from local, state and federal. We 
have the strictest requirements anywhere.”

Reheis-Boyd is attempting to rebrand the pe-
troleum industry. She spoke on three panels at the 
2019 United Nations Climate Change Conference in 
Madrid. The topics involved accelerating methane 
emission reductions at oil and gas facilities, carbon 
pricing in the Americas, and a roundtable discussion 
with climate change leaders. “We’re the first oil and 
gas trade association that ever attended a climate 
change summit,” she says. “Because of the West and 
California’s leadership on this issue, we were there. 
It’s fascinating to see where (energy is) going, whether 
it’s solar, wind, biofuels or electricity.”

Reheis-Boyd appreciates working with young 
professionals, who she says bring fresh ideas to the 
industry. “I care about their development as a per-
son and as a career,” she says. “If people don’t want 
to come to work, they’re not going to produce.” She 
describes herself as an inclusive manager who lets 
everyone have a seat at the table. Once a year she does 
an off-site retreat for her staff, and she hosted the staff 
holiday party at her house in 2019.

Reheis-Boyd, who has worked in the oil indus-
try 36 years, says she hopes she’s ultimately made a 
difference. “Who have I touched, moved and inspired 
today?” she says. “If the answer to that is (no one), that 
was not a good day.”
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NONPROFIT

Erica Manuel
Executive Director and CEO

Institute for Local Government

In 2018, Erica Manuel walked across a stage to receive a nation-
al community service award from the American Public Power 
Association for spearheading a volunteer program she started 
while working at SMUD, one of the largest community-owned 
utilities in the United States. She led the corporate citizenship 
program, encouraging workers to give back to their communities. 
One-thousand workers had participated in this groundbreaking 
program for SMUD, donating 20,000 hours.

“Hundreds of nonprofits got support from workers who 
worked in the community who donated their time,” Manuel 
says. “(The award was) based on our history of moving the 
utility industry forward and leading the way to connecting the 
community to what utilities do.”

Manuel has incorporated that concept of giving back in her 
current position as executive director and CEO of Institute for 
Local Government, a statewide nonprofit that advises city and 
county governments in California how to succeed. “We’re teach-
ing them at the seat of power how to better operate as a public 
agency to encourage community engagement,” she says.

Manuel began working at 14 years old, babysitting at her 
mother’s home-based day care center and at her church in 
Newman in Stanislaus County. She worked through college, 
paying for her education at Stanford University until the money 
ran out during her senior year. Her aunt and uncle invited her to 
live with them in Sacramento while she saved enough money to 
finish college. After graduating from Stanford in 2000 with a de-
gree in economics, she worked in public relations, communica-
tions and reputation management for Edelman in Sacramento. 

Her experience there led to her recruitment by Gov. Arnold 
Schwarzenegger’s office to become the public relations manager 
at Cal Expo in 2003, after a disturbance broke out at a black cul-
ture day at the California State Fair. She held a news conference 
to address the situation and created programs for young black 
people, including Step Up, where they became ambassadors 
to the fair. Manuel later became assistant general manager of 
Cal Expo before joining SMUD in community relations in 2010. 
She’s been with the 65-year-old Institute for Local Government 
since January 2019.

Leading by example, Manuel says no job is too small. “In 
every role I’ve ever played in, I’ve taken out the trash, washed 
the dishes, swept the f loor, hauled things in my car and driven 
people home,” she says. “No one is better than another.” 

Manuel says her biggest accomplishment is the way she’s 
managed to find a work-life balance to be present for her teen-
age son and attend his sporting events. “I’m able to do the work 
that I love and have the family I love,” she says, “and still be able 
to have pretty significant impact around this region.”
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LAW

Melissa Jones
Managing Partner

Stoel Rives

Melissa Jones says she is “one of those weird people” who 
loved law school, so it stands to reason that she’s now 
running one of the 200 largest law firms in the country. 
She took over as managing partner at Stoel Rives this 
January, starting a four-year term, and it’s her favorite 
challenge yet.

No stranger to management positions, Jones had 
already spent the previous five years as office managing 
partner for the firm’s California offices in Sacramento, San 
Francisco and San Diego, as well as serving on the firm’s 
executive committee and as chair of the partner compen-
sation committee. She did all this while also juggling her 
work as a trial lawyer on complex litigation cases focused 
on Proposition 65 compliance. In her new position, Jones 
relies on that experience to oversee about 375 attorneys 
nationwide. She is one of only 24 women in the top posi-
tion of an Am Law 200 firm (the 200 highest-grossing law 
firms in the United States as ranked by The American 
Lawyer magazine).

