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Jeff Colt Jr. looks Oct. 25 inside one of the 2,000-gallon tanks at the Energy Alternative Solutions plant under construction in Gonzales.

Helping clear the air

Biofuel plant gets
ready to open in
Gonzales this month

By ALLA KATSNELSON
The Salinas Californian

With a new, $1.3 million biofuel plant
set to open in Gonzales late this
month, the air in Monterey County
might soon be getting a little cleaner.
The facility — the first of its kind on

the Central Coast and only the third in
California — will produce about
2.5 million gallons per year of a
biodegradable and clean fuel to power
local tractors, freight trucks and

school buses.
Most large commercial vehicles run

on diesel fuel, and in a region such as
Monterey County, with its $3.3 billion
agriculture industry, diesel use is
especially high. But diesel exhaust is
one of the most dangerous forms of
pollution, both for the environment
and for human lungs.
For the founders of Watsonville-

based Energy Alternative Solutions,
which is launching the Gonzales
plant, the solution was to create a
source of biodiesel, an environmen-
tally friendly form of diesel made by
chemically altering vegetable oil or
animal fat to remove glycerine in a
process called “transestrification.”
The plant will produce pure biodiesel
that can be mixed with traditional

petroleum-based diesel.
“What motivated us were real con-

cerns about pollution and greenhouse
gases,” said Richard Gillis, the firm’s
chief executive officer, citing research
linking child asthma rates in Califor-
nia with pollutants from vehicle
exhaust. “It was obvious to us that
something needed to be done.”
Gillis and the two other members of

EAS’s executive team, Bernie Weiss,
vice president of business develop-
ment, and Marco Vinicio Vides, chief
financial officer, also came together
on another matter.
“We don’t like the idea that foreign

influence can be brought to bear on
our social, political and economical
well-being because of oil,” Gillis said.
The seed for EAS was planted just

after the terrorist attacks of Sept. 11,
2001. At the tail end of a conference
on small business partnerships
between California and Mexico, Gillis
recalled, “We were sitting in a bar in
Guadalajara, Mexico, talking about
9/11 and found ourselves talking about
biofuels.”
Gillis, Weiss and Vides pursued the

project part-time until officially incor-
porating EAS in February. Like many
early-stage startups, they have not
sought venture funding, but raised the
needed capital themselves. Transla-
tion: “We mortgaged our houses,”
Weiss said wryly.
But they’re convinced the market is

ripe for the investment to pay off.

See CLEAR, Page 8

Millsap wears a lot
of hats at Salinas’
Northridge Mall

By CHRISTOPHER ORTIZ
Business 101

QUESTION: What do you like most about your
job?
ANSWER:Well, I think what I like

most is the diversity. I get to do
everything from walk the property
and talk to the tenants every day, to
working with the national people, the
national chains as well as the mom-
and-pop centers for whom this is
their only store. They live here,
they’ve lived here their whole lives,
and this is their sole means of income
— I like that part of it. There are so
many different facets of the business,
so it’s not like a department store
where you’re enclosed in four walls
— you really get out.
The property is 97 acres so it’s about

a million square feet in the retail
space. But then not only that, but the
diversity of getting into the communi-
ty.
Q: What are some of challenges?
A:Working with the budget

restraints that we have. We plan to
paint the exterior of the mall the first
of next year .… We would have liked
to have done that earlier but due to
budget factors, we had to wait for the
first of next year.
And just some of the issues in Sali-

nas that we deal with, the kids and
just trying to keep it a safe place —
and it is a safe place. We pride our-
selves on it; we’ve done a lot of stuff
to make it safer. But you’re always
going to have things that come up any
time you’re in a public place. So those
are some of the issues we face on a
day-to-day basis.
Q.: What is a typical day for you?
A.: A typical day is pretty difficult to

describe. Generally, we work a lot on
the computer … walking the property
a couple of times a day, figuring
what’s going on, what needs to get
done. There’s the business analysis
part of it. We assist the tenants in
terms of marketing the center, pro-
moting the center. Our whole goal is
to bring foot traffic to the mall so the
tenants can increase their sales from
the year before.
Then there are the day-to-day oper-

ational things. You know, things that
you’ve got to take care of.
Q: Given safety concerns in the past, what is the

mall doing in terms of safety?
A:We have what is called the “scan

program,” which basically is a closed-

circuit camera system. We are able to
monitor every area of the mall. We
can watch, we can listen, we inter-
vene and we can maintain the safety
of the center through our camera sys-
tem. We also have 24-hour security.
Seven days a week someone is always
on staff all the time. Customers are
welcome (to ask for) an escort to
their car after dark, if they need assis-
tance with their packages. We are
always helping customers .… There

are a lot of things that we have done
to not only increase the security but
the perception of safety at the mall.
And that’s what it’s all about: People
want to feel safe where they’re shop-
ping, whether it’s at a grocery store or
The Gap or going to a movie at night
or eating at a restaurant. Their No. 1
major concern is their safety.
Q: Is competition from growing cities, such as

Marina, a concern for the mall?
A:We draw from a good 30-minute

drive diameter. So, we have people
that come shop here from Gilroy,
Monterey, Seaside, Marina. So our
main competition at this point from
the perspective of another shopping
center is Del Monte Center (in Mon-
terey). We look at development, like
what is going to go across (Highway)
101 at the auto center .… We look at
that as an opportunity rather than
competition, because we feel it brings
more people to north Salinas. We will
partake in their traffic and they’ll par-
take in ours.
Together, it makes for a stronger

retail environment.
But in those terms, Best Buy has

helped us because we feel like, and
customers have told us, they no
longer have to drive to Gilroy to go to
a Best Buy, they can do that here. And
their grand opening was just phenom-
enal. They did much better than they
thought they would. And that is very
encouraging, in terms of consumers
being able to get what they want in
Salinas. We are encouraged with that.
Q: What’s in store for the mall?
A:We’re looking to update the first

of next year — new paint on the exte-
rior … so that is the next big thing for
us, is to get the updated look to it. We
are also looking, in the one- to two-
year range, to possibly going after a
couple of restaurants. We feel that is a
great opportunity for the property.
For the customer to stay, shop, go to a
movie and then be able to have a sit-
down dining experience rather than
go across the street or go to
Westridge. They can stay on the
property for their dining and shop-
ping and entertainment. That’s the
whole goal — to keep the customer
for all three of those purposes.
Q: As property manger, do you get a discount at

the mall?
A: No, we are a customer like anyone

else.

Contact Christopher Ortiz
at chrisortiz@thecalifornian.com.

He keeps an eye on mall
MY JOB

ABOUT MY JOB
Business 101’s Christopher Ortiz sat
down late last month with Greg Millsap,
senior property manager for Northridge
Mall in Salinas. Millsap, 47, has worked at
the mall for a year and a half. He
attended college at Texas A&M University,
where he studied retailing. Originally
from Texas, he lives in Salinas. Annually,
the mall, which has 120 stores, including
Macy’s, Sears, Best Buy, Century 14
Theaters and Firestone Tire and Service,
generates $200 million in sales and
serves 5 million customers. Millsap also
serves on the Salinas Valley Chamber of
Commerce board of directors.
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Greg Millsap, senior property manager of Northridge Mall in Salinas stands Oct. 30
near the front entrance.
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