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What are the keys to become part of 
the biotechnology evolution? 
Panelists representing USC, East Los Angeles 
College (ELAC), and Theodore Roosevelt High 
School addressed curious middle and high 
school students, and their parents, with informa-
tion about rewarding careers related to biotech, 
medical discovery and technology, and the 
academic careers that begin with strong founda-
tions in math and science. “It’s exciting to be in 
the lab working on experiments that could help 
bring change to the world,” said Valerie Beltran, a 
middle school student enrolled in USC Neighbor-
hood Academic Initiative program. As Valerie and 
the other 200 parents and students at the “Full 
STEM Ahead” workshop learned, taking the right 
courses is just the beginning. 

Find a Mentor
First generation college students often feel 
isolated and unequipped for college, largely 
because their parents aren’t able to provide first-
hand advice. As a result, many of these students 
feel like they don’t belong and are reluctant to 
seek help from faculty and staff. 

“Many times, we make the mistake of looking 
for mentors that look like us. Mentors come in 
many colors and sizes. Never think they have to 
look like you, to help you,” said Armando M. 
Rivera, dean of STEM and professor of chemistry, 
East Los Angeles College. “As long as they take a 
genuine interest in you, they can help.” 

Expect to Work Hard 
For panelist and college student Felipe 
Hernandez, it’s become part of his routine to 
study until 3 a.m., and still be required to be 
in class the next morning at 8 a.m. As a USC 
civil engineering student, and Norman Topping 
Scholar, the hunger to learn and work towards a 
brighter future helps him overcome obstacles.
“When I was twelve years old, I started helping 
my parents sell cut fruit on the street to make 
ends meet. One day we only sold $28 worth, and 
$4 of that was in food stamps so we had very little 
profit,” shared Hernandez. “The memory of that 
day motivates me to work and study harder.”

Parental Involvement is Vital
From leveraging technology to regularly commu-
nicate with teachers, to easing any barriers to 
learning, the parent’s role in the educational 
journey is vital, especially as students advance in 
their coursework. 

“Parents need to be in partnership with the school 
and support what is being done in the classroom. 
By working together, parents can supplement the 
efforts of the school,” said Raul Mata, college and 
career advisor at Theodore Roosevelt High School. 
“Parents should also seek out the academic and 
emotional support resources that schools offer to 
ensure their children are accessing the help they 
need to succeed.”

STEM Pathways Begin  
in East LA
Panelists share advice and personal insights into  
the road leading to a career in biotechnology
By Pamela Madrid

Felipe Hernandez, a first generation college student at USC, talks to high school students and their parents 
about his path to studying civil engineering.

WORKSHOPS RECAP

East LA  
getting down 
to work in 
the biotech 
decade
By Ron Mackovich 

Four people who know the way to perma-
nent, high-paying jobs mapped out career 
pathways at a biotech jobs workshop Saturday, 
October 1. The workshop was part of a bilingual 
community event for East Los Angeles families 
called “Preparing for the Biotech Decade,” and 
explored opportunities in biotechnology for 
people of all backgrounds and education levels. 

“When I think of biotechnology, I think about 
improving the quality of life for others,” said 
Willy Zuniga, President of El Sereno based 
Grifols Biologicals, a major sponsor of the event. 
Zuniga graduated from Wilson High School in 
El Sereno, and earned a business degree at 
California State University, Los Angeles. 

“I got married when I was 18. I had my first 
daughter when I was 20. I quit school because I 
had to feed my daughter,” Zuniga said. “I found 
Grifols. We’re making amazing medicines, we’re 
saving lives, and we want to expose individ-
uals to all the massive opportunities and the 
different types of roles that it takes to make 
good quality products for our patients. We 
hire people who are working on certificates at 
community colleges, and we hire Ph.Ds.”

About 150 people listened to the panel that 
included Zuniga, Theda Douglas of USC 
government partnerships and programs, Los 
Angeles Economic and Workforce Development 
General Manager Jan Perry, and moderator 
Maritza Dubie-Uribe of LA County Community 
and Senior Services.

Also on the panel was Andrew Chavez, a Grifols 
employee and graduate of Los Angeles Trade 
Technical College.

“My career’s given me two things; a living and 
a passion,” said Chavez. “I can provide for my 
daughter. She’s the fuel to my fire. Now, the sky’s 
the limit. When you strive to make a difference 
for yourself, you’ll make a difference for others.”
Chavez is on the leading edge of a national 
boom in biotechnology investment, one that 
USC hopes to bring to East Los Angeles, as the 
university has advocated for a biotechnology 
park adjacent to its Health Sciences Campus.
“We want to see people hired from Roosevelt 
High and East Los Angeles College,” Perry said. 
“People who are committed and want to stay, 
so people can benefit from growth and not be 
disenfranchised or kicked out.”

Martin Santillan, 25, stood up during the 
question and answer session and told Zuniga, “I 
want to work for you at Grifols.” 

Santillan, a student at California State Univer-
sity, Los Angeles, said, “I want to work in the 
biotech field. Grifols is a great company, right 
here across the street from us. I appreciate that 
they came here and gave us this information. 
It’ll help me get my foot in the door in this field.”

Santillan and others like him may get into the 
biotech field in unconventional ways, including 
what Perry called “stackable degrees.”

An example of this type of incremental career-
building path is USC’s Concurrent Enrollment 
Dental Assistant Certificate program.

“After they finish the first 15 weeks of the 
program, our students can receive two certifi-
cates,” said Theda Douglas, who heads the 
program. “One allows them to do dental x-rays 
and one is in infection control. So they’re 
eligible to go to work, but they can continue 
taking classes.” 

Jan Perry reinforced the value of these 
programs, especially for low-income and first-
generation students.

“A person can go in and get certified in an area 
of emphasis. It can be more affordable and 
completed in a shorter period of time for a person 
who’s trying to work toward a two-year or four-
year degree by doing it in phases, and adding to 
their earning capability as they move along their 
academic career. You have to work and study at 
the same time, with no downside to that.”

More than 5,000 people graduate yearly from 
Los Angeles universities with degrees in science, 
engineering and technology — more than San 
Diego and San Francisco combined. Zuniga 
hopes to see this STEM pipeline flowing directly 
into East LA.

“The great dream of the biotech corridor is to 
bring these companies to the heart of East Los 
Angeles, with the USC Health Center,” Zuniga 
said. “Eventually, we’ll have a three or four mile 
corridor of high-tech companies, hotels, restau-
rants, everything that our community desires 
and deserves.”

From left to right, panelists Jan Perry (general manager, Los 
Angeles Economic and Workforce Development), Theda Douglas 
(USC assistant vice president for government partnerships and 
programs), WIllie Zuniga (president, Grifols Biologicals), and 
Andrew Chavez (supervisor, Grifols Biologicals) answer questions 
about job training, certificate programs, and “stackable” degree 
programs that lead to long-term employment in the biotech and 
healthcare fields.
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The “Research and Clinical Practice: Graduate 
Track Careers” panel discussion featured three USC 
doctoral students, who spoke about their passion 
for their field and the importance of bringing more 
young people of color into STEM careers.

