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TODAY’S NEWS

Chamber lobbyists aim to be familiar faces in Tallahassee, DC

G. Lee Sandler

BY ZACHARY S. FAGENSON

The key goal of the Greater Miami
Chamber of Commerce’s lobbying team
in the new year is to become a familiar
face to the new legislators on Capitol
Hill and Tallahassee and see where agen-
das fall in line and take action

Early in January the chamber will host
new and sitting members of the state
House and Senate representing South
Florida, said G. Lee Sandler, chair of the
chamber’s advocacy group and found-
ing partner of law firm Sandler, Travis
& Rosenberg PA.

“In Tallahassee we’re going to see a
brand-new cabinet and governor in addi-
tion to many changes in our legislative
delegation,” he said. The chamber is “be-
ginning that dialogue to make sure they are
aware of our concerns and aware of us as
a resource on business issues.”

The chamber may also begin pressing
there the need to fund dredging of the Port
of Miami’s south channel to 50 feet deep.

We “moved dredging onto our state
legislative package,” Mr. Sandler pointed

out. “It’s always been on the federal
one, and we’re going to make certain
we are looking to every avenue.”

The port needs $75 million to fill out
the $180 million project. Port official
are trying to time the
opening with that of
the revamped Panama
Canal, slated for 2014.

A chamber team also
flew to Washington
during the just-con-
cluded lame-duck ses-
sion and is planning
another trip in March,
after new lawmakers settle into the swing
of Capitol life.

“We don’t see that as a just get-
acquainted session. We’ve already ex-
tended those overtures,” Mr. Sandler
said. “We did that in December and will
continue to do that up until March.”

Between now and then chamber mem-
bers will wait and watch for what issues
rise to the top of House committee
agendas.

“The Colombian free trade and Panama

free trade [agreements] will be high prior-
ity, and with the [South] Korea agreement
moving it’s now going to be very topical,”
Mr. Sandler said. Korean and American
dealmakers in December concluded ne-
gotiating the agreement, which is to lift
tariffs on exports from both countries
once Congress and the National Assembly
of South Korea approve it.

Additionally “the defeat of the DREAM
Act in the lame-duck session suggest
that comprehensive immigration reform
will be addressed again in March,” Mr.
Sandler added.

The act, a provision of immigration
reform, would offer a path to citizen-
ship for young adults in college who
were brought here illegally as children
by their parents.

At the state level, the chamber plans to
work with incoming Gov. Rick Scott on
both securing funds for the port dredg-
ing and starting work on Florida’s high-
speed rail system.

Mr. Scott visited the port in Decem-
ber and said he will study the project,
which port leaders say could add up to

33,000 jobs to the local economy.
On high-speed rail, Mr. Scott is push-

ing for a feasibility study for a line that
would connect Tampa and Orlando. An
Orlando-Miami route is in the statewide
rail plan, but how to fund the entire
system, which could cost as much as
$25 billion, has yet to be explored. The
federal government has pledged about
$2.4 billion for the mid-state line.

For the moment it appears the January
debriefing here with state legislators
and the March fly-in to Washington are
all that’s on the books.

As issues arise, however, it’s not out
of the question for a small chamber
delegation to get in the mix in hopes of
ensuring positive results for South
Florida businesses.

“We’re there on strategic trips as well
sometimes with smaller groups,” Mr.
Sandler said. “You need to be there
when issues are ripe, when they’re be-
ing debated, when people are looking
for information we have that would be
helpful in deciding which way to move
on an issue.”

T H E  L A S T  W O R D

Business-State Department  accord
bringing global leaders into Miami

“I think last year we did almost 1,400 room nights in South Florida,” said the council’s Annette Alvarez.
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BY ZACHARY S. FAGENSON

A public-private partnership between local busi-
nesses and the US State Department offers Miamians
the chance to rub elbows with emerging leaders
from around the globe and possibly provide a point
of entry for business in their home countries.

The Miami Council for International Visitors,
founded in 1959, is used by the State Department
to promote citizen diplomacy and share the US’s
best practices with leaders from around the world.

The office hosts about 350 international visi-
tors a year, setting itineraries for their time in
Miami during the usual three-week stays in the
US. Visitors, invited by the State Department,
are generally hosted by a member of the council’s
private sector board and introduced to people
and institution in Miami with whom they share
common missions.

“We’re trying to tailor things a little bit more
with the types of groups that we’re hosting,” said
Executive Director Annette Alvarez. For example,
a visiting education minister might meet with a
representative from Miami-Dade Public Schools.

With greater participation from local compa-
nies, the visits could be a valuable tool to access
new business in existing or new markets.

“It is not a trade show, not a business devel-
opment program, but it strengthens the global
brand in terms of diversification of our markets
and knowledge of the world about Miami,” said
economist and St. Thomas business school Dean
J. Antonio Villamil. “For example, right now our
universities are very interested in China and
that’s a potential market.

“The Chinese are interested in expanding here
and setting up headquarters for Latin America,
and bringing in Chinese officials could help that,”
he added.