“I oversee everything from the recruitment and devel-
opment of talent to budgeting, innovation and strategic 
growth to providing excellent client service,” says Jones, 
a Bay Area native who developed an interest in law as a 
student at Chico State while volunteering at a clinic that 
provided free legal services to women who experienced 
physical abuse. She attended law school at UC Davis. “I  
also visit our other offices — we have 10 in seven states. 
Our largest, in Portland (Oregon), is more than 100 years 
old. I really like to spend time with our partners, attorneys 
and staff to connect with them.”

Emotional intelligence is key for Jones in her 
many roles, as is the ability to try to put herself  
in others’ shoes — “to understand the prob-
lems keeping them up at night,” she says 
— as well as “never asking someone to do 
something I wouldn’t do myself.”

Jones is also deeply involved in the 
local legal community, which she chose 
to remain part of eight years ago when 
her former firm Morrison & Foerster 
— where she had worked as litiga-
tion partner for 10 years — closed 
its Sacramento office and she took 
a position with Stoel Rives. She has 
also done stints as president of the 
Sacramento chapter of the Federal 
Bar Association and as the chair of 
the Eastern District Conference. 

“I’ve been here for 20 years 
now,” Jones says. “We have a 
lovely legal community. I’m 
happy I made the right de-
cision to stay committed to 
this region.”
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MENTAL HEALTH

Raksmey Arun 
Roeum-Castleman

Administrator  /  Telecare Corporation

Raksmey Arun Roeum-Castleman’s staff at Telecare Corporation, a 
behavioral health service provider in Stockton, once drew their boss 
as a hummingbird. Making up its body were words that they associ-
ated with her: passionate, enthusiastic, free-spirited, spiritual, kind. 

Roeum-Castleman, who oversees 25 employees in three health 
care programs at Telecare, teaches health, kickboxing and yoga at 
San Joaquin Delta College and collaborates with Southeast Asian 
advocacy organizations around the country, agrees with the com-
parison to the hyperactive bird. “I do so much because I don’t really 
sleep that much,” she laughs. “I’m just a lover of life.”

Her verve began in an unlikely place: a refugee camp on the 
border of Cambodia and Thailand, where she was born to parents 
who survived the Cambodian genocide of the late 1970s. Her family 
moved to Stockton in 1990, when she was 9 years old. That memory 
of trauma taught her to appreciate her life in the U.S. as a rare gift 
— one she wanted to repay in full. 

She was drawn to nursing as a way to give back, but later real-
ized that a career in public health would let her prevent rather than 
react to health issues. After receiving her bachelor’s degree in phys-
ical education from Stanislaus State in 2008, she went on to earn a 
master’s and a Ph.D. in public health from Walden University, an 
online college based in Minnesota. Her Ph.D. dissertation explored 
the prevalence of post-traumatic stress disorder in Cambodian- 
American communities. 

“This is a subject that we’re still so afraid to talk about,” says 
Roeum-Castleman, who first recognized the symptoms of PTSD in 
her own mother. “If we don’t address it, we’re not going to be able to 
help empower the next generation to be well.” 

In each of her several roles, Roeum-Castleman finds ways to 
empower others. At Telecare, she is chair of Cultural Humility, 
Equity and Inclusion, a framework designed to meet the individual 
needs of patients from diverse cultural backgrounds. She also uses 
her position to serve as a health advocate for people experiencing 
homelessless and at-risk youth and adults. 

In what is left of her spare time, she works with the United Cam-
bodian American Network, Lao Family Community Development 
and Asian Pacific Self Development and Residential Association to 
connect Southeast Asian community members with mental health 
care services. The United Cambodian American Network was one 
of the organizations that participated in the Peace and Light Fes-
tival that Roeum-Castleman ran from 2016 to 2018 at the Stockton 
Marina, an inclusive event intended to promote healing and hope. 

Roeum-Castleman believes an effective leader must have genuine 
passion and a driving purpose behind her work. “If people can see 
that you are authentic and what you do is to serve the greater good, 
those with a similar mind and similar heart will follow,” she says.  

by Jennifer Fergesen
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HOUSING

Wendy Saunders
Executive Director  /  Capitol Area  

Development Authority

One of the highlights of Wendy Saunders’ career hap-
pened in December 2019. Her staff asked the board of 
directors of the Capitol Area Development Agency to ac-
cept a resolution thanking the board for hiring her. The 
resolution, signed by her managers, praised Saunders 
as a “true leader who creates a work environment where 
staff is heard and appreciated” and recognized her for 
offering an open-door policy.