Juan Enrique Arguelles Morales said he found 
his path in biomechanical engineering at USC 
Viterbi after some exploration.

“I wanted to be a pilot when I was your age,” he 
told the crowd of approximately one hundred 
high school students from Los Angeles. “So I 
decided to go into engineering, where I tried 
mechanics, then built robots, and later made 
prostheses. That’s when I met USC Professor 
Francisco Rivera-Cuevas, who introduced me to 
the world of biomedical engineering. Now, I am 
doing clinical research to help kids move better.”

Panel moderator Ite A. Laird-Offringa, 
associate dean for graduate affairs and director 
for programs in biomedical and biological 
sciences at USC, offered this advice to the 
students in attendance: “It is important to get a 
lot of exposure when you’re young. If you don’t 
try it out, you’re not going to know if you will love 
it. If a lab doesn’t offer an internship program, 
offer to volunteer to get the experience.”

Ivan Alberto Trujillo Priego, a doctoral student 
in the USC Division of Biokinesiology and Physical 
Therapy, agreed with the panelists that young 
people should talk to people in the fields they 
may be interested in pursuing. All three doctoral 
students also shared their email addresses with 
attendees and urged the young audience to 
contact them for advice and mentorship.   

Keck School of Medicine of USC doctoral student 
Maria de Fatima Reyes said she didn’t begin 
to pursue a career in medicine until she found 
a mentor at age 26 and discovered her calling 
helping women with cancer.

She added that, while people of color will face 
unique challenges and experiences as they pursue 
their career goals in any field, she urged the young 
people in attendance to go after their dreams.

“It is so exciting to see so many young brown 
faces in the audience interested in STEM,’ Fatima 
Reyes said. “The fact that you’re here…you’re 
already winning.”

USC Graduate Students Inspire  
New Generation of Latinos in STEM
By Andrea Bennett

High school students, including 
several dozen from college access 
programs—Upward Bound, TRiO, 
and USC Neighborhood Academic 

Initiative—crowded around to 
learn about graduate school 

programs in medicine, biomedical 
engineering, and other health 

science-related disciplines.

Los Ángeles, listo para 
despuntar como centro 
líder en biotecnología
El dinámico crecimiento 
de la industria de la 
biotecnología, que abarca 
un amplio campo de 
acción en disciplinas 
como la ingeniería, la 
medicina, la biología y 
otras ciencias naturales, 
impulsará la mayoría  
de los grandes avances  
del siglo 21

En diversas ocasiones he tenido la oportunidad de compartir mi 
opinión acerca del potencial que tiene la ciudad de Los Ángeles para 
ser líder de la industria de biotecnología en el estado de California y 
en el resto del país, ya que cuenta con todos los elementos necesarios 
para lograrlo.

En primer lugar, cuenta con importantes instituciones educativas 
y egresados especializados en ciencias biológicas (más de cinco mil); 
y en segundo, porque ya se ha echado a andar un plan de trabajo 
conjunto entre las autoridades gubernamentales, las instituciones 
académicas y la industria locales.

El dinámico crecimiento de la industria de la biotecnología, 
que abarca un amplio campo de acción en disciplinas como la 
ingeniería, la medicina, la biología y otras ciencias naturales, impulsará 
la mayoría de los grandes avances del siglo 21, particularmente 
aquellos enfocados a mejorar la salud mediante la investigación y 
el desarrollo de nuevos tratamientos médicos, que ayudarán tanto 
a elevar la calidad de vida de las personas, como a salvar más vidas. 
Estoy convencido de que Los

Ángeles puede ser no sólo un actor importante, sino el líder 
indiscutible de este futuro tan prometedor.

Por eso, es fundamental seguir impulsando la formación e 
investigación de especialistas de primer nivel en biotecnología 
y ofrecerles oportunidades de desarrollo y condiciones laborales 
suficientemente atractivas para que se queden a trabajar dentro 
de nuestra comunidad, en lugar de que se vayan a trabajar a San 
Francisco o San Diego, por ejemplo.

In recent years, I have spoken more and more about the potential 
for Los Angeles to become a biotechnology leader—both in 
California and nationally. In fact, most of the elements to bring 
this vision to fruition are already in place. 

The rapid growth of the biotechnology industry, which 
encompasses a broad field of disciplines, including engineering, 
medicine, biology, and the natural sciences, will drive most 
of the great advances of the 21st century, particularly those 
focused on enhancing life and increasing life expectancy. I am 
convinced that Los Angeles can become an undisputed leader 
in this promising future.

Los Angeles boasts several leading research universities that 
graduate approximately 5,000 biotechnology specialists every 
year. But we lose the majority of them to San Francisco or 
San Diego, which already have well-established biotechnology 
ecosystems. To reverse this trend, we have worked with Los 
Angeles County officials to draw up an action plan to engage 
academia, private industry, and the public sector. 

Leveraging our strengths in this emerging scientific field, USC 
can play a leadership role. Moving forward, we plan to kick-start 
the development of Los Angeles’ biotechnology ecosystem with 
the construction of a biotechnology park adjacent to our Health 
Sciences Campus in Boyle Heights.

This facility will appeal to the medical and scientific community, 
as well as to the business community, including biotechnology 
start-ups and established pharmaceutical companies. The park’s 

May 10, 2016

By C. L. Max Nikias

Los estudiantes mexicanos 
Socrates Munoz y Marcela son 
parte de los investigadores de 
ese pais que han llegado para 

avanzar estudios en USC.

Students Socrates Munoz 
and Marcela, both of 
Mexican descent, are 
researchers advancing 
their studies at USC.

Los Angeles: ready to 
emerge as a leader in 
biotechnology

The rapid growth of the 
biotechnology industry, 
which encompasses a 
broad field of disciplines, 
including engineering, 
medicine, biology, and 
the natural sciences, will 
drive most of  
the great advances  
of the 21st century
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Para frenar esta migración de talento, será indispensable implementar 
un plan para atraer inversionistas dispuestos a inyectar capital y así 
fomentar el desarrollo de un sólido ecosistema en biotecnología 
en nuestra ciudad.

Respaldada por una importante trayectoria e inversión en el área de 
ciencias biológicas, la Universidad del Sur de California ha trabajado 
ya en el diseño de un plan de trabajo que permita el establecimiento 
de una pujante industria de la biotecnología en Los Ángeles.

Las contribuciones de la USC han empezado a dar sus primeros 
frutos al poner en marcha la etapa inicial de planificación para la 
construcción de un parque de biotecnología junto al campus de 
Ciencias de la Salud de USC en Boyle Heights.

Estas instalaciones atraerán a la comunidad médica y científica, 
a emprendedores en biotecnología y a compañías farmacéuticas 
ya establecidas. Asimismo, su cercanía estimulará la colaboración 
conjunta en investigación y desarrollo, ya que el parque se constituirá 
en la fuente generadora de infraestructura requerida en biotecnología.

Además, con las inversiones que la Universidad del Sur de California 
ha realizado en ciencias biológicas, la institución educativa tiene 
ahora los recursos necesarios para consolidar el proyecto y cuenta 
con el respaldo de una red establecida de compañías farmacéuticas 
que desean trabajar de manera más estrecha con la universidad.

