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We're at that time of year when college students throughout San Diego County are donning cap and gown, getting their diplomas, and beginning or relaunching their careers in the great wide world.

What they're graduating into is nothing pretty. Unemployment in San Diego is raging at post-Depression highs. Economists project it could hit 10 percent this summer, just as the grads are moving into full-time job-search mode. And competition for jobs will be fiercer than it's been in years. Plenty of skilled workers have been laid off in the past few months, and they'll be vying rsum-to-rsum with the freshly minted grads.

Despite the grim job outlook, however, all is not bleak, according to the University of California San Diego Extension program. Last week, the top academics at Extension came up with a list of a dozen of the hottest career options for college graduates during the recession.

Most of the jobs on the list, which was based on college enrollment data, national employment statistics and interviews with local business leaders, are in highly specialized niches. If you add them together, they probably don't represent enough job openings to put a dent in the local unemployment rate.

But for college grads pounding the pavement, the list could at least provide a road map to where some lucrative job prospects might be. And for the rest of us, they're a reminder that even as unemployment continues to rise, there is still some hiring going on as long as you know where to look and have the needed skills.

So what are the hot jobs? Here's the list:

Anything green. There are about 12,000 green jobs in San Diego County, according to a study by the U.S. Conference of Mayors. And that number is projected to grow through the next several years, thanks in part to government-funded programs to increase energy efficiency and renewable resources such as wind and solar power.

A number of alternative-energy companies ranging from groSolar of Vermont to the Knight &amp; Carver Wind Group of National City are advertising for workers, mostly sales executives and technicians.

Other industries are repositioning themselves in order to capitalize on green-energy initiatives. Last week, for instance, the local electrical workers union held a Green Open House to demonstrate its prowess at solar panel installation and energy-efficiency retrofitting.

The local is planning to launch a new training facility in Imperial County to prepare workers to assist in the solar-farm installations, windmills and geothermal plants that are opening there.

Our goal is to create careers, not just train people for narrow occupations, said IBEW spokeswoman Micah Mitrosky. We want to ensure that people have a full spectrum of skills so they're not stuck in low-paying jobs.

But green jobs go beyond direct involvement with solar panels. A lot of the 12,000 green jobs in the county are traditional white-collar positions that now have a greenish tinge. Job seekers can enhance their salability by honing their environmental skills, said Vicki Krantz, UCSD Extension's director of business and professional programs.

Almost every single profession is turning green these days, Krantz said. If you're in accounting, you learn about carbon accounting. If you're in purchasing, you emphasize your ability to buy smarter and work with a 'green supply chain.' If you're in marketing, you focus on responding to the public demand for green.

Computer games. Even during a recession, people need to entertain themselves, and employment in computer games has held up relatively well. Every month, 200 million consumers go onto the Internet to play casual games, relatively simple games that can be played on a personal computer or mobile phone without having to use special equipment, representing a $20 billion per-year business.

Communications giants such as Sony and Qualcomm, as well as such gaming firms as Oberon Media and Last Day of Work, are in the market for game enthusiasts who can develop new games, said Susan Varnum, director of the Digital Arts Center at UCSD Extension.

Employers are looking for people who have artistic skills as well as programming skills, Varnum said. They'll often pair an artist with a programmer, so they can each bring their own skills to the game.

Jonathan Rimorin, a spokesman for Mad Catz, a gaming-equipment manufacturer in San Diego, warns that game development doesn't always provide a stable career.

Most casual games are developed by enthusiasts in their spare time, Rimorin said. But people can make money at it.

He added that while the most-sought-after jobs might be designing the games, there also are employment possibilities in more conventional areas: marketing, business development, product management.

Worker health and safety programs. Occupational Safety and Health Administration regulations are often a headache for companies. But they also are a steady engine of employment for workers who monitor compliance with the rules, partly because state law requires every company with more than 10 workers to have a written job-safety program.

Scott McKay, who heads UCSD Extension's OSHA training institute, said worker-safety jobs typically grow at about 8 percent per year. Many involve entry-level grunt work reviewing job sites and drafting safety programs. But for more experienced job seekers, it can evolve into more complex work such as risk assessment.

The local chapter of the American Society of Safety Engineers currently lists worker-safety and risk-assessment openings at companies such as SAIC, Raytheon, Barney &amp; Barney and the IMS Group.

Data mining and analysis. Data mining finding and compiling complex data through the computer continues to provide jobs in San Diego for statisticians and computer programmers. Fair Isaac, Sharp Healthcare, Robert Half Finance and Accounting, and the Navy are among the employers looking for data miners in San Diego.

It's hard to think of an industry that can't benefit from data mining, said Shanji Xiong, vice president of analytics at San Diego's ID Analytics, which uses data mining and analysis to combat identity fraud.

Over the past few years, companies that never used data mining before have started using it: Biotech firms use it to sequence human genes, the chemical industry uses it to develop new products, insurance companies and banks use it to combat fraud.

Among the other hot jobs listed by UCSD are medical diagnostic trials, mobile media programming, embedded engineering, Spanish-English translation services, geriatric health care, and writing for the Web.

Even though there are job openings in those fields, employment remains tight. Which could be why one of the hottest jobs is in adult education. National University, Phoenix University and UCSD Extension have been providing steady employment to teachers throughout the recession, thanks in part to rising demand from students trying to reposition themselves in the workplace.

In a down economy, adults often need to get retrained and requalified, said Mark Cafferty, director of San Diego Workforce Partnership, which coordinates retraining programs for out-of-work job seekers. The ability to bring them an education is something they really need.
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