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The top 10 business stories of 2010

BY DOUGLAS HANKS

The economic tide began to shift in 2010, but the waters remain choppy and foreboding. 

A brutal economy continued churning through South Florida — from foreclosed homes to the Home of the Whopper. But also there were signs of a momentum shift. Housing prices inched up from the bottom, cash registers became a bit busier, employers actually started adding jobs. And LeBron James moved to Miami — for whatever that’s worth. 

Welcome to Business Monday’s second annual ranking of the Top Business Stories of the Year. 

Our rules are simple: The stories get judged on impact to the economy, but also on their uniqueness to both South Florida and 2010 itself. For example: an historic buyers’ market in real estate had a dominant effect on the South Florida economy — but that was the case in 2008 and 2009, too. So no slot on the list for that. 

In the end, 2010 seems poised to be a transition year in the economic history of South Florida. For years, we’ll likely be using the phrase “the worst since 2009” as we describe economic figures. Last year looks like a bottom on many economic fronts. 

But, sadly, not all. The job market remains dismal, housing prices have only recently begun tip-toeing up on an incline. Bankruptcies continue to hit records. 

All of this will leave 2010’s ultimate import in doubt until this historic economic crash — and its fledgling recovery — play out. Is this the beginning of something better? Economists think so. But as the year comes to an end, they still sound uncertain. We’ll know more this time next year. 

1. STUBBORN UNEMPLOYMENT
On Jan. 1, 2010, Miami-Dade’s unemployment rate stood at 11.2 percent. As December wound to a close, it had gotten worse, hitting 13.3 percent.
Broward, a smaller labor market, ended at the same place it started: 10.8 percent.

With those numbers, the labor force ended the year mostly as it began — with unemployment at historic levels, and more than 250,000 people in South Florida listed as out of work. Beyond that, double-digit unemployment hung like a storm cloud over the economy — a reminder that a broad turnaround was still elusive. 

“It’s the clearest measure for the public of how the economy is doing,” said Robert Cruz, Miami-Dade’s chief economist. “The [unemployment] issue has dominated the whole year. By now, it should be reducing. That was the expectation at the beginning of the year.” 

2. RECOVERY
It may not be noticeable in your neighborhood, in your paycheck, or certainly from any time spent in an unemployment office. But still, the statistics show 2010 was more a year of gains than losses for the South Florida economy.
Nearly every measure showed improvement, albeit slight.

Taxable sales in Broward and Miami-Dade posted year-over-year gains in every month since January — a major turnaround from 2009, when every month saw a decline. 

The housing market finally seemed to bounce up from the bottom in 2010. This fall, single-family homes in both Broward and Miami-Dade saw modest price increases from the previous year this fall. 

Hotel tax collections grew throughout all of 2010, after a year of straight monthly losses in 2009. And a wave of foreclosures on commercial property mostly failed to materialize. 

Even the labor market showed some glimmers of improvement. The latest labor reports showed South Florida companies employed about 10,000 more people than they did a year earlier. Only a growing labor force is keeping unemployment levels from dropping. 

“I think the recovery began in 2010, but if you had to choose a single word to describe it, it would be tepid,” said Sean Snaith, an economist at the University of Central Florida. “It’s just going to be a very slow, prolonged period. We’re in a very deep hole.”

But for a recession many feared was heading for a depression, the change in conversation to the upside left 2010 a clear turning point for the economy. 

3. NO MORE BULK DEALS
A funny thing happened in 2010: Developers sold most of their condo units in downtown Miami. 
In late October, a New York investor paid $142 million for the loan behind Everglades on the Bay — a deal that included 672 of the downtown condo tower’s 849 units. Those were the ones builder Cabi Downtown couldn’t sell, and they also represented the last big batch of “developer units” in the downtown market. 

“This was the last one standing,” said Peter Zalewski, founder of the website and brokerage condovultures.com. “Every [investor] group took a run at it.” 

The milestone captured a surprising element to South Florida’s epic condo meltdown — a collapse that largely played out in the new high-rises of downtown Miami. 

While prices imploded, developers actually got one thing right. People wanted to live in those buildings. They’re mostly full and, as 2010 came to a close, mostly sold. 

“Fort Lauderdale will be cleaned out of inventory by the end of the year. Miami has about 21 percent inventory remaining by the end of the year,” Zalewski said. He added that with the coastal condo markets mostly sold out of developer units, investors looking for bulk deals will be shopping failed suburban projects in 2011.