Las proyecciones que ha hecho la USC muestran el enorme 
potencial económico que el parque biotecnológico tendría para 
la comunidad del condado de Los Ángeles y del distrito de Boyle 
Heights: se podrán crear hasta 3,000 nuevos empleos en la rama 
de la construcción y cerca de 4,000 nuevos puestos de trabajo 
permanentes, desde niveles básicos hasta posiciones para empleados 
con doctorado.

Esto hará posible que existan oportunidades de empleo mejor pagadas 
para los residentes del condado, no sólo para aquellos especializados 
en biotecnología, sino también para quienes trabajen en importantes 
áreas de servicio como ventas, mercadotecnia, administración y 
logística, entre otros.

Dentro del proyecto se contempla además la formación continua 
tanto de los empleados del parque como de egresados universitarios 
y de high-school de la comunidad, estimulando su integración a la 
industria de la biotecnología.

Actualmente, la USC se encuentra en negociaciones con las 
autoridades correspondientes, quienes sin duda ven con beneplácito 
el enorme potencial del proyecto, para asegurar en intercambio el 
terreno que le permitirá construirlo junto a las instalaciones ya 
existentes en Boyle Heights, sin necesidad de utilizar fondos públicos.

Una vez resuelto este paso, se podrá avanzar a la siguiente etapa 
que permitirá alcanzar el resultado final esperado: establecer un 
parque biotecnológico competitivo en Los Ángeles para despuntar 
como líder en la industria.

proximity to USC’s first class medical science facilities will 
create a fully resourced ecosystem, which can stimulate joint 
collaboration in research and development. 

Furthermore, with the investments that USC has made in the 
biological and medical sciences, we not only have the necessary 
resources, but also the trust of an established network of partners 
who are ready to work with us to see this plan through to fruition.

Our projections show the enormous economic potential that 
the biotechnology park holds for Los Angeles and for Boyle 
Heights in particular: up to 3,000 jobs during construction and 
nearly 4,000 new permanent jobs once the facility opens—
encompassing entry-level personnel to PhDs. Training will be 
provided to high school and community college graduates to 
help them gain the necessary skills to build their careers. 

Currently, USC is in negotiations with the relevant authorities 
to swap comparable plots of land in order to build the park 
immediately adjacent to our Health Sciences Campus. All of the 
leaders with whom I have discussed this welcome the enormous 
potential of the project, particularly given the opportunity to 
create thousands of jobs without any investment of public funds.

Once the land swap is secured, it will be possible to proceed to 
the next phase: building the facility and establishing a competitive 
biotechnology ecosystem in Los Angeles that will allow our 
city to stake its claim as a new leader in this growth industry.

Translated from a Spanish-language Op-Ed originally published 
in La Opinion on May 10 2016

Plenary discussion panelists
CARLOS I. NORIEGA
Lieutenant Colonel, USMC, Ret., former NASA astronaut
Carlos I. Noriega was born in Lima, Peru and grew up in Santa Clara, 
California, earning an undergraduate degree in computer science 
from the University of Southern California, and two master’s of science 
degrees (in computer science and space systems operations) from the 
Naval Postgraduate School. After a distinguished active service military 
career as a pilot, instructor, and Space Surveillance Center Commander 
for the United States Space Command in Colorado Springs, Colorado, 
Noriega was selected by NASA in December 1994, and he reported 
to the Johnson Space Center in March 1995. He completed a year of 
training and evaluation and was qualified for assignment as a mission 
specialist in May 1996.

Noriega flew on STS-84 in 1997 and STS-97 Endeavour in 2000. He 
has logged more than 481 hours in space, including over 19 EVA hours 
in three spacewalks. Following STS 97, Noriega trained as the backup 
commander for the Sixth Expedition to the International Space Station 
and later as a member of the crew of STS-121. In January 2005, Noriega 
retired from the Astronaut Corps. He left NASA in August 2011. Noriega’s 
final assignment was as the Director of Safety, Reliability and Quality 
Assurance for the Constellation Program at Johnson Space Center.

DIANA RAMOS, MD, MPH
Medical Director for Reproductive Medicine, LA County Depart-
ment of Public Health
Dr. Ramos is board certified in obstetrics and gynecology and a Fellow of 
the American College of Obstetrics and Gynecology. She is the Chair of the 
American Medical Association’s Minority Affairs Consortium; serves on the 
steering committees for the National Hispanic Leadership Fellowship and 
National Commission on Healthcare Disparities, and is a March of Dimes 
board member. She is also a spokesperson for cervical cancer aware-
ness and emergency contraception for the Los Angeles County office of 
Women’s Health and was appointed to the California Women’s Health 
Council Commission in 2006. She joined the CMA Foundation Board of 
Directors in 2008.

She earned the American Medical Association Young Physician 
Leadership Award in 2006; the Los Angeles County Board of Supervisors 
Recognition for Outstanding Service—Los Angeles Public Health Commis-
sion, 2005; the American Medical Association Community Service Award, 
2004; and Pfizer National Award for Community Outreach, 2003.

Dr. Ramos received her bachelor’s degree from the University of 
Southern California; a Masters in Public Health, emphasis in manage-
ment from University of California Los Angeles; and a Doctor of Medicine 
from the University of Southern California Keck School of Medicine. She 
completed her internship and residency in obstetrics and gynecology at 
the Los Angeles County-USC Women’s and Children’s Hospital.

GABRIELA TEISSIER (Moderator)
“A Primera Hora” (“At First Hour”) Host Univision Communica-
tions Inc.
Gabriela Teissier serves as host of Univision Los Angeles’ morning show A 
Primera Hora (At First Hour) that airs Monday through Friday, 5 a.m. to 7 a.m.

She received “Best News Anchor” recognition by the prestigious 
LA Press Club as well as Emmy’s and Telly awards for her reporting, 
producing, anchoring and writing skills. In 2015, she won an Emmy for 
Regularly Scheduled Daily Morning Newscast of which she hosts. Most 
recently, in 2016 she won an Emmy for Light News Story Multi-Part Report 
for Junipero, a timely story that put in perspective the human and social 
impact of the missions in California.

She has interviewed important personalities including President 
Barack Obama, the President and Nobel laureate Shimon Peres, President 
of Mexico Vicente Fox, journalist and former first lady of California Maria 
Shriver, just to name a few.

She was honored her with the Excellence in Broadcast Journalism 
Impact Award by the National Hispanic Media Coalition and has been recog-
nized numerous times by the California Senate and the City of Los Angeles for 
her contributions to the betterment of the community and people she serves.

She is passionate about environmental, social and education topics. 
Teissier serves on the board of American Heart Association as well as the 
board of directors of Act-Today, a not for profit organization that provides 
therapy and services for families with people with Autism.

She has been recognized as “Ambassador” by the City of Hope and 
has helped host Mexico’s “Teleton” year-after-year.

Born and raised in Mexico City, Gabriela grew up speaking Spanish, 
German and English, becoming fully trilingual before she moved to the 
United States. 