“It was the nicest thing that’s ever happened to me,” 
says Saunders, who has been CADA’s executive director 
since 2013. 

CADA’s mission as a joint powers authority between 
the state government and the City of Sacramento is to 
make housing in the area around the Capitol more af-
fordable and manage and develop residential and com-
mercial properties. It manages 750 apartment units and 
50 buildings, and the rent from those properties make 
up the majority of the organization’s $10 million annual 
operating budget. Saunders also oversees a staff of 50.

“We are the conduit for turning surplus state prop-
erties into housing,” she says, adding 25 percent of 
that housing has to be affordable. In addition to hous-
ing, CADA’s recent projects include improvements 
along the R Street Corridor, developing the Fremont 
Park area, and building Truitt Bark Park for dogs at 
19th and Q streets.

Saunders grew up in Ventura, graduated from UC 
Santa Barbara and received her MBA from UC Davis. 
She worked in economic development and redevelop-
ment for the City of Sacramento for 13 years and one 
year in Stockton before joining CADA in 2013. “When I 
first got here, the state was in bad financial condition, 
so they were trying to take us apart,” she says. “I put 
together a plan. So I did save the agency, I think.”

One of CADA’s projects for 2020 is an apartment 
complex with 56 micro units (270 square feet) at 13th 
and O streets. “It’s housing for people who don’t have 
roofs over their heads,” Saunders says. “It’s a trendy 
idea. We thought it was worth taking a risk because it’s 
a small project.”

Saunders says she is most proud of completing the 
R Street Corridor improvements, bringing affordable 

apartments to downtown and finding artists to 
paint transformer boxes around the city. She also 

led the renovation of CADA’s aging office, which is 
now open space, highlighted with bright, color-

ful chairs and artwork.
“When you love what you do, it encourages 

people to want to be part of the team,” Saun-
ders says. “I consider all of us to be partners 

in this endeavor here at CADA. I hope my 
enthusiasm for what we do inf luences 

how others feel about their work.”
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Celia 
Esposito-Noy

Superintendent and President
Solano Community College

Dawn Clayton
General Manager

Thunder Valley Casino Resort

    March 2020  |  comstocksmag.com         57 



WOMEN IN LEADERSHIP

EDUCATION

Celia 
Esposito-Noy
Superintendent and President

Solano Community College
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Celia Esposito-Noy, superintendent and president of Solano 
Community College, sees higher education institutions as 
responsible for serving much more than just their students. The 
“academy,” she says, should be a place for public discourse in 
society — especially the difficult conversations — and for hope.

“That’s one of my goals in working here, and working in 
the community colleges in general, is that we offer hope to 
the community, and I think that is a key characteristic of 
successful leadership,” she says. “People don’t want to follow 
folks who aren’t hopeful.”

One of Esposito-Noy’s proudest professional accomplish-
ments has been SCC’s Inmate Education Program, which 
provides inmates access to “face-to-face” college courses 
inside a handful of state prisons and juvenile detention 
facilities. Launched in 2015, the program now serves 4,000 
students. “(These) folks are re-entering the community,” she 
says, “and we want them to be skilled and knowledgeable 
and successful because we know that reduces recidivism.”

Raised in the Bay Area, Esposito-Noy earned a bachelor’s 
degree in black studies from San Francisco State, a master’s 
degree in administration and policy analysis from Stanford 
University and a doctorate in educational leadership from 
Mills College. Most of her jobs have been in the California 
community college system, moving up the ranks from a 
classified staff position supervising tutoring services at 
Chabot College in 1989 to superintendent and president 
of SCC in 2015. The college includes the main campus in 
Fairfield and centers in Vallejo and Vacaville, a general fund 
budget of $55 million, and a $348 million bond fund.

In 2019, under Esposito-Noy’s leadership, SCC graduated its 
first class of students in its biomanufacturing bachelor’s degree 
program, the only one of its kind in Northern California. Also 

last year, she oversaw the development of SCC’s California 
Guided Pathway Project, which is part of a statewide effort 

to assist students in efficiently attaining their education-
al goals. “I really asked the faculty, ‘Just give me your 

best thinking,’” she says. “What is the best way for us 
to do this? I took a step back, and the faculty took 

ownership and implemented it.”
Esposito-Noy attributes most of her ca-

reer success to the teams she’s been a part 
of through her 30-year career. “I think 

that’s really what you want to look for 
when you’re making career moves,” 

she says. “Lots of folks will talk 
about the money and the position 

and the title, but the reality is 
you can’t be effective unless 

you’re working with great 
people and for great peo-

ple. That’s what I really 
believe determines 

success.”



