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EXPLORING OLYMPICS: Want to watch the
Olympics from your backyard? Miami-Dade of-
ficials do, too, as the county commission ap-
proved Tuesday a motion that would create a
Miami-Dade Olympic Exploratory Committee.
The group is to evaluate the feasibility of bid-
ding for and hosting the games and submit an
annual report to the commission. To ensure that
staffing support is absorbed by the county,
members of the Miami-Dade Sports Commission

are to serve on the committee. “Hopefully, this will give our team the ability
to sponsor the Olympics in the future,” Chairman Dennis Moss said.
BACK TO THE BEACH: Miami International Fashion Week, a large-
scale international and Latin American fashion event, will move back to
Miami Beach in 2011 and be rebranded Miami Beach International
Fashion Week. The event was founded in 1999 by Beth Sobol, president
of Sobol Fashion Products, and left the Beach in 2006 for Midtown Miami.
“During the 2010 shows… we had more than 58 international designers
from 22 countries throughout Latin America, the Caribbean, India, the
Philippines, Sri Lanka, Pakistan, Lebanon and Europe,” Ms. Sobol said
in a press release. “It’s estimated that the week contributes about $14
million annually to the local economy.”
WORKING AROUND LEBRON: The Adrienne Arsht Center for the
Performing Arts moved its gala to Oct. 28 so as not to conflict with Miami
Heat’s Oct. 29 home opener against the Orlando Magic, a spokesperson
said. The gala will celebrate the center’s fifth anniversary and the
unveiling of a newly etched donor wall, which netted the center $2 million.
The Heat’s home opener is the first time Dwayne Wade, LeBron James
and Chris Bosh will play together in a regular season game.
FLYING UP: Miami International Airport’s international arrivals saw
August’s greatest increase, up 5.3% to 833,697 passengers compared to
August 2009’s 792,000. Domestic arrivals grew year over year to 767,281
arrivals from 744,319, a 3.1% increase. Total passenger arrivals also climbed
4.2% in August to 1.6 million compared to August 2009’s 1.563 million.
RAIL RIDERS: Tri-Rail’s year-over-year total ridership climbed 6.6% in
August to 301,330 passengers compared to 282,760 in August 2009,
according to daily ridership reports from Veolia Transportation. Work-
day ridership also increased to 261,408 from August 2009’s 242,745, a
7.7% rise. Sunday ridership rose 6.7% year over year to 20,475 passen-
gers from 19,198. The only Tri-Rail ridership decline was Saturdays, with
19,447 riders in August compared to August 2009’s 20,817, a 6.6% fall.
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A bonanza
from bonds
follows tax
BY ASHLEY HOPKINS

After approving a 56% in-
crease in the taxes that will fund
Miami-Dade County debt pay-
ments in 2010-2011, the county
commission is eagerly awaiting
a report from the county man-
ager detailing which projects are
in the running for funding from
the bonds.

On Sept. 23 the commission
approved a .445 millage to retire
general obligation bonds, a move
expected to lead to 57 county
construction projects and 1,870
county jobs, according to a re-
port by County Manager George
Burgess. Second-year bond sales
could reach $350 million.

While it is unknown when Mr.
Burgess will be presenting the
proposed projects, Commis-
sioner Bruno Barreiro said the
commission is hoping to approve
the list before year’s end.

Mr. Barreiro said he moved
and voted for the increased mill-
age both in the hopes that he
would not see cuts in social
services and because he would
like to see some construction
projects pushed through that
are “shovel ready.”

“Hopefully, it’s projects that
are ready to go,” he said.

While Jose “Pepe” Diaz did
not vote for the increase, say-
ing that “now is not the time to
increase any rate,” he added
that the funding of projects is
essential to county finances.

“It translates into millions and
millions and millions of dollars
for our economy,” he said, add-
ing that Miami-Dade is a hotspot
for tourists. As many people
come to the county each year
looking to be entertained, the
county must have a number of
projects in the works if it wants
to keep people flocking to the
area, he said.

More than anything, Mr. Diaz
said, he hopes the construction
projects will help community
residents find and maintain jobs.