"Full STEM Ahead" panelists 
RAUL MATA
Guidance Counselor, Roosevelt High School
Raul Mata grew up in Huntington Park, a southeast neighborhood in the 
city of Los Angeles. He never thought much about pursuing a college 
education until midway through high school. Luckily, Mr. Mata receive 
guidance in the right direction and I was accepted into USC. He gradu-
ated with a degree in English and realized that he wanted to pursue a 
career that helped other aspiring scholars from his community.

For the past 14 years, Mr. Mata has taught a variety of subjects 
at Roosevelt High School including English, Leadership, Journalism, 
Yearbook, and Peer Counseling. He hopes to build systems and struc-
tures to make sure every student has the information and support to 
create a path toward a successful college education.

ARMANDO M. RIVERA
Dean of Science, Technology, Engineering, Mathematics; 
Associate Professor of Chemistry, ELAC
Dr. Rivera-Figueroa was born and raised in San Juan, Puerto Rico, earning 
his B.S in Chemistry at UPR, Rio Piedras. His Ph.D. at UC, Irvine focused on 
the kinetics and thermodynamics of atmospheric pollutants. Thereafter, 
he joined the Chemistry Department at East Los Angeles College, became 
the MESA/STEM Director, and currently serves as Dean of STEM overseeing 
academic, career technical and workforce programs. He successfully 
developed and implemented initiatives aiming to increase the number 
of diverse, underserved and socioeconomically disadvantaged students 
pursuing a STEM degree. In 2012 Excelencia in Education recognized his 
programs; in 2015 he earned the Educator of the Year award by Great 
Minds in STEM and HENAAC. He serves on the American Chemical Society 
(ACS) governance, participating in the Committee on Minority Affairs and 
as Chair-elect of the Southern California Section. He is a member of the LA 
Chamber of Commerce STEM Hub Advisory Board. 

FELIPE HERNANDEZ
USC Viterbi School of Engineering Undergraduate Student
Felipe Hernandez is a junior at studying civil engineering with an 
emphasis in building science. The son of two immigrants from Mexico, 
he was born and raised in South Los Angeles. He attended Venice High 
School and transferred to USC from Los Angeles Trade Technical College. 
He aspires to contribute to society not only through his chosen profes-
sion, but also through service in and around his community. His interests 
range from serving the homeless community on Skid Row, to the working 
with those who are eager to better themselves through education. Felipe 
is dedicated to outreach efforts to bring awareness of access to univer-
sity education to community college students, and to parents of aspiring 
USC students.
 
FERNANDO VASQUEZ (Moderator)
Mayor, City of Downey, CA
Fernando Vasquez was first elected to the Downey City Council in 
November 2010, to serve the citizens of the Fourth District. He was 
elected Mayor by a unanimous vote in November 2013, becoming one 
of the youngest councilmembers to hold that position. Mayor Pro Tem 
Vasquez has championed the causes he promised to address when 
campaigning in 2010. He has led the charge to bring the City into the 
21st century by bringing forth new technology and open government 
initiatives to make government more transparent and accountable. He 
supported public safety services, a healthier and active City through the 
Stay Healthy Downey initiative, enhanced streets, parks and sidewalks, 
helped create thousands of jobs, and revived downtown by initiating 
numerous events, public art and new businesses. 

In 2011, Mayor Pro Tem Vasquez founded and launched Primawaste, 
a medical waste management company. In 2015, he Co-Founded Cielo 
Dining and Lounge, an upscale fine dining restaurant in Downey. Mayor 
Pro Tem Vasquez holds a Master’s Degree in City Planning from San Diego 
State University and a Bachelor’s Degree from UC Riverside. He is married 
to Donna B. Vasquez, who is a partner with the Law Offices of Musick 
Peeler & Garrett. Mayor Pro Tem Vasquez was raised in the City of Downey 
and is fluent in English and Spanish. He is the son of immigrant parents 
who came from a small town near Tepatitlan, Jalisco, Mexico.

"Biotech Jobs" panelists
THEDA DOUGLAS
Associate Vice President, USC Government Partnerships  
and Programs
Theda Douglas began her career as a high school teacher, and eventu-
ally joined the Los Angeles Community College District as an instructor, 
Associate Dean, Dean of Students and Interim Vice President of Student 
Services at Los Angeles Trade Technical College. She has always had a 
passion for helping low-income, first-generation, disadvantaged youth 
and her career has reflected this strong philosophy in the manage of 
a wide portfolio of programs including financial aid, disabled student 
programs (DSPS), extended opportunities programs and services 
(EOP&S), child development centers, student health centers, enrollment 
and admissions, CalWorks and TANF. She holds a doctorate in educa-
tional psychology and musical arts and an M.A. in musical arts, both 
from USC; a master’s in ESL from CSU-LA, and a B.A. from Pepperdine.

WILLIE ZUNIGA
President, Grifols Biologicals Inc. 
Willie Zuniga is the President of Grifols Biologicals Inc. located in Los 
Angeles, California. Within this role, Willie is responsible for overseeing 
the Los Angeles site, including all Manufacturing, Quality, Research 
and Development, Environmental Health and Safety, Finance and 
Compliance Training operations.

Prior to his current role, Willie was the Vice President of 
Manufacturing for Alpha Therapeutic Corporation. In addition, his 
professional career included Director and Manager level positions in the 
Manufacturing, Production Planning and Materials Management areas. 

Raised in the community of El Sereno, Willie graduated from Wilson 
High School. He received his Bachelors of Science, Business Administration 
degree at California State University, Los Angeles. He has served on the City 
of Los Angeles Workforce Investment Board working with the Mayor and City 
Council to develop strategic initiatives, encourage regional training invest-
ments and coordinate development efforts in the area. He continues to be 
a champion for Education and Workforce Development in the County of Los 
Angeles, including supporting the GO East LA, a cradle to career program; an 
advocate for youth empowerment efforts that promote STEM and secondary 
education; participation in four industry alliance boards; and a leader in the 
creation of certificate programs to promote greater employment in the area.

Willie’s career has spanned over 35 years in Los Angeles. Today, 
he remains focused and committed to saving lives with the products 
manufactured by the dedicated employees of Grifols

ANDREW CHAVEZ
Supervisor, Grifols Biologicals Inc.
Andrew Chavez remembers the struggles of growing-up in Long Beach, 
California while being raised by a single mother. “My mother was my 
anchor. She was strict and continuously emphasized — school, school, 
school.” While attending Mayfair High School, Andrew took a career 
aptitude test, which identified possible fields of interests. His best-suited 
fields included electrical, waste water and the sciences. When exploring 
the sciences, he found a specific interest in Chemistry. After a high school 
field trip to Los Angeles Trade Technical College (LATTC), Andrew found 
a post-secondary institution to call home. He graduated from LATTC’s 
Chemical Technology program in 2011.

Immediately after his graduation, Andrew began working at Grifols, 
a biopharmaceutical company located in the community of El Sereno, 
California. He was hired as an entry-level technician in the Albumin 
department. Within two years of his employment, Andrew was promoted 
to a Tech 2, Group Lead and his current position, Supervisor.