TOURISM

Melyssa Laughlin
President and CEO  /  Visit Vacaville

Melyssa Laughlin became CEO and president of Visit Va-
caville in 2007, just as the Great Recession was about to hit. 
“It was the most challenging time to take over an organi-
zation,” Laughlin says. “We had only been established two 
years before, and a lot of groundwork needed to be laid, 
with no money to do it. We barely had enough money to 
turn on the lights.”

Now Visit Vacaville is thriving due to the leadership of 
Laughlin and the work of her team. The organization is the 
smallest “destination marketing organization” to be accred-
ited through Destinations International (an organization 
that defines quality and performance standards in market-
ing and management) and has won two tourism hospitality 
awards for its campaigns. Laughlin says when she started as 
CEO she had a budget of $256,000 and a staff of two and now 
has a team of five and an operating budget of $850,000.

“I’m glad I had the experience of weathering the finan-
cial storm at the beginning of my tenure because it gave me 
the opportunity to be very creative in how we market our 
city and leverage every penny,” says Laughlin, who also is 
the chairman of Destinations International’s Small DMO 
Committee. “We still don’t have the money to throw at big 
marketing campaigns or conferences, but I can show other 
small DMOs that just because you have a small budget 
doesn’t mean you can’t do really great work.”

Laughlin got the tourism bug early, watching her 
mother run a boutique travel agency in Manteca where 
Laughlin worked through much of high school. She earned 
her business degree at the University of London and then 
worked as a sales manager for tour company Contiki Holi-
days. When she gave birth to her daughter and decided not 
to travel as much, she took a job with the Modesto Conven-
tion and Visitors Bureau in 2000, which rekindled her love 
of small destinations.

Under Laughlin’s leadership, Visit Vacaville recently 
launched its Agriventure campaign to promote the city’s ag-
ricultural and adventure offerings, which include farm tours, 
hiking, biking and disc golf, she says. AS CEO, it’s Laughlin’s 
job to not only oversee the marketing and promotion of Va-
caville — and to fill hotel rooms and grow the local economy 
— but to also “live the brand,” as she puts it. She says she’s 
regularly out and about in Vacaville to  build relationships 
and better understand her community’s needs.

“Relationship building is priority No. 1,” Laughlin says. 
“Hospitality by nature is about talking to people and spend-
ing time with people, creating a coalition of people who 
believe in this wonderful place that we’re all lucky enough 
to live in.”
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GAMING & ENTERTAINMENT

Dawn Clayton
General Manager  /  Thunder Valley Casino Resort

Just out of high school in New Jersey and unsure what path to 
take, Dawn Clayton set her sights on working at a casino in 
Atlantic City — not in the office of one, like her mother, but 
on the f loor. Dealing craps.

“Gaming is a very male-dominated field,” says Clayton, 
general manager of Thunder Valley Casino Resort in Lincoln. 
“When I said I wanted to be a dealer, I was told it was just for 
men. People tried to discourage me, but I’m glad I stuck with it.”

On her professional journey over the past 25 years, 
Clayton rose through the ranks at Tropicana Atlantic City 
to become vice president of casino operations, which led to 
stints in similar roles at casinos in Virginia and Indiana. In 
2010, she came to Thunder Valley, where she started as vice 
president of casino operations before moving into the assis-
tant general manager position and her current role in 2013. 
Clayton’s focus is on taking organizational initiatives — such 
as menus and entertainment — from conceptual idea to frui-
tion and being hands-on 24/7 for all issues great and small.

“My job is unique because a casino never closes,” says 
Clayton, who oversees a team of more than 2,650 people and 
all of the resort’s activities, including casino operations, live 
entertainment, dining options, spa amenities, hotel accom-
modations and access to the Whitney Oaks Golf Club. “I’m 
on call a big portion of the day,” she says. “If an emergency 
arises in the middle of the night, I’m there. If we’re short-
staffed and beds need to be stripped, I’m there. I live and 
breathe the industry.”

Clayton has overseen a strategic focus that has been to 
“continually differentiate ourselves from the competition 
by showcasing the wide range of entertainment choices 
and amenities available to our guests.” Since Clayton took 
the helm, Thunder Valley has refurbished existing hotel 
rooms and suites while adding 108 new rooms, opened 
an ultralounge, and introduced new dining options and a 
bingo and poker room so the casino can host tournaments 
with prize pools of more than $1 million. “I am proud to say 
that each of the projects came in on schedule and within 
budget,” she says. Another big expansion project will be 
announced this spring.