The local council is one of six in the state and
92 across the nation. It falls under a national
council, which receives money to fund the pro-
grams from the State Department and passes it
on to local councils based upon the number of
visitors they host.

“We’ve had people that are in cabinet-level
positions with governments in Africa,” Ms.
Alvarez said. “Our No. 1 country where we
receive visitors from is Brazil, and we do a lot of
Latin America programs. From Europe, I think
Germany has the most visitors that come.

“Last year there were almost 350 from 147
countries,” she added.

The council has an annual budget of about
$130,000. It has two full-time employees, one
part time and uses college interns. Directors
include executives from Univision, Baptist Health
Foundation and Northern Trust Bank of Florida.

While the council works to secure corporate
sponsors and grow that board, it touts its eco-
nomic impact.

It contributed more than half a million dollars
to the local economy in fiscal 2009, according to
the National Council for International Visitors.

“I think last year we did almost 1,400 room
nights in South Florida,” Ms. Alvarez said.

And though some business opportunities might
come from participation, the bulk of the program’s
benefits are diplomatic, which may pay off in the
long term but are hard to quantify right now.

WEB JOBS: Tired of flipping through newspaper pages or clicking
through endless job boards in search of employment?
Miami-Dade County officials are working to make the
job search easier. The county commission’s Eco-
nomic Development and Social Services Committee
forwarded Jan. 12 to the full commission an item that
would require Mayor Carlos Alvarez to report how
the county could use its Web and media resources,
such as Miami-Dade Web pages and Miami-Dade
County TV, to connect residents seeking employ-
ment with public and private employers looking to
hire. The report is to look into how the county could partner with the
South Florida Workforce Investment Board to market and provide access
to existing job banks, like EmployFlorida, Monster.com  and
CareerBuilder, as well as the feasibility of creating resume resource
centers at regional libraries to help the public prepare, scan and copy
resumes. “It utilizes technology that is available right at our fingertips,”
Commissioner Lynda Bell told the meeting.
NEW ARRIVALS: Coral Gables’s downtown and Miracle Mile are
starting this year on the right foot, with at least nine
new businesses set to open. To continue positioning
itself as a top dining and shopping destination, the
upscale commercial area is welcoming new restau-
rants and specialty shops, said Mari Gallet, execu-
tive director of Gables’s Business Improvement Dis-
trict. New arrivals include Edible Arrangements at 239
Miracle Mile; Ital Jewelry Corp. at 341 Miracle Mile;
JKS Architectural Group at 137 Giralda Ave.; La
Estrada Furniture at 257 Miracle Mile; bridal accesso-
ries shop Liberto at 365 Miracle Mile; and casual eatery The Local at 150
Giralda Ave. “Last year, we welcomed many new merchants on Miracle
Mile and in downtown Coral Gables, which in retrospect was also a very
successful year for us,” Ms. Gallet said. “We look forward to seeing our
new businesses prosper and grow within our community…”
ECONOMIC FORUM: A conference on “Accelerating Job Growth through
Economic Development” is to be held at 1:30 p.m. Jan. 21 at the Stephen P.
Clark Government Center, 111 NW First St., second floor, by the Miami-Dade
County Social and Economic Development Council with assistance from the
Office of Economic Development and International Trade. The conference
is to focus on small business opportunities in international trade, healthcare
and tourism. Details: www.miamidade.gov/oedit/
GOVERNMENT 101: Doral is offering residents and business owners
the opportunity to learn about city government during a 10-week,
interactive program aimed at promoting open communication and a
clearer understanding of how local governments work. The Mayor’s
Citizen’s Government Academy is to be held weekly on Tuesdays 6-8 p.m.
through March 22 at Doral City Hall Council Chambers, 8300 NW 53rd St.,
Doral. Details: (305) 593-6680 or www.cityofdoral.com.
THINKING JOBS: Miami-Dade County’s Social and Economic Devel-
opment Council and the International Trade Consortium will host an
economic development summit examining what international trade, tour-
ism and healthcare in Miami need to grow. Guest speakers are to including
incoming Florida International University School of Hospitality Man-
agement Dean Mike Hampton and Enterprise Florida Senior Vice Presi-
dent for International Trade and Business Manny Mencia. The event at
1:30 p.m. Jan. 21 is to be broadcast live from the commission chambers
at the Stephen P. Clark Center on Miami-Dade TV.
ADULT DAY CARE: To increase service to Miami-Dade residents in
need of medical care, the county commission’s Infrastructure and Land
Use Committee forwarded Jan. 12 to the full commission an item that
would provide for adult day care centers in residential-use districts,
business-use districts and office park districts. The centers would
provide day care services to three or more people, 18 years and older, who
are not related to the owner or operator by blood or marriage. The facilities
would host therapeutic programs, leisure activities, self-care training,
nutritional services and respite care, as well as regular physician visits
and speech, occupational and physical therapy.

Lynda Bell

Mari Gallet