When reflecting on the benefits of the LATTC program, Andrew 
recognizes learning the basics of processing and what to expect in the 
industry. He also attributes his post-secondary experience to enhancing 
his skill set, including the ability to deal with his growing staff and diffi-
cult situations. In the future, Andrew wants to continue his development 
and involvement in the company. His biggest influencers continue to be 
his mother and daughter. With his supportive background, individual 
motivation and personal initiative, Andrew continues to reach and meet 
his goals, daily.

JAN PERRY
General Manager of the Los Angeles Economic and Workforce 
Development Department (EWDD)
EWDD provides a broad range of programs offering assistance to business, 
job seekers and disconnected youth. All of EWDD’s programs are designed 
to help build local business and strengthen the workforce. In addition to 
running 17 WorkSource Centers and 16 YouthSource Centers in areas of 
high unemployment, EWDD also administers nine Business Source Centers 
offering entrepreneurs informational workshops, access to capital and 
help with loan packages.

As the former 9th District City Councilmember representing 
Downtown, Little Tokyo, and South Los Angeles, Ms. Perry led catalytic 
projects such as LA Live, Our Lady of Angels Cathedral and the new Police 
Administrative Building.
Ms. Perry’s leadership over a decade brought in $15 million in investment, 
$40 million in new tax revenue for the City of Los Angeles, and 90,000 
full-time jobs. Her years in office also saw the development of more than 
1,000 units of supportive housing to shelter the homeless and people 
suffering from mental illness and substance abuse. Ms. Perry earned a 
bachelor’s degree in journalism and a master’s degree in public adminis-
tration from the University of Southern California.

 MARITZA DUBIE-URIBE (Moderator)
Youth Programs Manager at Los Angeles County Community  
and Senior Services

"Research and Clinical Practice: Graduate Track 
Careers" panelists
JUAN ENRIQUE ARGÜELLES MORALES
USC Viterbi School of Engineering doctoral student,  
biomechanical engineering
Enrique Argüelles received his B.S. in Mechatronics Engineering from 
the National Autonomous University of México (UNAM). He is currently 
working towards his PhD in Biomedical Engineering at USC. Mr. Argüelles 
is interested on designing and developing medical devices for neuro-
motor recovery and rehabilitation. His current work includes developing 
data-driven models to describe the physiological mechanisms under-
lying deep brain stimulation on the treatment of movement disorders in 
children, and the study of spinal and transcortical responses to external 
perturbations for rapid corrective movements.

ITE A. LAIRD-O RINGA (Moderator)
Associate Dean for Graduate Affairs Director, Programs in Biomed-
ical and Biological Sciences, USC
Dr. Ite Laird-O ringa is an Associate Professor of Surgery and of Biochem-
istry and Molecular Biology at USC. She obtained her BS, MS and PhD in 
Medical Biochemistry at the University of Leiden, in the Netherlands. After 
a postdoctoral fellowship at Harvard Medical School in Boston, she joined 
the USC faculty in 1996, starting her lung cancer research at the Norris 
Comprehensive Cancer Center.

Her laboratory’s research is focused on methods for early detec-
tion of all lung cancer types and genetic lung cancer risk, as well as the 
molecular basis for lung cancer development and the body’s immune 
response to lung cancer.

Besides being a passionate lung cancer researcher, Dr. Laird-O ringa 
is highly committed to the education of young scientists. She mentors 
USC undergraduates, Master’s students, PhD students, postdoctoral and 
clinical fellows and a variety of summer students in her own lab.

She is the director of USC’s Programs in Biomedical and Biological 
Sciences (PIBBS) and teaches epigenetics, molecular biology/genetics, 
and a semester-long grant writing class called Writing in the Biomedical 
and Biological Sciences.

MARÍA DE FÁTIMA REYES MSIV
Keck School of Medicine of University of Southern California
María de Fátima Reyes, is a fourth year medical student at Keck School of 
Medicine at the University of Southern California. Fátima values mentoring 
high school and undergraduate students and serves as Chair of Mentorship 
for Latino Medical Student Association (LMSA-West) and is a member of 
the National Mentorship Committee for LMSA-National. In both roles, she 
desires to connect student and mentors to empower and motivate students 
interested in careers in medicine. As a  rst year medical student, she 
launched a bilingual randomized control trial assessing the use of mindful- 
ness practices and language adequate patient education and its e ects on 
patient physiologic and psychological stress. Ms. Reyes is completing her 
clinical education at USC+LAC Medical Center and looks forward to helping 
provide healthcare for underserved areas in Los Angeles.

IVAN ALBERTO TRUJILLO PRIEGO
USC Division of Biokinesiology and Physical Therapy,  
doctoral student, Biokinesiology
Ivan Alberto Trujillo Priego is a PhD student in Biokinesiology at the Univer-
sity of Southern California. His research focuses on motor control and 
motor learning, speci cally in the early identi cation of motor disorders. To 
accomplish this, he makes of use of diverse technologies such as wearable 
sensors, electroencephalography and electromyography which facilitate 
the acquisition of physiological measurements. He received his Bachelor 
degree in Mechatronic Engineering from the National Autonomous Univer-
sity of Mexico (UNAM) and his Master’s degree in Biomedical Engineering 
from Viterbi School of Engineering at USC. Mr. Trujillo Priego is a recipient 
of the Consejo Nacional de Ciencia y Tecnología, CONACyT scholarship.
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OCTOBER 1, 2016 
A. CA State Senate President pro tempore Kevin de León,  
SD 24, (center), Grifols Biologicals president Willie Zuniga 
(center right), and USC vice president for government relations 
Martha Escutia (center, second row) with families who attended 
the Biotech Decade event; B. Plenary speaker Carlo Noriega, 
USC alumnus and former NASA astronaut; C. Jomar Mendoza, 
a graduate student in aerospace engineering at the USC Viterbi 
School of Engineering; D. CA State Senator Ed Hernandez,  
SD 22, during opening remarks; E. Plenary speaker Diana 
Ramos, USC alumna and physician; F. Carlos Noriega with Boyle 
Heights promotoras, community health advocates who worked 
as event guides; G. Jan Perry of Los Angeles Economic and 
Workforce Development; Theda Douglas of USC government 
partnerships and programs, and Willie Zuniga of Grifols 
Biologicals; H. More than 600 attendees — educators, students, 
jobseekers, and parents — participated in the day’s workshops 
and outdoor resource fair; I.  Enrique Arguelles, a doctoral 
student in biomechanics engineering in the USC Viterbi School of 
Engineering.; J. USC senior vice president of university relations 
Thomas Sayles, Univision “A Primera Hora” host Gabriela 
Teissier, speaker Diana Ramos, speaker Carlos Noriega,  
USC vice president of government relations Martha Escutia;  
K. CA State Senator Kevin de León (SD 24) during closing 
remarks.; L. Grifols supervisor Andrew Chavez discusses his 
career in biotech; M. Middle school and high school students 
gathered to learn about opportunities in graduate degree 
programs; N. Students took the opportunity to pose questions 
about space exploration and career exploration during the 
plenary session.  (All photos by Gus Ruelas and David Sprague.)
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The University of Southern California is working 
to make East Los Angeles a hub for biotech 
research.