One of Clayton’s major goals is to “reach back” to wom-
en following in her footsteps to help them into leadership 
positions. “Rising through the ranks is not always easy,” 
Clayton says, “but it’s so important to have women at higher 
levels. There are unlimited possibilities when diversity and 
inclusion are represented at the table where decisions are 
being made. I had mostly male mentors, and I’m grateful they 
invested their time in me, but I feel a real sense of purpose 
helping the next generation of women to fill our shoes.”
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ARTS

Alice Sauro
Executive Director

Sacramento Philharmonic & Opera

Two deteriorated disks and a pinched nerve in Alice 
Sauro’s neck was the beginning of the end of her
decades-long career as a violinist.

“After several years of trying to get better, I decided 
not to abuse my body anymore,” she says. While the in-
jury ended her run as a professional musician, it didn’t 
stop her career in music. Sauro, a Juliard School alumna 
who grew up in Minneapolis, transitioned from being 
onstage with the Detroit Symphony Orchestra for 20 
seasons to working behind the scenes in the adminis-
tration side of the organization. She’s since moved from 
Michigan to California and now heads up the Sacra-
mento Philharmonic & Opera.

Sauro became executive director in 2015 after 
she and her husband relocated to Sacramento from 
Detroit for his job, during what she calls the Philhar-
monic & Opera’s “dark season.” In 2013, the Sacra-
mento Philharmonic merged with the Sacramento 
Opera, and by its 2014-15 season, due to a lack of 
funds, canceled its concerts. 

This wasn’t the first time Sauro saw an orchestra go 
through a difficult time, and that was the reason she 
was selected for the job. While in management at the 
Detroit Symphony, the organization was reeling from 
the financial strain of the Great Recession, debt and 
musician strikes, resulting in canceled concerts. But 
the management partnered with consultants to revive 
the symphony, and the same consultants were hired to 
work with the Philharmonic & Opera — and they rec-
ommended Sauro for the job of executive director.

“Having been in Detroit in time of great crisis was 
a great experience in how to … turn things around,” 
she says. The Philharmonic & Opera’s comeback 
included pop-up concerts, “a little bit of a fresh look” 
with new visual branding and working with her staff 
“as a team in a transparent way” and rebuilding trust 
in the community.

In June 2015, five months after Sauro joined the 
company, it put on its resurrection symphony — ap-
propriately, Mahler’s “Resurrection” Symphony — and 
Sauro says they sold about 1,600 tickets. “By the end 
of the first year, spring of 2016, we sold out,” she says. 
“Once we laid out that we were coming back with fresh 
concerts, people realized they had missed it.”

Giving her staff of eight the opportunity to 
be creative was instrumental in their continued 
success. “I’m proud of the fact that the quality is 
improving all the time,’ she says, “and the audience 
responds to that. And we’re selling out concerts. And 
that tells me that the work we’re doing is very mean-
ingful to this community.”

“I played all over the world and have done just about 
everything I wanted (as a musician),” she says. Having 
this other career in music, “I enjoy it just as much.”
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HUMAN RESOURCES

Preet Kuar
CEO and Executive Recruiter

Pacific Staffing and Pacific ExecSearch

If Preet Kuar had thought as a college student that one day she 
would love a job as the CEO of an executive recruitment com-
pany, she would have laughed.

“Nobody goes through college thinking they’re going to go into 
recruitment,” says Kuar, who moved to the U.S. from Fiji at age 16 
with the expectation she would become an accountant like her 
three older siblings. However, two years into earning her business 
degree at San Francisco State, she knew accounting was not her 
passion, so after college she went to work for a grocery store while 
reassessing her options. It was there the future came calling.

One of her regular customers mentioned to Kuar that 
he owned a search firm (aka a headhunting firm) in the 
Bay Area that recruited talent for tech jobs in Silicon 
Valley. With Kuar’s business background and people 
skills, he suggested she consider recruitment as her 
next career move. Kuar ran to her car to get her resume 
— and spent the next three years as a technical recruiter 
and account manager at RGA Associates. 

Kuar says those years were “the best training” she could 
have imagined. She discovered in herself an uncanny ability to 
successfully research, interview and match individuals to their 
perfect positions. She continued this profession as the branch 
manager of Manpower after moving to Sacramento in 2002. Af-
ter joining Pacific Staffing in 2012, she helped expand the com-
pany from a team of two to six — three executive recruiters (who 
operate under the aegis of Pacific ExecSearch) and three staffing 
specialists — before negotiating with the owner last year to take 
over as CEO and buy the company upon his retirement. Now, 
she spends 60 percent of her time doing executive searches and 
40 percent speaking to professional groups and universities 
about trends in the employment market.

