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OFFSHORING JOBS AND THE NORTH COAST
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A DAY OF CELEBRATION: Medtronic worker Chhom Phuong fires a popper over a bride and groom in traditional dress during a wedding reception for 500 guests at the Cambodian Community Cultural Center in Santa Rosa.

Fleeting prosperity

SANTA ROSA’S ONCE-THRIVING CAMBODIAN COMMUNITY SEEKING SECURITY
By JEREMY HAY
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hhom Phuong wore a sleek black party dress
to the wedding banquet, mingling with 500
guests as the Cambodian Community Cultural
Center grew warm with happy chatter and cognac toasts.
The fragrant scent of steaming chicken soup and stirfried noodles filled the social hall, a warehouse-size
building at Santa Rosa’s northwestern edge. On the
stage, a pop singer crooned a ballad, wondering in
Khmer at a sky that no longer delivers rain.
Yet amid the celebration, Phuong, 38, could turn in
any direction and spot a man or woman whose job, like
her own, is in jeopardy.
Her fortunes, and those of many in Sonoma County’s
Cambodian community, are shaped by Medtronic Inc.,
the medical-device company that grew to more than
3,000 employees in Santa Rosa four years ago. The Cambodians prospered with the company’s ascent. But since
2001, their community has faltered as Medtronic cut its
work force by more than half through layoffs and by
moving hundreds of jobs abroad.
“Everybody’s saying you look for a big company, it’s
safe — but it’s not Medtronic,” said Alyssa Pong, 47,
who joined the company in 1999 after running her own
restaurant and cleaning homes and offices. She worries
that she’ll have to move from the county if she’s laid off
from her Medtronic soldering job.
She was one of an estimated 250 to 300 Cambodians
who once worked on Medtronic’s assembly lines, a number that now has been cut in half and could shrink further. The cultural center’s financial support from members has slipped with each layoff. So have its contributions from the Medtronic Foundation, which matches
employee donations to the center and also donates $500
to the center for every 40 hours of volunteer effort.
Medtronic employment has fallen to about 1,200 workers, and the Minneapolis-based company is moving
ahead with plans to send at least 300 more manufacturing jobs to Tijuana, Mexico, and Galway, Ireland, by the
end of next year.
Here at this social and spiritual cornerstone of the
Cambodian community is the unexpected evidence of
the complexities of a global age.
Cambodians in Sonoma County mark the rhythms of
their lives on these 4½ acres amid grass fields along Fulton Road, thousands of miles and a quarter century
from the killing fields many of them fled.
A generation after escaping a homeland that was
ruined by the genocidal Pol Pot regime, the Cambodians
who built new lives here, adapting to a new culture and
finding new livelihoods, are caught in a global upheaval
that’s driving their jobs to other countries.
A few miles away, tucked into a Fountaingrove hillside, are the surgery-clean production facilities of
Medtronic, the county’s second-biggest employer four
years ago and a singular presence in the lives of local
Cambodians.
In the booming 1990s, they found jobs at Agilent Technologies, Komag Material Technology and Optical Coating Laboratories. But hundreds joined Medtronic, mostly in assembly-line jobs, and their labor helped fuel the
company’s ascendance.
As the company turns abroad for cheaper labor and
greater production efficiencies, many of their jobs have
vanished and those that remain teeter on elimination.