“(W)e’re hoping to develop our biotech industry 
in order to basically keep our students and stop 
the brain drain,” says Martha Escutia, USC’s vice 
president of government relations.

The effort picked up steam in 2012, when 
the Los Angeles County Board of Supervisors 
commissioned a master plan for developing 
a local biotech industry that could make L.A. 
competitive with similar initiatives in San 
Francisco and San Diego.

The quest to develop a biotech center stems in 
part from the unavailability of local jobs in the 
field. In 2010, higher education institutions in 
Los Angeles County graduated more than 5,000 
students with bioscience-related degrees. 
Many, however, have had to leave the region to 
find work. It took L.A. county nearly a decade, 
from 2001 to 2010, to add just 4,500 bioscience 
jobs, according to the master plan. Among the 
regional impediments for biotech firms is a lack 
of laboratory and office space close to research 
universities.

A biotech hub would expand USC’s existing 
medical campus in East L.A. and is a high 
priority for USC president C.L. Max Nikias, who 
says dozens of biotech startups with roots in 

USC research have left the region to set up shop.
“We are at the dawn of this new technological 
revolution, which is biotech,” Nikias says. “I 
don’t want us to be marginalized or fall behind 
in this new industrial revolution.”

‘Why wouldn’t the local community want to 
receive benefits in terms of jobs, research 
opportunities for their students; why wouldn’t 
people want that?’

To that end, he says, USC has recruited dozens 
of professors in bioscience fields over the past 
several years. Research institutes on brain 
science, Alzheimer’s treatment and diabetes 
and obesity are located at the  university.

USC’s proposal for a biotech hub is a partner-
ship with the California Institute of Technology, 
whose scientists would potentially be able to 
locate their startups in the area; and the Los 
Angeles Unified School District. Nikias envisions 
establishing a training center in the area for high 
school and community college graduates who 
want biotech jobs.

Officials at USC say the hub could create 3,000 
construction and 4,000 permanent jobs that 
would provide employment opportunities in the 
largely Latino, low-income neighborhood.
‘It is going to change the complexion of the 
neighborhood, literally.’

“Now why wouldn’t we want to have that in 
L.A.?” Escutia says. “And why wouldn’t the local 
community want to receive benefits in terms of 
jobs, research opportunities for their students; 
why wouldn’t people want that?”

But county officials have told USC that to move 
forward with the proposal, the university must 
first address the concerns of the area’s existing 
community.

“It is going to change the complexion of the 
neighborhood, literally,” says Abel Salas, a poet 
who lives and works out of a warehouse space a 
few blocks north of the USC expansion site. He 
and others worry it could displace residents and 
won’t live up to the promise of job training for 
young people.

“It doesn’t seem realistic to expect people 
who are among the poorest and least likely to 
graduate from high school … to suddenly be 
trained or retrained to have a biotech job, and 
what’s going to happen to them?”

The university held its first community infor-
mation meeting on Saturday. If the plan moves 
forward, it also requires a land deal between 
USC and L.A. County, which is still being 
hammered out.

USC Looks to Make East L.A. a Hub for Biotech

KQED ww2.kqed.org

Shelsy Aragon was nervous.

The 14-year-old was standing in front of hundreds of 
people in a packed room at East Los Angeles College, a 
microphone hot in her hand.

She had a question for former NASA astronaut Carlos 
Noriega and OBGYN Diana Ramos: how, as a female 
and a Latina, could she avoid stereotyping as she pursues 
a career in STEM — science, technology, engineering 
and math.

“My seventh-grade teacher inspired me. She told me 
there aren’t a lot of women in STEM careers,” said 
Aragon, who lives in Lincoln Heights. “I want to change 
that, but I’m not sure [how].”

“Mija, you have already done it by standing up to talk,” 
Ramos responded.

Then the room broke into applause. Aragon broke down 
in tears.

Aragon was there with her family on Saturday for 
Preparing for the Biotech Decade, a free bilingual 
community event put on by USC, aiming to engage the 
communities of East Los Angeles on all things STEM.

Local families came to hear a discussion between 
Noriega and Ramos, moderated by Univision’s Gabriela 
Teissier, and attend workshops on biotech jobs and 
planning for a STEM education.

Forge ahead

Trojans Noriega and Ramos gave advice on forging 
ahead in STEM — even when there are naysayers or 
bumps along the way.

“The only doors 
closed are the 
ones we refuse to 
open,” Noriega 
said.

Aragon said the 
event gave her a 
push in the right  
direction.

“It inspired me a 
lot because I grew 
up in a commu-
nity that always 
brought me down, 
being a woman 
of color,” she said, tearing up again. “I want to change 
that — that percentage, that stereotype. I always told my 
parents: ‘Mom, dad, I want to change the world.’”

A recent report commissioned by Los Angeles County 
showed that the area wasn’t living up to its potential as 
a biotech hub, pointing to a growing need to retain its 
university graduates and attract more venture capital. 
This is something USC aims to conquer with its plans 
for an East L.A. biotech park to house startups, keeping 
scientists and engineers in town, according to USC 
President C. L. Max Nikias.

Besides Aragon, many young people braved the micro-
phone, asking what Noriega saw from space (answer: a 
“gorgeous moving map” – Earth) and what to do if you’re 
not good in math (answer: seek resources).

Many of the approximately 600 attendees at the event 
had elementary school-age children. Jonas Rosas and 
Maria Bautista brought their 8-year-old son Kevin 

Rosas. He has the periodic table memorized and said he 
wanted to be a scientist.

When asked why she wants to prepare him early, 
Bautista responded, translated from Spanish: “We desire 
a better future for him.”

She wants to give her son opportunities she didn’t and 
see him make a name for himself in the world, she said.

“We wanted to make sure that the people living in these 
communities know that the future is really in STEM 
careers and they need to start focusing now on pursuing 
those careers,” said Thomas S. Sayles, USC senior vice 
president for university relations.

Sayles said it’s important to have the conversation, even 
for those as young as 8 years old.

The event is part of a larger effort of USC, pushing 
STEM opportunities in the communities surrounding 
its campuses in both South Los Angeles and Boyle 
Heights — such as STAR, a program that allows high 
school students to do medical research with students 
at the Keck School of Medicine of USC. Aragon is an 
example of this community effort as well. She’s a student 
at USC East College Prep, a charter school developed by 
the USC Rossier School of Education.

“I could have been sleeping in, but I woke up, took a 
shower and said ‘Dad, we need to go. It’s going to help 
me for my future,’” Aragon said.

That’s the attitude.

USC NEWS news.usc.edu

Shelsy Aragon’s emotional moment at the 
the conference. (USC Photo/Gus Ruelas)
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USC NEWS news.usc.edu

Carlos Noriega ’81 knows the importance of a STEM 
education, one focused on science, technology, engineer-
ing and math. Born in Lima, Peru, and raised in Santa 
Clara, he saw his parents work hard  — his father was a 
cabinet-maker, his mother a housekeeper  — to put him 
in a position to attain higher education. After getting 
a bachelor’s degree in computer science from USC and 
two master’s degrees, he went on to become an astronaut 
and log more than 500 hours in space, including bring-
ing power to the International Space Station — which 
he says he can see from his yard some days.

