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FROM THE GROUND UP 
Thinking small has netted Jeffrey John Bitetti and BACCHUS Development big returns in OC’s commercial property market. A contrast to the high-rise office building, and more luxurious than the concrete tilt-up, BACCHUS has resurrected the small office building concept. 
By Steve Eddy 


“Do you want to buy a building? You’ve got to BELIEVE that you can buy a building,” says Jeffrey John Bitetti, who, after an obstacle-littered path to success, is today a major player in the OC commercial real estate industry. 

Belief in the possibilities is what Bitetti is all about. He is proof that persistence pays off, as he pilots his sleek black Mercedes sedan through the entrance of his firm’s latest project: the BACCHUS Signature Series, 40 spanking-new commercial buildings freshly unleashed on the Orange County market. 

Bitetti speaks gently, but with the urgency of an evangelist as he gestures left and right, extolling the Irvine Spectrum site’s virtues. This is no routine sales pitch, and Bitetti, often known as JJB (his monogrammed shirt cuffs prove it), is anything but a routine real estate salesman. 

“See the olive trees? The palm trees? The water feature? This isn’t as if you’re driving into an ordinary industrial concrete tilt-up,” he says. “Look at the distinction, the articulation, the steel-framed buildings – and we use a burnished block with blue reflective glass. Look at how much glass there is in these buildings! They’re glass jewel boxes! 

“They really provide the platform for any business to come in and paint on the canvas,” the executive vice president of Irvine’s BACCHUS Development (bacchusdev.com) rhapsodizes. “You create your own masterpiece.” 

Then he talks about a competing development: “A concrete tilt-up, very small windows, very boring.” A BACCHUS development boasts “a whole different feeling.” Will it cost more? “You get what you pay for,” Bitetti says. “We are the top of the market – in all respects.” 

Towering corporate headquarters are someone else’s concern – BACCHUS constructs buildings of 1,000 to 20,000 square feet, accommodating smaller businesses of various sizes, a market that the firm helped develop. Prior to BACCHUS, the concept for the small building for sale market was reinvigorated by Shaw Industrial Properties. BACCHUS has expanded on the idea and now boasts some of the finest small office building product in the Irvine Spectrum market. 

A 6,000-square-foot structure will cost “a couple of million,” he says, “but if you drive our building off the lot, it’s going to hold its value much more. Look at how beautiful it is!” 

He says his products are aimed at the successful, “forward-thinking” entrepreneur who is concerned about lease rates and “what you don’t have to show for it at the end of the day.” By buying a small building, the architect, engineer, lawyer or accountant – the owner of any thriving small concern – is essentially saying, “I’ve made it. I get it. I’m a businessman, and now I can own it.” 
If BACCHUS-built digs are the ideal place for some up-and-coming operation, BACCHUS itself is a most comfortable fit for Bitetti, 47, a devout Christian, former star athlete, doting father, accomplished musician and basic all-around rock ‘n’ roll guy who will burst into song at the drop of a hat. Want to buy a building from a dude who once headlined at the House of Blues? Or who sang the national anthem before a Lakers game? Bitetti’s your man. 

One can discuss a million topics with Bitetti, and commercial real estate is only the beginning. But, regardless of subject, the conversation will invariably revert to his core philosophy, one centered on faith in God, faith in people and faith in himself. All the while, whether showing off his product or simply lunching (hot sauce is mandatory), he’ll call you “Bro.” 

“I want to know about other people,” he says. “I want to grow. I want to reveal my soul to people and be transparent. I have no problem with being myself. If I can’t be myself, how can I expect you to be yourself?” 
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The foundation 
The road to BACCHUS began in Lubbock, Texas, where Bitetti was born, the youngest of 6 children. (Rock ‘n’ roll roots? His oldest brother played in a garage band with Buddy Holly, and Buddy had a crush on his sister. Bitetti began guitar lessons at age 5.) His father, the son of Italian tailors, ran a clothing shop. 

“I came from a wonderful foundation in life,” Bitetti says. “Dad was a good provider and the consummate people person. We weren’t 5-star, but the quality of life was 5-star.” 

The family later moved to Houston and, in 1970, to California, his father gravitating to the fledgling computer industry. In Newport Beach, Bitetti found a home. 

“It gave me an opportunity to be part of the fabric of the local community,” he says. Bitetti attended Mariners Elementary School, Ensign Junior High and Newport Harbor High School, acquiring friends that are still close today. He had leading roles in various school plays and long held the quarterback sack record at Newport Harbor. 

Bitetti went to USC, pledged with Sigma Chi fraternity and began working to support himself. He got a job loading freight for big money at the time – $10 an hour – but, a painful accident forced him to change course. 

