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In the wake of Hurricane Katrina's devastation, a revived New 
Orleans media community is changing as it rebuilds.  
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Swing down a typical street in New Orleans these days, and you'll 
still see Katrina tattoos on the houses—the painted circles with 
codes in them left by the emergency workers searching for dead 
bodies back in the fall of 2005. But the streetcars are up and 
running, Burger King is spending more ad dollars there than ever 
before and the Crescent City's leading TV station, WWL, is actually 
booking spots in certain shows that are above the rates it charged 
"pre-K," as people here refer to the period before Hurricanes 
Katrina and Rita. 
 
Life in New Orleans is slowly returning to normal, and many media 
companies are reporting strong demand for their inventory. But it's 
also clear that the media marketplace is still in recovery mode. In 
general, TV stations have endured significant ratings losses, most 
notably Hearst-Argyle TV's NBC affiliate WDSU, which had major 
signal issues until about 10 days ago. And some companies are 
working off rate cards that are still discounted over early 2005 
pricing. 
 
Ad expenditure data from both BIA Financial Network and TNS 
Media Intelligence suggests that, with the exception of the Internet, 
ad revenue for various categories has had its challenges. New 
Orleans media garnered about $9 million less in the January-to-July 
2007 period compared with the same time frame in 2005, just 
before Katrina hit, according to TNS. (That's excluding radio 
numbers, which were unavailable for the more recent period.) 
 
Media sales executives say one of the biggest challenges they face 
is a misperception on the part of national advertisers that they 
shouldn't spend in the city until conditions improve. "There's a 
perception that the market is a wasteland. Every time someone does 
a story on New Orleans, they show shots of flooded homes," says 



Bud Brown, president and general manager of the Belo Corp.-owned 
CBS affiliate WWL-TV and MyNetwork affiliate WUPL-TV in New 
Orleans. 
 
Balancing out all the positives and negatives, this much becomes 
clear: New Orleans has always been unique among American cities, 
but it is unique in some entirely new ways now, in terms of its 
demographic and economic makeup as well as its consumer 
demands. And advertisers that have spotted the opportunities, 
along with agencies and media companies, are all benefiting. 
 
You don't have to drive far to see why. Beyond the largely 
unscathed Garden District and French Quarter lies a host of other 
areas, where lovingly reconstructed homes sit next to shuttered 
dwellings and FEMA trailers. Employers are paying higher salaries in 
order to make living in New Orleans worthwhile, and renovations 
are in high gear. Auto dealers, insurance companies, furniture and 
appliance stores, big box home improvement retailers—those are 
some of the major food groups that have been nourishing the 
media industry's recovery. 
 
And FEMA, the Federal Emergency Management Association, which 
allocated $1.5 billion in reconstruction for the market, "still has 
millions and millions of dollars that have yet to trickle down to the 
consumer level," says Holly McCollum, the New Orleans-based 
executive vp and chief integration officer of Keating Magee 
Momentum Marketing. 
 
Those new dollars, along with the continuing influx of money from 
insurance claims, suggest a rare opportunity for advertisers who 
supply life's basic necessities. But ebbs and flows still exist. 
 
"At the time of the storm, we had 519 active accounts, and we lost 
139 of them. Their businesses were wiped out," says Marc 
Leunissen, vp and gm of Cox Media New Orleans. The cable 
company told its ad clients not to worry about their bills, just after 
Katrina. "We did what it took to make our clients whole again, and 
all we asked was consideration for an annual commitment in 2006." 
Many came back, but Cox's revenue is still 10 percent below pre-K 
levels. 
 



Leunissen has other concerns. Cox has lost about 70,000 
subscribers, and satellite rivals are making gains. What's more, 
because so many people are replacing cars all at once, "we're sitting 
on an auto bubble. We don't know how long that's going to last and 
how much manufacturing dollars are going to flow down to the 
dealer groups," he says. More than 250,000 vehicles were destroyed 
in the storm. 
 
Media sellers say fast food took a long pause before advertising 
again. But that business has kicked in. Strategic Restaurants 
Acquisition Co., which currently operates 66 Burger King 
restaurants in greater New Orleans, has increased its ad budget in 
the market because it has more restaurants there than before the 
storm. 
 
Myrna Shultz, the firm's vp of marketing and development, explains 
that Strategic didn't begin advertising in New Orleans until July 
2006. Its first messages focused on recruiting employees, and it 
also launched a special campaign allowing consumers to "Have It 
Your Way" by nominating—and then voting on—what charitable 
organizations in New Orleans and Baton Rouge, La., should receive 
a total of some $200,000 in funding. 
 
Conversely, one of the city's luxury hotels, the Windsor Court, has 
pulled back its ad budget, reflecting a room occupancy dip of 10 
percent from 2004 levels. The city's convention business isn't 
expected to fully recover until at least 2010. Barry Rodriguez, 
director of sales and marketing at the hotel, says that "currently 
we're more focused on a regional electronic approach" rather than 
traditional media. 
 
