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Officials upping
effort to keep virus
away from ag workers
n 80 percent of county’s cases are 
in Salinas and Salinas Valley

By KELLY NIX

A COMPLAINT this week about a bus in South Mon-
terey County packed with farmworkers — who were clear-
ly not social distancing — highlights the challenge that 
officials have in getting the word out about the dangers of 
coronavirus to those in the produce industry.

Monterey County health officer Ed Moreno told report-
ers April 24 — after claiming two days earlier he was un-
able to determine if there was a “peak or trend or spike” 
of coronavirus in any occupation or demographic — that 
25 percent of the people in Monterey County infected with 
Covid-19 are farmworkers and others in the ag industry. 
More than 80 percent of the county’s 200-plus cases have 
been in the Salinas Valley.

While industry officials in early March issued safety 
guidelines to help prevent the spread of Covid-19, county 
agricultural commissioner Henry Gonzales said Wednes-
day he’s still getting complaints about some of the big ag 
companies and farmworkers not following the recommen-
dations.

“I received a complaint about a particular company that 
one of their buses was full of farmworkers, and of course, 
it was clear they were not able to maintain any social dis-
tancing,” Gonzales said of the incident that occurred this 
week on Highway 101 between Chualar and the City of 
Gonzales.

Staying apart on buses
The commissioner said a representative for the grower 

— which he did not identify — explained that certifying 
bus drivers is “one of the challenges for the company,” and 
it requires in part that drivers undergo 20 hours of training, 
have 20 hours of driving experience and pass an exam.

The company, in response to the incident, vowed to 
make multiple trips so there will be fewer workers on the 
bus at the same time, and that it will have “some level of 
social distancing,” Gonzales said. 

An essentiAl industry copes And cots get reAdy

emergency dorms 
reAdy At fAirgrounds

n Places for men, women, families, 
transgenders — and even pets

By KELLY NIX

IN PREPARATION for what the Monterey County 
Health Officer says will be a very large number of people 
infected with the coronavirus, the Monterey County Fair-
grounds will be ready Friday to temporarily house home-
less people and others diagnosed with the virus who are 
unable to isolate themselves.

The quarantine facility, which includes partitioned 
rooms in the fairgrounds’ existing buildings for men, 
women, families and transgender guests, will be able to 
host 135 people who have tested positive for the virus but 
aren’t sick. It can also be expanded to host 230 people. 

“We are doing this on anticipated need,” Monterey 
County’s assistant county administrative officer, Nick Chi-
ulos, told a group of journalists at the fairgrounds Monday 
about the operation. “We hope we won’t need it, but we 
want to be ready in case we do.”

Staggering number
Health officer Ed Moreno told supervisors April 14 he 

projected that 33,000 county residents would be infected 
toward the end of May and nearly 1,000 would require 
hospitalization at the same time — a staggering number 
of patients that would exceed the number of beds at the 

hasn’t heard anything back from the SBA regarding his 
economic disaster loan, but said Monday he’d been told he 
would know by the end of the week.

Jonathan Roberts, owner of PigWizard deli near the 

Some businesses report success getting SBA help
n For others, just frustration

By MARY SCHLEY

OVER THE course of less than a month, the Small 
Business Administration has loaned tens of billions of dol-
lars to help small businesses continue operating, or at least 
survive, during the coronavirus crisis. But while some lo-
cal owners reported success in securing funds through the 
SBA’s payroll protection and economic injury disaster loan 
programs, many others expressed frustration as their appli-
cations seemed to go nowhere.

And those who were successful in securing PPP loans 
predominantly worked with smaller institutions like Mon-
terey County Bank, which is known as an SBA specialist.

Chamber numbers
Jenny MacMurdo, CEO of the Carmel Chamber of 

Commerce, polled businesses and got responses from 56 
members, 80 percent of whom said they applied for the 
PPP, while 75 percent applied for the emergency loan or 
an SBA grant.

MacMurdo said three businesses reported getting pay-
roll loans and three reported receiving economic injury 
disaster loans, while others said their applications were in 
limbo, their banks weren’t ready, their banks were already 
out of funds, or they hadn’t had any response at all.

Some expressed particular frustration with Wells Fargo, 
which had trouble accepting PPP applications and then hit 
its lending limit before many business owners even had a 
chance to ask for help, according to Pescadero and Barmel 
owner Gabe Georis.

“I’m definitely not going to bank with Wells Fargo any-
more — they have been 100 percent unhelpful through this 
whole thing,” he said after the first round of nearly $350 
billion in loans for small businesses was exhausted. Last 
week, the president signed a bill allocating another $484 
billion for small businesses.

Success stories
When more funding became available this week, 

though, Georis applied through a smaller bank and re-
ceived word his loan was approved. “Pacific Valley Bank 
took me in, and they tell me they got an approval num-
ber from the SBA,” he said. “I’ll believe it when I get the 
money, but supposedly in the next two weeks.” Georis still 

See LOANS page 20A

Golf courses lose as 
shutdown continues

By MARY SCHLEY

WHEN THE county’s health officer shut down golf 
courses as part of his shelter-in-place order, a significant 
segment of the Peninsula’s business ground to a halt. 
Pebble Beach Co. closed all its courses, including the 
world-famous Pebble Beach Golf Links, Carmel Valley 
Ranch shut its hotel and course, Quail Lodge did the same, 
and numerous others followed suit, including Laguna Seca 
Golf Ranch and Pacific Grove’s municipal course.

The CEO of the company that runs those last two, Mike 
Sharp of CourseCo., said, “It’s been crippling, not just fi-
nancially, but for our employees, too.”

‘Hit us hard’
At the Laguna Seca and P.G. courses, Sharp said, he 

cut the staffing down to the minimum needed to keep the 
grounds maintained well enough to avoid large capital 
costs when they can finally reopen, to keep them secure, 
and to keep them clean.

“In total, we laid off more than 50 people,” he said, es-
timating that combined, the courses have lost more than 
$500,000 in revenue in the past six weeks.

“And that will increase as we get into longer days and 
the event season — the higher-revenue periods of time,” 
he said. “It has hit us hard and has really impacted our 
employees.”

But Sharp said they’ll be ready when the county final-
ly lets them reopen. CourseCo. manages more than three 
dozen golf courses, including several in California coun-
ties that are already allowing golfers to return to the tees 
and fairways.

See FARMS page 20A

See DORMS page 26ASee GOLF page 25A

(Clockwise from top left) Workers grooming fields near 
Spreckels this morning were able to maintain social 
distancing, and most seemed to be wearing masks. 
But the situation was different as broccoli was being 
picked at another field in the Salinas Valley, with work-
ers standing shoulder to shoulder and some not only 
failing to wear masks — they didn’t seem to have any. If 
any of them get exposed to the coronavirus, they could 
end up being housed at a county dorm opening tomor-
row at the Monterey Fairgrounds. 
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