Noriega, now retired, is a featured speaker at the 
Preparing for the Biotech Decade event Oct. 1. He sat 
down for 13 questions with USC News (his answers 
have been edited for length and clarity).

Favorite quote?
“The only closed doors are the ones you are willing 

to acknowledge.” I’m not sure if anyone’s actually said 
that other than me. But too many people assume that 
there are obstacles preventing their success so they don’t 
even try. You will only achieve if you try.

Favorite space food?
Shrimp cocktail with extra horseradish sauce, be-

cause most food tastes a little bland.

Favorite junk food?
I like really salty, thick-cut greasy potato chips. But 

you can’t take those in orbit because they break up when 
you take a bite and float everywhere.

Last book you read?
Brain candy was great relief from the technical 

reading I needed to do at NASA.  I’ve read the latest 
James Patterson, Clive Cussler, Tom Clancy or Dan 
Brown in the last couple weeks.

Why did you decide to be an astronaut?
It was a challenge out there that I knew I was quali-

fied for and just needed to try. I was also drawn to be part 
of something bigger than myself. The need to explore is 
part of human nature. I wanted to be a part of that.

If you get the chance to meet families that come to the Oct. 
1 Biotech event, what would you hope to pass on to them?

To never be afraid to dream of doing something big 
and to understand that working hard in school is the key 
to making those dreams come true. STEM subjects will 
best prepare you for a rapidly changing future.

Growing up in Peru and Southern California, your 
story is similar to many East and South L.A. families. 
Why is it important to stress STEM schooling and 
careers to these communities?

Too many people assume that personal achievement 
is tied to privilege, money, race. I can use my life story as 
an example for these families to understand that they too 
can be successful in their future endeavors if you have 
the right attitude.

We came to this country when I was 5 years old 
with me speaking no English. Even though my father 
would work two jobs to make ends meet, he would 
always emphasize the importance of studying hard and 
even pay a neighbor girl to talk to me in English so that 
my language skills would improve.

You’ve been in space for more than 500 hours. What’s 
that like?

In general, it’s terribly exciting to work in space. The 
biggest problem is that you will lose your stuff! It just 
floats away. If you’re lucky, you’ll find it by the ventilation 
fan inlet. But not always. So you gain a real appreciation 
for Velcro and duct tape.

What would you say was one of the most exciting 
points in your NASA career?

In 2000, my second flight [STS-97, aboard the 
Endeavour] gave me the opportunity to make my greatest 
contribution to human exploration. We prepared for over 
two years to conduct three space walks to install the first 
solar array, similar to solar panels, and radiators to the 
International Space Station. To this day I can step outside 
after sunset or before sunrise on the right days and see the 
shining station going by — full of astronauts and cosmo-
nauts advancing our knowledge and experience base to 
allow us to move beyond low earth orbit one day.

On the flip side, can you share a low point in your 
career and what you learned from it?

I was supposed to be the 10th commander of the 
International Space Station and was training as the 
backup to the sixth commander. After 18 months of 
training, during an underwater training activity in Rus-
sia, one of the doctors noticed something unusual with 
my heartbeat. Even though I was eventually cured of 
the problem, I was permanently eliminated from long-
duration spaceflight and would not be able to live on or 
command the International Space Station.

While grounded, I learned that I had other skills 
that I could apply to advance human exploration. I 

moved through several roles that ultimately led to being 
the director of safety, reliability and quality assurance 
for the Constellation Program. The program was mak-
ing great progress toward returning to the moon and 
ultimately journeying to Mars. Unfortunately, it was 
canceled by the current administration, another great 
disappointment.

You have attained two MS degrees on top of your BA 
from USC. How has education played a role in your 
life and why do you think it’s important?
From early childhood, my parents emphasized the im-
portance of doing well, actually my best, in school. Even 
though they had not gone to college, they made sure 
that I knew that the key to succeeding was doing well in 
school. I did so well that I was easily accepted by USC 
with a full Navy ROTC scholarship. There again I did 
well enough to finish in 3½ years.

The advanced degrees were critical to qualifying 
for the astronaut program. They were also important in 
learning how to learn again. After graduating from USC 
and going through flight school, all of my experiences 
had been operational flying. Grad school got my brain 
back in shape so that I was ready to learn more when I 
got to NASA.

What’s your dream for the future of space explora-
tion? Anything you hope to see in your lifetime?

I hope we can return to the moon soon with a regu-
lar presence that will prepare us for the more challenging 
task of traveling to and working on Mars.

What are probably the biggest misconceptions 
people have about working in space? Most of us just 
know about it from movies like The Martian.

Believe it or not, it is just another work location. It 
is unique, but you’ve got a job to do and have thousands 
of people counting on you to do a good job. You are their 
hands, eyes, ears, etc. They are professionals who are just as 
dedicated to accomplishing the mission. In some cases, it 
might be a scientist who has dedicated years of his profes-
sion just to get a couple hours of data. If you mess up, his 
investment was wasted. So you do everything you can to 
prepare to do a good job for someone you may never have 
met. I can’t say enough about the thousands of trainers, 
flight controllers, launch controllers, engineers, mainte-
nance technicians, etc., that make each mission a success. 
Astronauts tend to be the center of attention, but it is all 
the others who really make it a success.

Earlier, I mentioned duct tape. Well, I can recall 
saving at least one experiment where I used duct tape as 
a substitute for a broken latch. I can also remember tear-
ing apart two laptops to move parts around to get a criti-
cal computer to work before we rendezvoused with the 
Russian Mir space station on my first flight. I had the 
pilot, Eileen Collins, at my side with some duct tape to 
catch and trap any little screws that might float away. So 
I guess I have duct tape in common with The Martian.

Is there a moment that stands out in your career?
My most memorable experience in space was on 

my first flight to the Russian Mir space station. We 
had trained for about eight months, including a week 
in Russia, with the cosmonauts we would work with in 
space. They had also spent a week in Houston. Prior to 
that my commander, Charlie Precourt, had spent almost 
a year in Russia coordinating NASA training activities 
in Star City. He had actually become good friends with 
the future Mir commander, Vasily Tsibliyev.

I still recall a memorable evening on Mir where we 
made some fajitas using tortillas, irradiated chicken and 
steak and some salsa that we had brought. While eating 
I remember seeing Charlie and Vasily sitting by the 
window watching the Earth go by laughing and joking 
as the best of friends.

What made this moment particularly poignant was 
that they had traced their military careers and discovered 
that not too many years earlier they had been fighter 
pilots on opposing sides of the inter-German border 
ready to go into combat against each other on a mo-
ment’s notice. We can accomplish so many things if we 
just work together as we did in the International Space 
Station program.

USC NEWS news.usc.eduUNIVISION univision.com

“USC Promotes the Sciences to Children in Los Angeles”
Univision 34 Los Angeles, October 2, 2016

“If Your Child Likes Science, Don’t Miss This Biotechnology 
Forum”
Univision 34 Los Angeles, A Primera Hora, September 27, 2016
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Zuniga, who oversees all manufacturing, research 
and development, environmental health and safety, 
finance and compliance-training operations at 
Grifols, has partnered with USC and other area 
schools to funnel more students into the field of 
biotechnology.

