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Dark side of the boom

SoCal PRis in the doldrums, but agencies are staying positive. By David Ward

Despile its relative proximity to the
make-believe world of Hollywood,
the San Diego/Orange County region
found 2002 was more like a hard dose
of reality TV,

Maost of the major industries that
reside in this 120-mile coastal stretch
running from Los Angeles to the
Mexican border are still being
impacted by the national economic
slowdown. And despite some bright
spots, most notably automobiles and
residential real estate, no one is quite
sure when the overall business in the
area will begin to pick up.

1f there was some good news, it was
that most area agencies managed 1o
finish 2002 with their doors still open,
ang afew even figured out waysto gen-
erate some healthy growth.

But both corporate communications

fessionals and agency executivesin

authern California stress that for the
most part these remain challenging
times for Southern California PR.

“We placed an enormous amount of
business last year to basically end the
year flat again,”says Michael Busselen,
GM of Fleishman-Hillard's San Diego
office. “Over the last two years, the
amount of new business won and the
level of revenue it brought in was just
as strong as three or four years ago.
Unfortunately, there’s been a contin-
ved reduction in budgets of the clients
we work with.”

Indeed, there isa growing reluctance
among some companiesin the region 1o
commit to an agency on a long-term
retainer basis “We run a very lean cor-
porale communications department,”
explains Bill Blanning, senior director

i Irvine-

makes up for in economic diversity.
Orange County is the focal point for a
surprisingly wide variety of industries,
including medical dingnostic tools, &
large chunk of the auto sector, and
what's left of the aerospace business.

What attracts companies to the area
arethesame aspects that make ita good
location for a PR agency: affordability
combined with easy ac 10 major
markets. “Our cost structure is lower,
which gives us a hit of a competitive

ofmgx)m fe
based tech company Broadcom. “We
donot use an agency perse.”

Anotherissue facing agencies is that
while there are w\-cl:flhigh-pmﬁic
firms in the area, such as Broadcom,
Qualeomm, and Gateway, there may
not be quite enough of them,

“San Diego and Orange County for
the most part have a lot of emerging
small to midsize companies with bud-
gets that are typically $10,000 a month,
and generally that is perfect for the
freelancers to handle,” explains Jim
Delulio, head of the Orange County-
based PR Talent recruitment and free-
lance placement agency. “To build a
large 30-,40-, or $-person shop in this
market, you have 1o build a brand
locally and then reach elsewhere.”

But others argue that what the
region lacks in huge corporations, it

Limited local media opportuni

One of the hurdles to executing PR
efforts in the region is the limited
reach of the Jocal media. In San
Diego, there are only a finite number
of media uul}g;:,;:ﬂjgsl nneumz_ijor
nes ¥ i non-
Tnm?fnd.as Counnzyeggmns.
director of media relations for the
Legoland theme park, points out,
there are only so many Umesina year
that voucan pitch it.

“In - times where we're all
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i} " explains David Paine, pres-
ident of Irvine-based Paine PR_“And
frankly, there's a lot more business in
Orange County than there is in LA.
‘There are more companies. A lot of the
work in LA is from companies that are
not based there, but feel the need for a
West Coast presence.”

Auto focus

The industry that continues to provide
work is automobiles. While Orange
County received a scare recently when
Lincoln-Mercury decided 1o move its
hemﬁuancn back to Michigan, Jenni-
fer McLean, VPidirector of PR at
Irvine-based O'Leary and Partners,

ing folks move back 1
engineering and a lot of
sti %oingmmmc from

Christine Bock, mana
the Costa Mesa-based
cialty shop Bock Cor
adds that Orange Couny
be a great location for ar
global focus “It’s very
hoponaplanein LA an
or Hong Kong,"says Boc

“There aren't a
lot of big national
companies

headquartered
here that hire a lot
of local agencies”

Michael Olguin
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While they both shar
major industry, San Diﬁ
County continued in 2
callyevolve along differ
Diego got a bit of a boost earlier this
year when it served as host city for the
Super Bowl. Butinmany waysthe city’s
economy has been a bit more fragile in
that a few of its main industries - most
notably wireless telecoms - continue
toremain flat or down.

bubble was going to burst so we shifted
to wireless. But of course it's selling off
at asimilarrate. Right now our business
is balanced between b-to-b and life sci-
ences, whichincludes wellness, medical

Ind biotech.”
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ssiomals and agency
e o SAY they still receive
a huge number of résumés each week,
but stress that the salaries for PR exec-
utives in the region seem to have stabi-
lized. They add that an account execu-
tive with three or four years’ experience
canexpect $45,000t0 855,000 annually,
about the same level vou can getin Los
Angeles, although obviously less than
someone with the same level of experi-
ence would get in New York. “The
salary %‘:‘Imlh is around 5%." says
Paine, “That’s modest at best, but it's
still an improvement over lg
when there wasn't any growth.”

As for what the future holds for the
region, the prevailing attitude is that it
simply has to get better. “Companies
that have done without marketing and
PR for the past two years, they re start-
ing tofeelit,so I'm optimistic about the
coming vear,"says Lisa Zwick, SVPand
GM of Orange County’s Benjamin
Group,a Weber Shandwick company.

Mc]Lzan is more cautious “] haven't
seen alot of clear and tangible evidence
of a rebound,” he says. “But a ot of

panies are taking fthe
lull tosay, Okay,these are the things we
need tofixnow. Sothere’s opportunity
in this lull, especially for firms like ours
that are more strategic than general.”

o See PRWeek Contact for details

of mare than 150 PR firms based in
the San Df’:&o and Orange County
region. PRWeek Contact can be pur-
chased at www.prweek.com, or by
calling (646) 638-6062. Subscribers
can access this information online
atno charge.
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