“Right now the competition is
tough,” he said. “We have to
maintain those projects, and
those projects are vital to the
community.”

Even if recall succeeds, mayor could win again
BY ASHLEY HOPKINS

The county is abuzz regarding a potential
recall of Mayor Carlos Alvarez, but in the end
not much might change. Even if he were
removed, he would remain eligible to run
were a special election called to fill the seat.

Norman Braman, the businessman who
launched the recall campaign in response
to a tax increase, now has 60 days to get
4% of registered voters to sign petitions to
force a recall election.

If voters did approve a recall, the mayor
then would be removed as soon as a vote
count was official, leaving the county with-
out a mayor, according to the county
attorney’s office. The county commission
would have to act on the vacancy by one of
two options within 30 days.

The majority could appoint a mayor. If
they chose a commissioner, that person
would leave the commission and a special
election would fill that post. The appointed
mayor would serve until the next presiden-
tial preference primary in January 2012,
according to the county attorney’s office.

If the commission chose not to appoint

someone to the mayor’s post within 30
days, it would have 45 days to call a public
election. Any resident could run under nor-
mal election procedures, which require that
candidates either pay a $300 filing fee or get
signatures from at least 1% of registered
voters, according to the Miami-Dade Citi-
zens’ Bill of Rights. Once elected, the new
mayor would hold office for the remainder
of Mr. Alvarez’s term, ending in November
2012.

If recalled, Mr. Alvarez might face com-
petition from sitting commissioners if he
decided to run in a special election. Carlos
Gimenez had planned to campaign for mayor
in 2012 but said he would consider running
sooner. Rebeca Sosa, just elected for an-
other four-year term, said she’d have to
discuss the election with family. Joe
Martinez and Jose “Pepe” Diaz wouldn’t
comment.

Elections, however, could be pricy. At
Tuesday’s commission meeting County
Manager George Burgess estimated each
special election could cost the county $5
million. Should a member of the commis-
sion receive the position or should the vote

result in a runoff, up to three elections
could be held, costing about $15 million.

At the meeting, Chair Dennis Moss
asked commissioners to join him in op-
posing a recall.

Barbara Jordan supported his call, say-
ing the mayor recommended a budget that
was in the best interest of the community.

“There is a movement going on that
anytime the commission takes action that
certain people disagree with, they feel that
by threatening the commission or threat-
ening the mayor it will force the commis-
sion or the mayor to do what they want to
do,” she said. “By giving in to that, we’re
giving in to tyranny.”

Mr. Diaz agreed that while citizens have
the right to participate in government,
political strong-arming should not be a
part of the electoral process.

“You’re a citizen. You have a right. But
you’re opening Pandora’s Box,” he said.
“Today, it’s because of this issue. To-
morrow, it’s because you don’t like that
person, their color or where they’re
from.… Fairness is fairness, but what’s
the intent?”
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Irma Becerra-Fernandez fosters entrepreneurship at FIU...
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Havana-born Director Irma Becerra-Fernandez is looking to create a family business
forum at Florida International University’s Pino Global Entrepreneurship Center.

The days when “you could kick around
an idea and have a concept and get some
chunk of money to get it going are gone,”
says Irma Becerra-Fernandez, director
of Florida International University’s
Pino Global Entrepreneurship Center.

Her career has taken her from Florida
Power & Light Co. to the knowledge
management and technology transfer
divisions of NASA and now to the halls
of FIU.

She took the reins of the center, which
seeks to show students and the greater
business community the path to success
in start-up ventures, about a year ago
and has had her work cut out for her
ever since.

Though one of her biggest challenges
was ensuring the center was properly
funded and sustainable during the eco-
nomic downturn and severe budget
squeeze, she’s managed a handful of
new initiatives.

In November, FIU will host the inau-
gural Americas Venture Capital Con-
ference, a two-day event that is to bring
entrepreneurs and venture capitalists
from across the hemisphere together to
learn about emerging business sectors
in Latin America and funding opportu-
nities here.

The event could establish Miami as
the crossroads between the many inno-
vation centers in the US and the fast-
growing economies to the south.

