Temporary hiring gains more steam
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Though the job market remains soft and the recovery tepid, the hiring of temporary staff is soaring nationwide, a fact that bodes well for the country and South Florida.

February marked the first time since March 2007 that the U.S. had year-over-year growth – 3.9 percent – in the number of temporary workers hired. The positive numbers have continued in sequential months, hitting double-digit percentages since April and swelling up to 23.1 percent in October, according to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics.

The trend has fueled staffing companies, which are the first to feel the recession but the first to feel the recovery, SFN Group COO Bill Grubbs said. The Fort Lauderdale-based staffing giant (NYSE: SFN) saw the number of temp workers requested fall, starting in early 2008, he said.

“We’re seeing pretty strong demand for our services across the board,” he said. “It’s being driven by the fact that there’s demand for the resources out there, and people are reluctant to pull the trigger on a permanent hire because they don’t know what’s going to happen.”

SFN Group’s third quarter revenue rose 25 percent, to $527 million from $420 million during the 2009 quarter. Net earnings were $6 million, or 11 cents a share, improved from break-even results in the prior-year period.

Grubbs said it’s difficult to predict what the demand for temporary employment would be like in a year, but if the economy remains fragile, growth in temp staffing is likely to continue.

Business is picking up at Protech, a technical staffing firm in Boca Raton, CEO Deborah Vazquez said. Protech’s revenue grew 19 percent, year-over-year, during the first nine months of 2010. And, revenue during the third quarter grew 33 percent, she said.

“I can tell you that our industry is back to prosperity,” she said.

Top-level programmers remained in demand through the recession, but demand for project managers and business analysts is starting to pick up, a sign that businesses will likely begin hiring other tech workers, Vazquez added.

In addition to the temp staffers Protech supplies, direct hires are also starting to pick up, she noted.

Ramping up on tech staffers

One of the companies Protech has supplied with temporary workers is Miami-based Royal Caribbean Cruises Ltd.

 HYPERLINK "http://bizjournals.com/" \l "bizWatch-popup"  (NYSE: RCL). Chief Information Officer Bill Martin said his IT department has ramped up on temp staffers. The department currently has slightly less than 400 permanent employees and “well over 100” temp staffers, he said.

“We’re probably up about 10 people on the permanent side and we’re probably up about 40 on the temp side,” Martin said.

A lot of Royal Caribbean’s ramp-up is because of work for boats like the Allure of the Seas, the megaship that just arrived at Port Everglades, he said.

With the strong need, Martin projected Royal Caribbean would keep the same number of temp workers until at least the middle of next year, but possibly add more.

Revenue is up about 15 percent for Labor Finders International, President and CEO Jeffrey Burnett said. The Palm Beach Gardens-based industrial labor staffing company has 200 offices nationwide and is seeing an uptick in demand for temps to work in warehousing and light industrial jobs, Burnett said. That could be positive for South Florida, with its heavy reliance on shipping and storage.

Things have been good for his industry, Burnett said, but the job creation cycle coming out of the recession has been very odd and poses concerns for the larger economy. In most recoveries, temporary hiring leads to permanent job creation within six months, but the emphasis is still on temp jobs, he said

“We’re looking at a very unusual recovery cycle,” he said. “For temp help staffing, that means times are good and probably will be good for years to come.”