Some of the company’s most prominent clients include 
Sutter Health, Golden 1 Credit Union and Dignity Health. 
Last year, Pacific Staffing placed 640 professionals in various 
positions, including in human resources, accounting, health 
care, medical support, IT, plant operations and engineering. 
Additionally, Pacific ExecSearch placed 18 C-suite positions. 
The company also recently started a program for clients who 
want to outsource all of their recruitment, which means Kuar 
can call upon her immense network built up over the years in 
the industry to help fill all kinds of positions. 

“I was nervous to take over as CEO at first, but as I start-
ed networking with other CEOs in the area, I got nothing but 
support,” Kuar says. “The first six months here were tough. But 
then I realized that Sacramento is very loyal and community 
based, so I started joining associations, meeting people and 
learning our demographics. The more I got out there and met 
people, the more I became a trusted adviser. Now I can’t imag-
ine doing anything else anywhere else.”
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Olivia Kasirye
Public Health Officer  /  Sacramento County

In 2016, four years into Dr. Olivia Kasirye’s tenure as public 
health officer of Sacramento County, the fentanyl overdoses be-
gan. Fifty-two people in the greater Sacramento area overdosed 
after taking counterfeit narcotics in March and April of that 
year alone. As federal agents launched their investigation into 
the source of the pills, Kasirye’s media team lined her up for TV 
appearances and radio and print interviews around the region. 

Kasirye was a stable figure at the center of a crisis. With 
carefully chosen words, she cautioned listeners against 
taking the pills as calmly as she would remind them to stay 
hydrated in the summer and to get f lu vaccines in the fall. 
Kasirye reprised this role frequently in the following years 
whenever Sacramento County residents needed a reminder 
that — as long as they took the right precautions — the latest 
public health incident would not lead to end-times. 

“It’s really important for us to make sure that the infor-
mation that we provide is as accurate as possible and that 
people will trust the word that we give them,” Kasirye says. 
“We are the ones who gather information and are able to get 
that information out to the community.” 

During more than two decades in public health, Kasirye 
has served as the Sacramento County communicable disease 
controller, STD controller and tuberculosis controller, and 
spent three years as El Dorado County’s public health officer. 
Her current position requires her to oversee a staff of 200 
working on multiple programs, including disease control and 
surveillance and health education. The common goal among 
the programs is to arm Sacramento County’s 1.5 million resi-
dents with the tools they need to protect their health. 

The public health officer position carries some unique pow-
ers. Failure to comply with an order from Kasirye’s office is a 
legal misdemeanor, so she can order people with infectious dis-
ease who fail to take their medication or segregate themselves 
to be put in jail. “Getting to the point where you’re actually 
turning someone in is not easy, because you’re basically taking 
away their freedom,” says Kasirye. “But, of course, the most im-
portant thing is to make sure that we protect the community.”

Kasirye left her homeland of Uganda in 1991, after watch-
ing the country pass from hand to hand in a decades-long se-
ries of military coups and lived in the Bronx and Youngston, 
Ohio, before coming to UC Davis for her master’s in public 
health. Establishing a medical career in the United States 
with a foreign degree, even from the prestigious Makerere 
University in Kampala, proved to be an uphill task, requiring 
new coursework and grueling exams. 

Her experiences have given Kasirye insights that help her 
connect with the diverse population of Sacramento County 
and her staff. “Being able to have an open mind and hear what 
other people have to say, I think, is really important,” she says. 
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BANKING

Virginia Varela 
President and CEO  /  Golden Pacific Bank

Virginia Varela is a rarity. As president and CEO of Golden Pacific 
Bank in Sacramento, she’s among just 4 percent of women who 
hold the top C-suite title in the field of banking. “You don’t see  
a whole lot of women CEOs,” says Varela, who’s had a three-
decade-long career. “This is the fourth bank I’ve either been CEO, 
president or (chief operating officer) of. I’m proud that every bank 
I’ve gone to has improved its operations and earnings.”

Since Varela was appointed CEO, Golden Pacific has had con-
sistent profits after five straight years of losses and raised mil-
lions of dollars in capital, she says. In 2018, the bank was the fifth 
most profitable in California. Community banks in Sacramento 
saw double-digit growth in 2018, with Golden Pacific scoring the 
highest return on assets of all the local banks. 

But the most trying times in her career were getting through 
multiple financial crises: the savings and loan crisis of the 1980s 
and 1990s, the dot-com bust in the early 2000s, and the Great 
Recession. “Not knowing what’s ahead is difficult, not knowing 
when the economy will shift,” she says. 

