IT sector rebounds in 2010 on pent up demand, cost cutting benefits
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After a soft 2009, South Florida’s information technology sector made a comeback in 2010.

As non-IT companies looked for ways to trim their budgets, they turned to IT solutions to streamline operations. The sector also got a boost when companies that had delayed updating their hardware and software finally loosened the purse strings to keep pace with modern systems.

“The IT business is one that has a certain amount of spending that has to continue in order for companies to operate,” said Mark Wyllie, CEO of Flagship Solutions Group in Boca Raton and executive director of the InternetCoast, a regional technology industry group. “So, much of the pent-up demand that occurred in 2009 translated into spending in 2010 – and that trend should continue in 2011.”

Wyllie said he started Flagship Solutions, his IT consulting business, in November 2008 with four employees; it now has 25. With an emphasis on helping companies review their IT infrastructures and lowering costs, he predicted the company would have twice the revenue in 2011 that it had in 2010.

Data-mining technology guru Hank Asher is planning to hire about 200 employees over the next few months, about doubling the number of employees already working at his Boca Raton-based company, TLO. In mid-December, Asher announced that TLO’s long-awaited commercial launch would be Feb. 15, following a marketing push that allows potential customers to use the software for free.

“We’re signing up thousands of customers a week right now, so TLO’s profitability looks promising,” Asher said.

He predicted TLO would be profitable within a year and the new jobs would pay from $30,000 a year up to $156,000 a year for upper management spots.

Business improved at some of the region’s major public technology companies, too.

For the six months ended Sept. 30, Terremark Worldwide grew revenue to $163.9 million from $135.5 million in the prior-year period. The Miami-based provider of IT infrastructure services (NASDAQ: TMRK) reported an improved net loss for the period of $18.4 million, or 28 cents a share, compared to a loss of $22.8 million, or 36 cents a share.

Private enterprises and the federal government are increasingly turning to Terremark to cut costs, CFO Jose Segrera said.

“At Terremark, the move toward cloud computing by federal government agencies and Fortune 500 companies has been accelerating throughout 2010, and we expect that trend to continue in 2011,” he said.

For the nine months ended Sept. 30, Ultimate Software Group grew revenue to $167.4 million from $144 million in the prior-year period. Net income at the Weston-based human resources software company (NASDAQ: ULTI) grew to $711,000, or 3 cents a share, from a loss of $1.2 million, or 5 cents a share.

The upward trend will continue in 2011, CEO Scott Scherr said.

“We’re hearing solid indications that companies do intend to invest in critical technologies to run their business next year, such as business applications and IT services,” he said.

For the nine months ended Sept. 30, Citrix Systems

 HYPERLINK "http://www.bizjournals.com/" \l "bizWatch-popup" , South Florida’s largest technology company, grew revenue to $1.34 billion from $1.16 billion in the prior-year period. The Fort Lauderdale-based software company (NASDAQ: CTXS) grew net income to $182.6 billion, or 96 cents a share, from $102.8 billion, or 56 cents a share, in the prior-year period.

IT hiring is definitely on the rise, said Deborah Vazquez, CEO of Boca Raton-based IT staffing firm Protech. The company’s revenue was up 19 percent for the year, she noted.

“I expect a lot of IT initiatives and projects that were put on hold previously will come to fruition in 2011,” Vazquez said. “2011 should be a very robust year for IT hiring and spending.”

