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Diesel Techs in Demand
Good-paying, blue-collar jobs aren’t a thing of the past; 
mechanics pulling in six fi gures and fi rms need more workers

Future technician students tour the Peterson Caterpillar shop in San Leandro. 
PHOTO BY JIM KNOWLES

Technicians wanted. Travel 
the world. Work on state-of-the-
art equipment. Excellent pay. 

That must be a job in comput-
ers, right? Guess again. 

This isn’t Google or Face-
book. It’s working on diesel 
engines.

There is a huge demand for 
diesel mechanics, or technicians 
as they’re now called. Peterson 
Tractor in San Leandro, one of the 
biggest Caterpillar dealers there 
is, hosted a “Future Tech Day” on 
a Saturday earlier this month to 
give students a peek at careers in 
diesel and related industries. 

World travel is no joke. If 
a technician is free to travel, 
the opportunity is there. Those 
scientifi c stations at the South 
Pole are powered by Caterpillar 
mobile power plants that run on 
diesel. 

Those diesel power units 
need maintenance and repairs 
at the poles, in Africa, India and 
other countries worldwide, and 
Peterson sends them there. And 
when disaster strikes, those units 
can restore electricity to a whole 
town. 

“When I came in, diesel was 
dirty, oily, but it’s pretty incred-
ible technology today,” said 
Peterson Tractor recruiter Ted 
Fleming. 

The program was co-hosted 
by Cook’s Collision, McKevitt 
Volvo, and Universal Technical 
Institute (UTI) in Sacramento, 
which trains technicians. Eighty-
eight percent of the tech school’s 
graduates fi nd jobs in the fi eld, 
said UTI’s president Tess Do-
bois-Carey. 

Peterson staff took the stu-
dents on a tour of their two San 
Leandro facilities, on Teagarten 
Street and Marina Boulevard, and 
then to Cook’s Collision and to 

McKevitt Volvo so students could 
get a glimpse of where they might 
fi nd a job in the future. 

“Body technicians make six 
fi gures, that’s common,” Cook’s 
regional manager Doug Marey 
told the students as he led a tour 
of the shop. “The painters make 
six fi gures, too. Right now is a 
great opportunity.” 

 One of the new students at 
UTI, Andrew Torres of Walnut 
Creek, said he’s always been 
interested in cars and how they 
work. 

“I’ve liked cars since I was 
a kid, looking at them and learn-
ing how they work,” Torres said. 
“A friend of mine saw the (UTI) 
campus and I thought it would be 
a good place to go.” 

Peterson Caterpillar employ-
ees took the students and their 
parents through their main shop 
on Marina Boulevard where 
giant earth-moving equipment 
comes in for maintenance and 
repair. A complete rebuild of one 

of these machines can take three 
months. 

Ted Fleming of Peterson  
gave the students a brief his-
tory of the fourth-generation, 
family-owned business with 
dealerships throughout Northern 
California and Oregon and 1,500 
employees – selling and repairing 
trucks, tractors, bulldozers and 
generators. 

Peterson looks for employ-
ees who are good workers who 
have integrity and work well as 
a team, Fleming said. If you’re 
right for the job and want to 
travel, they send technicians to 
work on generators all over the 
country and around the world, 
he said. 

Another incoming student, 
Olena Brown of Roseville, spent 
seven years working for Mitsubi-
shi in her native Ukraine. She 
wants to eventually work her way 
up in management, but she be-
lieves learning to be a mechanic 
is the foundation of the business, 

so she’s going to school to learn 
the trade. 

“You can’t be a good manager 
unless you know how it works,” 
Brown said. “All the top manag-
ers have told me that.” 

Ernie Lafever runs the Pe-
terson’s mobile repair trucks 
– repair shops on wheels – that 
cover Northern Califonia. He told 
the students about the job, as an 
example of another branch of the 
company they could get into. 

Peterson depends on schools 
like UTI now because public 
schools no longer train enough 
students in shop. 

“Schools have done away 
with shop,” Lefever said. “That’s 
hurting us, and it makes you guys 
suffer, too.” 

The baby-boom generation 
are retiring, so lots of jobs are 
opening up, said Tess Dobois-
Carey, president of UTI’s Sacra-
mento campus. 

“You guys are going to be in 
high demand,” she said. 
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Applications are being ac-
cepted for the Marea Alta apart-
ments, the affordable housing 
project that’s being built across 
from the San Leandro BART 
station.

The apartment building are 
run by BRIDGE Housing which 
expects to get up to 18,000 appli-

Despite having to step down 
from a previous city job earlier 
this year because of nepotism 
laws, Mayor Pauline Cutter’s 
adult daughter Jessica is still 
working for the city of San 
Leandro. 

Her new position is with the 
city’s recreation department, just 
as her old job was. 

But because the position is 
hourly and “temporary” instead 
of salaried, it does not violate 
the law, according to Deputy City 
Manager Eric Engelbart.

Jessica Cutter, 32, has worked 
on and off for the city since 2002. 
She was hired in late 2015 for 
the job of project coordinator for 
the city’s recreation department 
until the nepotism issue surfaced 
and she resigned that position in 
February. 

A recruitment notice was put 
out by the city for that permanent 
position and Cutter was chosen 
as the most qualifi ed applicant, 
according to the city. When she 
could no longer have that job, 
she transitioned to the part-time 
position, Engelbart said.

In her current temporary po-

sition, Cutter receives an hourly 
wage of of $34.11 and her assign-
ment is set to end on June 30. En-
gelbart said there is no indication 
she will continue to work for the 
city past that date.
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