A native of San Francisco, Varela graduated with a bachelor’s 
degree in economics from UC Berkeley and a bachelor’s degree in 
English literature from UC Santa Cruz, and earned an MBA from 
the Middlebury Institute of International Studies at Monterey. 
She began her career as a bank examiner and later worked as a 
federal banking regulator overseeing compliance with laws that 
regulate financial institutions.

In 1999, Varela moved to Washington, D.C., where she worked 
for the U.S. Department of the Treasury and was involved in 
congressional initiatives, including rulemaking for the Shared 
National Credit Program. Varela returned to California in 2007 to 
work at the Federal Reserve Bank in San Francisco. In 2013, after 
jobs at other banks in the Bay Area, she joined Golden Pacific, 
which has branches in Sacramento, Sutter and Yuba counties. 
“We specialize in helping really small businesses and nonprof-
its,” Varela says. “It’s so rewarding to see the fruits of your labor 
when you’re passing on capital or financial services that help 
others to succeed.”

Varela has traveled the world, from Libya to Malaysia, to con-
sult on banking. She’s also president of the board of directors for 
the Sacramento Philharmonic & Opera and president of Mercy 
Pedalers, a bicycle ministry serving people experiencing home-
lessless, founded by Sister Libby Fernandez, formerly executive 
director of Loaves & Fishes. This year, Varela is doing a 500-mile 
pilgrimage hike with Sister Libby in Europe.

“I’ve had a wonderful career, and I’ve had a lot of accomplish-
ments I’m proud of,” Varela says. “Part of it was being supported 
by other people and being open to new adventures.”
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FOOD & DINING

Molly Hawks
Chef and owner  /  Hawks and 

Hawks Provisions and Public House

As she stood above the Sacramento River at the Tower 
Bridge Dinner in September 2019, plating a delicate 
pasta torte under the watch of the legendary San Fran-
cisco chef Suzette Gresham, Molly Hawks suddenly 
realized how far she had come.

Hawks had been chosen to lead the dinner with 
three other local women chefs whose restaurants es-
pouse the farm-to-fork philosophy. “It pressed upon me 
that this is a big, significant event in Sacramento, and 
to be asked to be a part of that kind of makes you step 
back and recognize your accomplishments,” she says.

It was a scene Hawks could hardly have hoped 
for when she started her career as a chef and restau-
rateur more than a decade ago. Hawks opened her 
eponymous Granite Bay restaurant with her husband, 
Michael Fagnoni, in 2007, on the precipice of the Great 
Recession. They shared the title of “chef-proprietor” 
and eschewed the traditional boundary between 
kitchen and front-of-the-house business. “The restau-
rant took off, and then we saw business levels plum-
met going into 2008,” she says. 

In the penny-pinching years that followed, the 
couple refused to compromise on their original vision 
for the restaurant, which included gracious service, 
foie gras and $36 filets of beef with potatoes. (A simi-
lar dish on today’s menu goes for $49.) “We opened the 
restaurant with this menu style for a reason, because 
we saw that there was a need in the community,” she 
says. “That’s where we succeed, because that’s the 
food we love.” 

Instead of lowering the restaurant’s prices or level 
of formality to attract more customers, Hawks and 
Fagnoni made up for the lag in business by sticking to 
a strict budget. “Those small, day-to-day decisions, we 
put them under a microscope to make sure we were 
being as conservative as possible with our spending 
and cost control,” she says. In 2015, the couple opened 
the more casual Hawks Provisions and Public House 
in East Sacramento. 

With two restaurants to run, Hawks now spends 
more time in the office than the kitchen. Her daily tasks 
include meeting with both managers, who she hopes 
to mentor as leaders in their own right. “We try to be as 
hands-on and involved as we can, while allowing them 
the space to grow,” she says. “If they have an idea, I 
want them to bring it to the table.”

No jobs are off the table for Hawks, though. She still 
dusts off the skills she learned at the California Culi-
nary Academy in San Francisco for catering jobs, and 
she isn’t above running out to buy masking tape or flour 
if supplies dwindle. “That’s one of the things I still love 
about this business, those day-to-day responsibilities,” 
she says. “They change every day.”
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SCIENCE

Cindy Messer
Chief Deputy Director

California Department of Water Resources

Cindy Messer considers one of her greatest professional accom-
plishments also the toughest experience in her 23-year career. 