“We’ve been talking for a number of years about 
creating a biotech corridor,” the Azusa resident said. 
“The STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering 
and Math) field is growing and we need to inform 
young adults and even children that this industry 
does exist and that there are good paying jobs in 
these fields.”

Grifols has a history of investing in neighboring 
communities, which has been a great source of 
pride for Zuniga.
In Los Angeles, the company’s efforts are focused 

on local youth and supporting postsecondary 
programs and education, including the Grifols 
Summer Science Academy. The two-week program 
is designed to inspire and encourage high school 
students to pursue careers in the STEM fields.

“We have entry-level positions for manufacturing 
technicians and the starting pay is about $35,000,” 
Zuniga said. “It has good benefits and educational 
reimbursement. It’s a good start for someone who 
wants to get into the field. But you can also contin-
ue your education and get promoted to the position 
of microbiologist or chemist with higher salaries.”

Grifols recently formed a partnership with USC to 
further expand its outreach to students.

“We’ve talked about potential R&D collabora-
tions,” Zuniga said. “And we’re starting to look at 

charitable organizations and where we can both 
help out. We’ve even provided some funding to 
help with events and we’re also sending some of our 
employees to USC to explain what we do.”

The company’s outreach has likewise made its way 
to Los Angeles Technical Trade College.

“We are actively hiring from there,” he said. “They 
offer associate degrees and certificate programs 
there. We also send over guest speakers, provide 
textbooks and give tours of our plant. And we guar-
antee a face-to-face interview with any graduates 
who are interested.”

USC spokesman Tom Sayles said his school is 
firmly behind the push to guide more students into 
the field of biotechnology.

“We believe that the key to the foreseeable future 
will be in medical and scientific discovery,” he said. 
“But we need to develop an infrastructure and we’d 
like to do that in the Boyle Heights area because 
that’s where our medical school is located.”

The infrastructure Sayles is referring to would 
consist of equipment, lab and research space, office 
space and a variety of other amenities.

“It’s the notion of a biotech park, a center where you 
have all the services you need to make medical dis-
coveries, from financing, to conducting research and 
clinical trials and being able to work with patients,” 
he said. “The key is interaction between all of these 
disciplines.”

Sayles is one of Zuniga’s biggest fans.

“He’s extraordinary,” Sayles said. “He’s a civic leader 
in Boyle Heights and he hires locally and supports 
community events. He works with local schools 
and so do we. It’s a natural coalition between the 
two of us.”

Zuniga and some of his employees will be on hand 
Saturday for a USC-sponsored “Preparing for the 
Biotech Decade” event at East Los Angeles Col-
lege. The free educational and workforce develop-
ment program will run from 8:30 a.m. to noon.

Event highlights will include a panel, “Science and 
Engineering as Pathways to Individual Success and 
Building a Culture of Exploration,” featuring for-
mer NASA astronaut Carlos I. Noriega and others.
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Los Angeles may be known for its glitz and glamour, 
but city boosters hope it will one day soon compete 
with the likes of San Francisco as a force in biotech-
nology, with an East L.A. biotech corridor serving as a 
jobs magnet and innovation center.

To plant seeds that could lead to that future, a consor-
tium of universities and colleges will host a family-
friendly bilingual event on Oct. 1 called “Preparing 
for the Biotech Decade.” The half-day event at East 
Los Angeles Community College is jointly organized 
by USC, California Institute of Technology, East Los 
Angeles College, Los Angeles Trade Technical College, 
Los Angeles Unified School District and California 
State University L.A. Moderated by Univision news 
anchor Gabriela Teissier, the “summit” will concentrate 
on workforce development – including workshops and 
appearances by an astronaut and medical professionals.

“We encourage families to come because there’s 
something for everybody in a family,” said Martha M. 
Escutia, vice president for Government Relations at 
USC. “We’re hoping that by doing more summits, we 
bring the issue of biomed to the community so that 
first of all, they’re not afraid of it, and second of all, 
they could see that it has relevance to their lives.”

“We have to make sure that our students are repre-
sented in engineering fields and in the biological 
fields,”she added.

A vision for an Eastside Biotech Corridor

For years, a consortium has worked to create a viable 
biotechnological hub in the city’s Eastside — between 
California State University, Los Angeles and LAC + 
USC Medical Center. As part of that plan, USC aims 

to build by build a Biotechnology Park adjacent to 
its Health Sciences Campus in Boyle Heights, with 
University President C.L. Max Nikias as one of its 
biggest boosters.

“California is home to two major biotechnology hubs 
— San Francisco and San Diego — but Los Angeles 
has been left behind,” Nikias wrote in a 2015 op-ed in 
the Los Angeles Times. “The paradox is that universi-
ties in Los Angeles County produce more than 5,000 
graduates in biotechnology-related fields each year, 
compared with 2,800 in San Francisco-Oakland-
Fremont. However, it’s San Francisco that attracted 
$1.15 billion in biotechnology investment in 2013, 
compared with a paltry $45 million here. No wonder, 
then, that so many of our graduates head north.”

A biotech corridor, its backers say, would bring together 
educational institutions, training facilities, corporations 
and the local community.

A graduate student hopes to launch a 
biotech startup in an Eastside corridor

Ivan Alberto Trujillo-Priego, a PhD student studying 
biokinesiology at USC, would welcome the opportuni-
ties for East L.A. students if a biotech corridor here 
becomes a reality.

For the eastside Latino community, he said, a biotech 
corridor may seem “like something alien, but maybe 
this will help bring biotechnology closer and…
motivate them to get into this field.”

The 29-year-old first became interested in biotech-
nology while working toward his Bachelor’s degree in 
Mechatronic Engineering at the National Autonomous 

University of Mexico (UNAM).

“I noticed an opportunity to apply my knowledge 
helping others, so that’s what motivated me to start my 
track into the biotech field,” the Mexico native said.

The biotech corridor has yet to come to fruition, 
but Trujillo-Priego is staying put, with dreams of 
launching his own startup company in Los Angeles and 
dedicating himself to researching infant development 
and rehabilitation – a decision that the biotech corridor 
idea’s boosters hope more students will make.  

For more information about the summit, visit http://
biotech.usc.edu/biotechdecade/

“Preparing for the Biotech Decade”

When: Saturday, October 1 from 8:30 a.m.-12 p.m.

Where: East Los Angeles Community College, 1301 
Avenida Cesar Chavez, Monterey Park
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By Martha Ramirez

Ninth grader Alexandra 
Canjura, 14, puts on 
protective eye ware before 
conducting an experiment at 
Bravo Magnet High School. 

above: Arieh Warshel poster 
contest winners 1st place, 
11th grader Raquibul Mollah, 
17, 2nd place, 9th grader 
Jin Yi, 14 and 3rd place, 9th 
grader Alexandra Canjura, 
14, show off their winning 
posters at Bravo Magnet 
High School. 

left: 11th grader Raquibul 
Mollah, 17, prepares his 
experiment at Bravo Magnet 
High School. 
(Photos by Gus Ruelas)
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