Indeed, the movement to the Web has become a big trend. The 
Times-Picayune's Nola.com ranks No. 1 among all print publication 
sites measured by Media Audit, when judged by market penetration, 
says Eve Versteeg, Nola.com advertising director. The site's unique 
visitors per month rose from an average of 500,000 before Katrina 
to more than 1 million today. "The advertising demand has 
increased, and the advertisers today are bigger. There's more local, 
but also a lot more regional advertising," Versteeg says. Executives 
at WWL and WDSU also say their Web traffic has mushroomed as the 
diaspora of people who fled New Orleans search out info about the 



city. WWL.com generated 9.6 million views last month, versus 2.2 
million in January 2004. 
 
Directly after Katrina, due to the lack of ratings, buyers didn't deal 
on a cost-per-point basis. "A lot was driven by supply and 
demand," said Joann Habisreitinger, a New Orleans-based media 
director at Zehnder Communications. "News/Talk radio stations 
dictated their own pricing. Negotiations weren't out the window, but 
we had to encourage clients to think ahead, so they didn't have to 
pay high clearances. The same thing with TV—more people shifted 
to news. People needed information." 
 
The supply-and-demand equation has also tipped way in favor of 
out-of-home because so many people moved to outlying 
communities with significant commutes. Surprisingly, OOH rates 
haven't changed that much, says Habisreitinger. "Even with the 
inventory issues, with so many billboards destroyed, they didn't 
raise the rates to where I thought they would. In many cases, they're 
at about the rate pre-Katrina," she says. 
 
Habisreitinger notes that both out-of-home as well as radio have 
been clear winners in the new world order. "TV ratings have gone 
down across the board because people have less time to watch TV," 
she says, referring to the longer commutes. She notes that after the 
storm, radio :60s went for as high as $500 but have leveled off to 
pre-K levels, with $250 now being on the high side. 
 
"What's changed is we're selling more inventory," says Dick Lewis, 
who oversees 14 radio stations in his role as Clear Channel's 
regional vp of Louisiana and market manager for New Orleans. He 
notes that New Orleans is probably the only market in America 
where demolition and gutting companies are a major advertising 
category for radio stations. "When you're carrying debris from tens 
of thousands of houses, that's a growth area," he says. 
 
Employment classifieds "went through the roof" at the The Times-
Picayune, at the same time its circulation dropped from 250,000 
pre-K to 180,000 today. But Kelly Rose, vp and director of 
advertising at the paper, says she's selling all kinds of advertisers 
with Media Audit research showing that the newspaper has the No. 
1 daily readership in the country—56 percent of all adults in the 
market. 



 
Still the newspaper's circulation department has been hard-pressed, 
as well, to determine which FEMA trailers and homes still housed its 
subscribers. The paper is initiating a 2 percent ad-rate hike next 
month. "This is not surprising, as they have held rates since '05, but 
not exactly welcome in the buying community since the circulation 
is still down more than 20 percent," notes Habisreitinger. 
 
The Times-Picayune isn't the only local print publication that's more 
expensive. Offbeat magazine, which follows the music scene, 
garnered its highest revenue ever in 2007, according to Jan Ramsay, 
publisher and editor in chief. She raised prices after taking the 
magazine glossy. The new look "changed the whole perception of 
the magazine, and I've gotten a lot of advertisers I wouldn't have 
had before the storm," she says, referring to more upscale retailers 
and restaurants. 
 
The thirst for information, be it entertainment or news, is also 
propelling local TV. But overall, the ratings picture for TV stations is 
a mixed bag. The TV marketplace has shrunk by about 75,000 
households, according to Keating McGee's McCollum. 
 
WDSU, which was traditionally the No. 2 station in the market, saw 
its ratings plummet. That's at least partially attributable to losing a 
transmitter, which sliced its audience in half until it was replaced 
earlier this month. Joel Vilmenay, president and gm of the NBC 
affiliate, says he expects the lost audience to come back gradually. 
 
Both TV station and newspaper executives bemoan the fact that 
national advertisers haven't returned full force. But certainly some 
have. Mary Barnas, executive vp, director of local broadcast at 
Carat, reports her clients are buying in New Orleans, but on a cost-
per-spot, rather than a cost-per-point basis. And those spot rates 
are about in line with what was paid pre-Katrina. Barnas says Carat 
won't return to CPP buys until there's a full year of Nielsen data, 
expected in the third quarter. 
 
"There's a lot of asterisks in buyers' minds about the statistical 
validity of the ratings, because [Nielsen] had to completely rebuild 
their sample base and do it off 2000 census data updated by 
Claritas," says McCollum. She believes that the 2010 census could 
be a major shake-up in the New Orleans media world. "Then we'll 



know what the population figures are going to be," she adds. "The 
people who are going to come back will be here." 
 
 