“I thought, hey, I play music,” he remembers. With a friend, he formed a band that played regular gigs in Westwood and, on weekends, at The Cannery in Newport. They would play weddings, and they’d play anything, anywhere: the Grateful Dead, Van Morrison, Duke Ellington. 
“I learned that if someone is going to pay 5 bucks for a drink, you better know something that they want,” he says. 

With help from student loans, the music put him through college. Bitetti got a degree in communications arts and sciences in 1983, which he saw as naturally translating into the sales field. 
“Some of my buddies were going into real estate and making pretty big dough,” he says. “We were just coming out of a recession.” He went to work for Nexus Development, then moved to San Francisco to work pension investments for the Equitable. His mother died on his second day on the job, and he returned to Newport and Nexus. 

“We had a great run,” he recalls. Bitetti was instrumental in marketing nearly a million square feet of office space – the Nexus City Square along the Garden Grove Freeway in Orange and home to the Nexus Financial Center. 

“I learned a lot about the fundamentals of real estate,” he says, adding, “You gotta go after it.” 

When the building boom started waning, Bitetti went with Scher Voit. Later, he had a successful stint with Lighting Management Systems. 

Along the way, Bitetti’s faith has been tested many times. His dad died in 1993. And when his brother Randy died suddenly in 1994, he raised Randy’s 2 daughters. Ten years ago, coming out of a relationship, between jobs and trying to earn a living through music, Bitetti literally found himself on the street in Corona del Mar. He was driving his brother’s car, which was towed because he couldn’t afford to pay the registration. 

“I had no car, no place to live, no job. I had all my stuff in the car. At first I panicked. I thought, ‘Oh my God, you can’t do this.’ But I got my bags out of the car and said, ‘Thank you, God, for giving me feet to walk.’ Let’s start here. 

“You’ve gotta have faith in God,” he says. “That’s the first leg of my chair. Whether you’re Buddhist or Muslim or Jewish, you have to have a higher power, because it isn’t all about you, Bro. Somebody created it, and they can take it away in a heartbeat. I became an insulin-dependent diabetic 15 years ago. It was God saying, ‘I gotta get your attention, Jeff’.” 

Rebuilding 
“I never threw in the towel,” Bitetti says. In 1998, he joined a re-formed Nexus, which developed the twin-towers project at MacArthur Place in Santa Ana. In late 2002, when the company was between projects, Bitetti hooked up with Steve Bren. Actually, it was a reunion. 

“Steve Bren and I were best buddies in the 5th and 6th grades,” Bitetti says. “Steve’s background was in custom homes – he has a terrific eye for detail – and he had a vision of doing small buildings for sale in the Spectrum. One thing led to another.” 

That vision has led to much success – BACCHUS (named after the mythological god of wine) – has built about 160 units, and most are sold. And there are more projects on the drawing board. 
“The pipeline is good. Our niche is great,” he says. 
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Today, Bitetti is happily married – he met wife Gerrette in Newport Coast, where she was working for a developer. 
“Now I’m blessed with 2 beautiful little boys,” he says. They are Domino Lee Allard Bitetti, nearly 3, and Dante´ Lukas Bitetti, 17 months. And they are expecting another boy, who will be named Damien Lorenzo. 

“My father handed me the baton. Now I have the opportunity to hand the baton to my sons. They will carry with me the same things I carry. The legacy is so important.” 
Throughout his career, Bitetti has earned the respect of those who work for him, as well as people in fields related to commercial development. 


“He has made us the best team possible,” says Stephanie Zachan, BACCHUS’ director of marketing. “Everybody cares about each other’s success, and the success of our buyers. He’s a great guy. He truly loves everybody that he works with. He truly cares about [image: image4.png]'GROUNDUP _



every single person.” 

“Jeff is a real loyal guy and a real Orange County guy,” said Bobby Hatfield Jr., BACCHUS’ account executive at Fidelity National Title. “He was good enough to bring Fidelity in based on my relationship with him. I know him from the Newport Beach Athletic Club many years ago. For Jeff, it’s all about his roots.” 

It’s also about charity. Bitetti has been involved in several church music ministries, and last year he emceed the first “Rock For CHOC” fundraiser, helping to garner $102,000. He will do the duty at the event again on Nov. 3, as well as perform. 

“I can rock,” Bitetti says with a grin. “I can do Jagger better than Jagger. But you know what? I do Jeffrey John Bitetti, because that’s who I am.” OCM 

Steve Eddy is regular contributor to OC METRO Magazine. 

Bitetti family update from Jeff:
Damien Lorenzo Bitetti arrived at 12:53 PM, Monday, February 11, 2008, weighing in at 6 lbs. 6 oz. 20 inches long, happy and health! All good! Gerrette is doing great and this morning he gets to meet his Brothers Domino Lee and Dante' Lukas. Thank you for your thoughts and prayers. Looking forward to hooking up soon!
Always the best,
JJB