A MOMENT OF PRAYER: A young girl prays with her family at the
Cambodian buddhist temple in Santa Rosa.
For the Cambodians, their central community institution also is imperiled.
“They’ve been creamed by the global market,” said
Brad DeLong, a UC Berkeley economist and a deputy assistant secretary for economic policy under President
Bill Clinton.
At the same time, Medtronic workers in Tijuana and
Galway have gained from opportunities unavailable a
decade ago. And U.S. hospitals and patients could benefit from lower prices for Medtronic stents used to prop
open arteries and the catheters to install them.
“It’s very complicated,” DeLong said of measuring the
pros and cons in a global commercial equation. “What
the answers are is extremely difficult to balance out.”
The company, founded as Arterial Vascular Engineering, was 3 years old when NAFTA took effect in 1994 and
eliminated most trade and investment barriers between
the United States and Mexico and Canada.
Phuong, who took an assembly-line job at the company in 1997, the year she became an American citizen,
and most other Cambodians in the county look back at
the past decade and talk of “AVE.”
The jobs broadened their prospects. Their community
was revitalized, tripling from about 700 people in 1990 to
more than 2,000 by 2001 as Cambodians from around the
state — refugees turned economic migrants — flocked to
Santa Rosa.
Jane Chhoeuy and her husband moved from Oakland,
joining AVE in 1998, the year Minneapolis-based
Medtronic bought the company for $4.2 billion.

Recalling the quarterly performance bonuses and
stock options the company dealt out in headier days,
Chhoeuy, 38, said: “I feel like if the company is going to
do this, I’m going to stay there for the whole of my life to
work for them.”
Wages of $12 to $15 an hour. Medical benefits. Stock
options. 401(k)s. They were anchors of a long-sought economic security, financial seeds that helped buy the Fulton Road land and build the hall and the red-roofed Buddhist temple up the lane.
“It feels like, ‘Oh, wow, this is our future, this is our
plan,’ ” said Phuong, who before joining the company
was a nursing home aide.
Planning for the center and temple began in 1996, the
year stock in AVE, which had 200 employees at the time,
went public and the company nearly doubled in size.
“People had money,” said Chanthol Au, 51, a maintenance worker at Santa Rosa Junior College and cultural
center president. “Buying houses, cars, when we had
fund raising a lot of people came. It was a good time.”
But in 2002, Medtronic began moving its Santa Rosa
production overseas. The company, which says its future in Sonoma County will focus on research and development, declined comment on the consequences to the
local Cambodian community of its continued offshoring
of jobs.
Now for many of the county’s Cambodians, financial
insecurity is once again a steady companion.
Jane Chhoeuy was laid off last February, a month after her husband. They have moved to the Central Valley
and she hopes to become a pharmacy technician.
Phuong’s hopes at work have come to this: hoping not
to lose her assembly-line job within a year.
“It’s hard, I don’t know if I will find another good job
here,” said the mother of two. She doesn’t want to move.
“This is my first place,” she said of Santa Rosa, where
she arrived as a refugee from Thailand in 1985.
While Cambodian community leaders struggle to
raise money, advertising the hall for rent and scraping
for mortgage payments, the center remains a place
where Cambodians across several generations meet to
pray, play, learn and celebrate.
Var Am and Savanna Long of Sonoma are at the hall
regularly for their daughters’ dance and Khmer language lessons.
“It helps keep the kids out of trouble,” said Am, who
works in production at a Petaluma plastics company.
“To stay out of the streets.”
It is a place for their children to remain in tune with a
culture that often seems distant.
“I know you are more Americanized,” Long tells her
girls. “But it’s so important to keep this culture.”
Weekends, on a dirt court outside the hall, Cambodian men, some young and brawny, others whose bellies
swing, play a vigorous volleyball match.
“It feels like back home, everyone gets together,” said
Samath Soeung, 29, a Piner High School graduate who is
a regular at the game.
Married with a young son, the Cambodian-born Soeung worked at a Kentucky Fried Chicken before joining
Medtronic, where he is a production technician.
“It was working pretty well,” said Soeung, recalling
Medtronic as a magnet for jobs and the growth of the
Cambodian community.
“It was a big community, now it’s not much,” he said
as he left for the volleyball court. “It seems like just a
tease, ‘Oh, there’s a job here in Santa Rosa.’ ”

“It’s hard. I don’t know if I will find another good job here.”
CHHOM PHUONG, employee of Medtronic in Santa Rosa
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