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Outlook mixed as chamber meets, eats

By JANE ROH • Courier-Post Staff • June 15, 2010 

CAMDEN — Most entrepreneurs attending the Camden County Regional Chamber of Commerce's annual Taste of South Jersey on Monday toasted an increasingly sunny economic outlook. Several, however, acknowledged the future remained a big unknown.
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"From a personal standpoint, I think the worst is behind us," said Robert Wahlquist, senior regional manager of the Pennsylvania Real Estate Investment Trust, which operates the Cherry Hill Mall, Moorestown Mall and Voorhees Town Center. PREIT is a regular sponsor of the event.

Wahlquist said PREIT's properties were recovering from their low points in 2009 but added consumers were still hoarding discretionary income.

"March 2010 might have been the single best performance month I've seen in 29 years," he said. "Since then, things have gone back to marching in mud. We're working very hard and not making a lot of progress."

Wahlquist blamed consumers' "defensive posture" on potentially catastrophic events such as the oil leak in the Gulf of Mexico and economic instability in Europe.

About 600 to 700 people representing area businesses of all sizes, many from the financial, medical and retail sectors, turned out at Adventure Aquarium to nosh on local restaurant offerings, network with colleagues and discuss the region's economic outlook.

Greg Charbeneau, executive director of the aquarium, said corporate bookings were still below expectations, but he was hopeful about the future.

"In the last several years we have actually grown the business," Charbeneau said, adding the aquarium had avoided layoffs. "In 2009 we exceeded expectations by 14 percent in terms of revenue."

The privately owned aquarium does not release financial data.

Charbeneau was confident the aquarium's focus on "touchable" exhibits, such as the upcoming Stingray Beach Club, would keep the targeted kids demographic rolling in this summer. The aquarium also sponsors Taste of South Jersey.

Garden State unemployment in April dipped below the national rate of 9.9 percent for the first time since last November. In the Philadelphia metropolitan area, which includes Camden County, unemployment was down slightly from 9.5 percent in March to 9 percent in April.

A slowdown in lending last year prompted the Camden-based Cooperative Business Assistance Corp. to help struggling firms.
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"We were the fourth-largest Small Business Administration lender in the state last year," said R. Michael Diemer, CBAC executive director. "We're only nine people. It's not as though we did a huge amount more. We stayed the same whereas everyone else dropped back 25 percent."

Businesses that depend on discretionary income were in better shape than they were in 2009, he added.

"They're starting to return, although the numbers are still off," he said.

Graciana Harter, manager of Filomena's Cucina Italiana in Gloucester Township, estimated business was up 10 percent. The family-owned restaurant had found safe harbor in regular customers, who make up 50 percent of her clientele, she said.

"I'm hoping that it's coming back, but with the oil spill who knows?" Harter said. Filomena's was a sponsor of Taste of South Jersey.

With all these factors, PREIT's Wahlquist said it was too soon to determine the economic outlook for South Jersey.

"Only time will indicate whether the upper or middle or lower ends got hurt more," he said. "For most of us, though, no matter whether you're 30 or 40 or 50, you're probably saying this has been the worst stretch economically that any of us have collectively experienced."

Reach Jane Roh at (856) 486-2919 or jroh@gannett.com