Messer was sworn in as chief deputy director of the Califor-
nia Department of Water Resources the day after the Oroville 
Dam crisis began in February 2017, when damage to both the 
main and emergency spillways forced the evacuation of more 
than 180,000 residents. But within months, her boss retired, 
and she became acting interim director for the recovery phase. 
Today, Messer says she feels proud of her efforts to lead the de-
partment through this unsettled period and to engage residents 
warranted in their anger.

“I was the person to go out and be the face at the public 
meetings,” Messer says. “It was very important for me — I get 
choked up talking about it — to make sure that the public knew 
that the department (was) very empathetic to the fact that it was 
a very scary time; it disrupted people’s lives, it was a lot of un-
certainty. We wanted to make a commitment that we were going 
to fix this, and we were going to do that in a short amount of 
time to make sure that next winter, folks were going to be safe.”

Raised in Pittsburg and Antioch, Messer’s interest in water 
developed during her childhood, with many weekends spent 
fishing with her dad in the San Joaquin River and going to 
Brannan Island State Recreation Area in the Sacramento-San 
Joaquin Delta. She earned her bachelor’s degree in environmen-
tal policy analysis and planning from UC Davis and her master’s 
degree in conservation biology from Sacramento State. 

In 1997, Messer joined DWR as a scientific aide and soon 
progressed to environmental scientist. In 2005, she took on a 
supervisory role. “I love science, and I really admire the folks 
who do it, but it wasn’t necessarily my plan for the long run,” 
she says. “I’m a people person, so I thought, well, I’m going to 
try my hand at this.” In 2010, she became assistant executive 
officer for the new Sacramento-San Joaquin Delta Conservan-
cy, charged with implementing ecosystem restoration projects. 
In 2012, she became deputy director of the Delta Stewardship 
Council, tasked with coordinating the preparation and imple-
mentation of the Delta Plan, a long-term comprehensive plan 
for the region. In 2016, Messer returned to DWR as assistant 
chief deputy director.

Messer attributes her success to her grandmother, who 
emigrated from France to the United States in her 20s without 
knowing how to speak English. “She just set this really great 
example for me about work ethic and how to treat people, and 
how family is important,” Messer says. “A lot of my coworkers 
here, I call it my DWR family. It’s very important for me to have 
that element, and everywhere I have worked has had that. I try 
to generate it, but I’m also looking for it.”
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AGRICULTURE

Nicole  
Montna Van Vleck

President and CEO  /  Montna Farms
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When Nicole Montna Van Vleck left the family farm to 
go to college and start her career, she didn’t think that 
she’d return. Now she’s the president and CEO of Montna 
Farms in Yuba City. The farm had passed hands from fa-
ther to son since the late 1800s, when Montna Van Vleck’s 
great-grandfather emigrated from France to California. 
“In many European countries, if you weren’t the oldest 
son, there was no room for you on the farm, and his fami-
ly was no different,” she says.

After studying political science and international 
affairs at UCLA and working for a few years at a law firm 
in Sacramento “focusing on land use, environmental and 
agricultural issues,” she realized she wanted to again 
work at the farm — which grows 5,000 acres of medium- 
and short-grain rice — and returned in 1994 as managing 
partner while her father was still president. “I’ve worked 
in every aspect on the administrative side,” she says. 
About seven years ago, he passed the baton.

Montna Farms has an on-site drying and storage facili-
ty, plus a mill, American Commodity Company in Wil-
liams, which it co-owns with two other families. Montna 
Van Vleck says she led the effort in becoming a vertically 
integrated farm while she was still managing partner. “We 
almost doubled our storage and drying capacity during 
the decade after I joined Montna Farms,” she says.

Montna grows medium-grain variety Calrose, which is 
sold nationally and abroad — “Japan, South Korea, the Mid-
dle East, Europe” — as well as a premium short-grain rice 
called Tamanishiki, grown in partnership with JFC Inter-
national, sold internationally and to high-end restaurants. 

“Having a high-quality product … is something I’m 
extremely proud of, along with our conservation efforts,” 
she says. The farm works with conservation organiza-
tions to provide wetlands for migratory birds by f looding 
the rice fields and providing winter habitat. In 2000, 
Montna Van Vleck says the farm entered an easement, 
which protects the land from being developed in 
nonagricultural uses indefinitely. “It allows the 
ranch to continue on for the next future genera-
tions,” she says. 

“I’m very fortunate that I have great support 
(in my family),” she says. “For generations and 
generations, women have been the backbone 
often of the administrative side of family 
farms, always doing the books, doing 
the paperwork … but my dad 
right away was very open to 
having me (join) the fam-
ily business and pro-
moting me to being 
very involved in 
all the industry 
activities.” 
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