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globalshift
OFFSHORING JOBS AND THE NORTH COAST

1973

HP begins work in Fountaingrove on land that housed
a 19th Century Utopian community and was the site
of one of the county’s first wineries.

1982

2004

Hewlett-Packard employees work in the
Fountaingrove plant. Two years later, the company
expands, building a new campus in Rohnert Park.

Today, Agilent’s Fountaingrove facility is primarily a
research and development center with limited
manufacturing. The Rohnert Park plant closes in 2005.

Offshore strategy unfolds
A 1997 TRIP TO PENANG OPENED THE DOOR FOR AGILENT JOBS TO LEAVE SONOMA COUNTY
By JEREMY HAY
THE PRESS DEMOCRAT

T

he United Airlines jet
touched down at Penang
International Airport on a
sweltering Saturday in
January 1997.
Of the eight Hewlett-Packard
managers aboard the flight, seven
were from the company’s Sonoma
County operations.
The conclusions they reached
over the next three days would
lead to much of the unanticipated
tumult that has rearranged Sonoma County’s economic landscape
and redefined the company that
was once its biggest employer.
The trip would also prove pivotal
in the lives of Bill Nordskog and
Mike Steiner, longtime HewlettPackard employees, and also for
Dan Wilson, then a Healdsburg resident working in construction.
Penang, a northern Malaysia island state, was the second leg of a
12-day expedition through Asia to
pinpoint the right location for the
company’s planned expansion.
By sundown the day after he arrived in Penang, Nordskog, a
28-year company veteran and one
of three manufacturing managers
in the group, knew where HewlettPackard should expand.
On a daylong tour of the Penang
facilities the company had opened
in 1972 — the same year it set up
shop in Sonoma County — Nordskog saw what he’d come to expect
in the factories he helped run in
Rohnert Park and Santa Rosa.
The plant “exuded quality,” he
said.
The trip was led by Ian Ross,
then the company’s highest-ranking executive in Sonoma County.
Weeks after the tour — which
started in Taipei, Taiwan, and ended in Shanghai, the booming industrial capital of China — the group
recommended that HP concentrate
its future growth in Penang.
Sonoma County would move forward as a production hub, keeping
a full work force at the Santa Rosa
and Rohnert Park facilities to focus on research and development
and to make prototype products.
“What we expected going forward was slow growth in Sonoma
County and big growth over
there,” Nordskog said.
That expectation changed dramatically in 2001 as the company
bent under the pressures of a nosediving U.S. economy. It not only accelerated its Penang strategy, it
rushed to move its Sonoma County
production lines to Malaysia.
And Nordskog felt the sharp
edge of the business plans he had
helped, in a small way, to shape.
His last day at Agilent Technolo-

gies — formed in 1999 when
Hewlett-Packard’s Sonoma County
divisions were among those spun
off into a new company — came in
January, six or seven years earlier
than he’d planned.
His was one of more than 700
jobs eliminated as Agilent moved
the work to Malaysia.
Nordskog described himself as
“almost a religious zealot” about
the company where he spent 33
years. He expressed the highest regard for Agilent and said his parting was a mutual decision.
The end of his career in manufacturing came at a time when Agilent and other corporations were
uprooting themselves in search of
cheaper labor and growing markets overseas.
Between 2001 and this year, as
Agilent issued layoff notice after
layoff notice — events punctuated
by reports of production lines moving to Penang — what had been
one of Sonoma County’s most stable, happy workplaces became one
of its most traumatized.
Many suspected the upheaval’s
origins lay in the 1997 trip.
Nordskog said he was knee-deep
in employees asking, “was this the
plan back then?”
“To the degree that I was part of
that group of eight, it was absolutely not the master plan,” he said, a
view echoed by top executives and
managers, past and present.
Today, Nordskog, 57, chairs a

BILL NORDSKOG: Left Agilent after 33
years as a manufacturing manager.
committee examining the future
for Sonoma County high-tech jobs
and how workers should prepare
for them. He has no regrets. But
there is loss, and questions linger.
“It’s going to be better for the
U.S. in the long run, and I subscribe to that,” he said. “But saying that business will move to
where labor is cheapest and putting a period after that isn’t sufficient because it doesn’t recognize
the truth of displaced people here.”

Transferring production
Between 1992 and 2000, Dan Wilson operated a forklift, landscaped
at wineries, worked in construction and drove a truck.
“I just seemed to drift from job to
job because I couldn’t figure out
what I was good at,” the Healdsburg High graduate said.
In 2000, Wilson, 37, joined Agilent, taking a job in the bustling
warehouses, moving boxes from
rolling conveyor belts onto pallets.