“Everyone will be heading west of I-95,” he said. 

4. FALL OF THE STERN LAW FIRM
The robo-signing scandal — when banks faced charges of running foreclosure factories fueled by shoddy paperwork — played out in lightning speed in Plantation, hammering one of the region’s top players in the mortgage business.
The Stern law firm grew to 1,100 workers as a foreclosure processor. Then it was accused of document tampering and other paperwork short-cuts in an effort to rush through home seizures — part of a a national scandal known as “robo-signing.” 

As mortgage giants Freddie Mac and Fannie Mae halted transactions with Stern and state investigators announced probes of the firm, the publicly traded company shed hundreds of workers and watched its stock price plunge from over $6 a share in June to just 50 cents. 

It was another reminder that when it comes to real estate troubles, South Florida remains very much at the center of the action. 

5. JMH’S FINANCIAL TROUBLES
Perhaps no business in South Florida received more attention for its financial woes than did the Jackson Health System. The tax-funded hospital based in Miami was on track to lose between $100 million and $110 million in 2010 after losing another $244 million the year before. 
But for 2010, the Jackson story that gained steam in 2009 seemed to reach a breaking point. Reports by a Miami-Dade grand jury and the county inspector general slammed the hospital system for mismanagement and ill-advised spending. Then in November, CEO Eneida Roldan announced her plans for departure, declaring the county-owned hospital a “hostile” place for her to work. 

6. HAITI EARTHQUAKE
When a severe earthquake hit near Port-au-Prince on Jan. 12, it unleased one of the worst humanitarian crises the Western Hemisphere has ever seen. 
But it also sent shockwaves through South Florida’s economy, with its heavy ties to the Caribbean and its large Haitian population. 

The devastation brought with it a massive outpouring in aid dollars and relief contracts. Immigration rules changed to allow an estimated 200,000 Haitians to remain in the United States legally for 18 months after the quake. And the relief work continues to flow, giving local firms revenue from an unexpected source.

Event Star, a Miami company that rents high-end tents for parties at Art Basel, Super Bowl and other big events, has built eight temporary structures in Haiti after the earthquake as businesses look to get operations started again.

“It’s been good,” said owner Alain Perez. “‘It’s replaced some of the special event income for us that has sort of gone away.”

7. BURGER KING PURGE
Miami doesn’t have many corporate bragging rights, but since 1954 it has been the Home of the Whopper. But in 2010, Burger King took a knife to its headquarters staff, cutting 260 workers in South Florida.
The mass layoffs came after new owners, Brazilian-backed 3G Capital, dismissed a large chunk of top management in a shake-up of the No. 2 fast-food chain. The moves are part of 3G’s strategy to turn around Burger King, a plan that started with taking the company private in September’s $4 billion takeover.

Despite assurances that Miami would remain Burger King’s home, the moves sowed worries that South Florida was about to lose (or at least watch wither) another large corporate player. 

8. LEBRON JAMES ARRIVES
The gathering of the Three Kings — James, Dwyane Wade and Chris Bosh — didn’t quite work out the way it was planned.
Ticket prices dropped when the Heat hit the skids, and American Airlines still has hundreds of tickets for sale at home games despite the team returning to championship form. 

But James’ defection from Cleveland injected a media sensation into downtown Miami at a time when the long-neglected region is enjoying a revival. And it reminded the country that no city quite thrives on star power — and breathless hype — like Miami does. 

9. MIAMI PORT TUNNEL CONSTRUCTION
Though dismissed as a make-work project by critics, the $870 million underwater tunnel linking Watson Island with the Port of Miami represents a massive undertaking in any economy. But when work began over the summer, it also signaled a new chapter for one of the region’s biggest economic engines. 
10. NEW OFFICE TOWERS OPEN
Miami welcomed two new office towers in 2010 — the 35-story self-named tower at 1450 Brickell Ave. and the 47-story Met Two at 333 Avenue of the Americas (the street formerly known as Southeast Second Avenue). 
The new gleaming towers added strain to an already glutted office market, but also sparked a game of corporate musical chairs that left downtown with a new landmark. That’s the Wells Fargo Center, as the financial firm switched its high-profile home base from the Wachovia tower. Wells snapped up Wachovia in the global financial meltdown of 2008. 
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