Within a year, the number of Malaysian employees — from engineers to product planners to assembly-line workers — arriving at
Fountaingrove and Rohnert Park
to be trained quickly increased.
And Wilson was handed a new
job: to classify and document everything, from software disks to laptops to training tapes, connected to
production lines going to Penang.
As each product’s manufacturing process was established at the
Rohnert Park plant, the order of
the day was: “It works, shut it
down, cut it into pieces and get it
out of here,” Wilson said.
He helped transfer 14 production
lines in 10 months.
“I really did not like it,” Wilson
said of his role preparing the transfers. “I thought it was wrong.”
He and co-workers brought their
concerns to supervisors, asking,
“How long can this go on?”
Until, as it turned out, there was
little left to move.
Wilson was laid off June 30, 2003.
He’s studying computer network
security at Empire College.

Closing down at home
By early 2003, Mike Steiner was
fighting for his job.
The North Coast native, a Montgomery High School dropout,
joined Hewlett-Packard in 1983 as
an assembly-line worker, went
back to school soon after and
worked his way up.
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DAN WILSON, center, former Agilent worker, trains at Empire College for a career in network security with fellow student Cary Lindahl.

When the company increased
the volume of noncritical product
parts it was assembling in Penang,
Steiner didn’t argue.
The price savings made sense to
him. “It created an opportunity in
another country, Malaysia,” he
said. “I felt secure in what I did. I
felt secure in our country and the
position we were in at the time.”
By February 2003, Steiner was
an Agilent systems technician, using a massive robot dubbed Yellowstone to troubleshoot spectrum analyzers, coffee-table-sized devices
that measure frequency waves.
Like so many of his former colleagues, he was proud of his work
— “I could fix anything” — and he
was increasingly angered by what
was taking place around him in the
frenzied pursuit of lower costs and
increased productivity.
Finally, he wrote “a very polite
letter” to his bosses, Ian Ross and
Agilent chief executive officer Ned
Barnholt.
They needed to lead the way,
said Steiner. If they did, employees
would rise to the occasion and follow, he said. They always had; they
were Agilent people.
Ross came to Steiner the next
Monday. The men sat in a manager’s cubicle off the Building Two
plant floor. Ross, who confirmed
the encounter, had a pen and notepad. He asked for Steiner’s ideas.
“I said, ‘Why not tell us you want
a 25 percent increase in productivity and then 25 percent less in cost.
Then give us $25 million to do it
and lead us through that; that’s
what leaders do,’ ” Steiner recalled.
He remembers Ross telling him
that the plan was worth pursuing,
but that the company was still looking overseas.
“And at the end of our conversation,” said Steiner, who’s now 48,
“we both agreed to disagree with
one another as to the direction the
company had to go in order to survive.”
Within weeks, Ross had resigned. Days later, Agilent announced a record 900 job cuts in
Sonoma County.
Soon after, Steiner, tired of the
uncertainty, asked to be included
in the next round of cutbacks.
“The fact is I was going to lose
my job anyway,” he said. “They
walked up to me one day and said,
‘Here’s this guy from Malaysia.
Train him to do your job.’ ”
His last day was April 15, 2003.
He studied to become a biomedical
equipment technician, but this
summer decided to take a superviser’s job at a landscaping company.
Last February, a year after Steiner’s conversation with Ross — and
soon after reporting its first profitable quarter in more than two
years — Agilent announced it
would shut its Rohnert Park plant.

From Hewlett-Packard to Agilent
Hewlett-Packard
opens first office
in Santa Rosa

Fountaingrove campus
opens with 1,100
employees.

Rohnert Park voters
overwhelmingly approve
HP’s expansion plans for
a manufacturing facility.

Rohnert Park
campus opens.

First HP layoffs in
Sonoma County,
cutting 29 jobs.

Following a defense
industry downturn,
330 HP employees take
severance packages.

HP Vice President Ian Ross
leads a team of managers to
Penang to consider moving
manufacturing there from
Sonoma County.

HP begins
manufacturing test
and measurement
products in Penang.

Agilent Technologies
Innovating the HP Way

Agilent opens a $20 million
manufacturing plant in
Rohnert Park.
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HewlettPackard
opens first
office in
Penang.

HP opens first manufacturing area in Penang’s
new free industrial zone.

Work begins on
KOMTAR, Penang’s
65-story government tower.

Mahathir Mohamad
is appointed prime
minister of Malaysia,
beginning a 22-year
term that will oversee
rapid technological
growth nationwide.
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HP and other foreign hightech firms create the Penang
Skills Development Center
to provide education for the
high-tech work force.

Digital cellular phones become
available to consumers, vastly
opening the market for wireless
products.

HP announces it will spin off its small test
and measurement and other divisions, which
include Sonoma County, from its vast computer products operations; eight months later,
Agilent Technologies officially splits from HP.