“I think what [investors] want to see
is a one-stop shop, where [they] can
find out what’s going on in Latin
America, without having to track all the
way from Silicon Valley, down to Buenos
Aires,” Ms. Becerra-Fernandez said.
And in creating such a link “it creates
opportunity for a whole new set of in-
dustries that locates around the bridge.”

The center is looking to create a
family business forum to expose stu-
dents to the issues family-owned opera-
tions face as well as a venture-mentor
service modeled on the one at the Mas-
sachusetts Institute of Technology.

In the long run, though, she’s focused
on creating an ecosystem, with the
people, ideas, money and education, to
make Miami a hotbed of innovation.

Ms. Becerra-Fernandez was inter-
viewed in her offices at the university’s
main campus by Miami Today staff
writer Zachary S. Fagenson.

Q: What goes on at the Pino Global
Entrepreneurship Center?
A: We teach courses dealing with

entrepreneurship. People with experi-
ence, serial entrepreneurs, investors,
attorneys, teach courses that comple-
ment traditional courses. How to write a
successful business plan that will make
money or how to pitch business to a
venture capitalist.

We are creating the network that al-
lows people to be successful in entrepre-
neurial ventures. To be successful as an
entrepreneur you not only need to have
the right technology and deliver a prod-
uct that meets customer’s needs, but
have access to networks that are going to
take your product to the market.

Q: What’s your professional and edu-
cational background?
A: I worked as an engineer at Florida

Power and Light and spent about six

years there. I was coding in the com-
puter room 10 hours a day.

Even though I have a knack for cod-
ing, I’m also a people person. The com-
pany was going through statistical qual-
ity control. They asked for volunteers
interested in teaching statistics. I was
desperate so I volunteered. I fell in love
with adult training. I quit my high-
paying job and went back to school to
get my Ph.D. with the hope of becoming
a professor.

I did a post-doctoral job with the NASA
Center out of the University of Florida,
taking technologies that were created as
part of the space mission and transfer-
ring them into the commercial sector.
Tang, Velcro and power tools were de-
veloped as part of the NASA space ex-
ploration that we use every day.

It was an interesting job, but after
doing that for about two years I was
committed to becoming a traditional
academic. After I became a full profes-
sor our dean offered me the opportunity
to take over the entrepreneurship cen-
ter. I saw it as opportunity to bring my
career full circle.

Q: How do those experiences help
you in this position?
A: I became intrigued with the idea of

commercializing a NASA technology.
We took a technology developed for
document sharing, commercialized [it]
and took [it] to market.

I learned a lot by the school of hard
knocks. We were not at the right time or
the right place, but I learned a lot.

I have been part of two startups. A
friend of mine, we launched a business
for designer purses that I do on the side.
I love the idea of creating new ventures,
of doing something innovative, of trying
to meet a market need.

Q: How is the venture community in
Miami?
A: The venture community in Miami

is nascent. There’s wealthy people here
that are investors, but their businesses
are in New York or Boston. I don’t think
they envision South Florida as a place to
work. People tend to forget that this is
a wonderful place for business.

Boston is an exciting city for entre-
preneurship, but during the winter there
are no distractions. Our biggest barrier
to successful entrepreneurship is that
there’s so much to do. You have to have
an ecosystem and you have to have
networks that support entrepreneurship.
We have been missing that but are work-
ing hard to create it.

Q: How do you create it?
A: Part of it is creating the space where

people that want to make it happen will get
together. It’s not only venturepreneurs
but investors, attorneys, accountants,
media, marketers, coaches to help com-
panies be successful. We have to create a
marketplace where people come together
and aggregate that community. Physical
space has to exist, and that’s what we are
in the process of creating.

Q: Your academic specialty is knowl-
edge management. What is that?
A: Knowledge management is how

organizations manage their intellectual
assets. It’s about creating technology
for knowledge workers to be able to
make decisions accurately and efficiently.

I had the opportunity to spend 10
years learning about knowledge man-
agement with NASA. I helped Kennedy
Space Center design their knowledge
management strategy. I helped NASA
headquarters design their strategy.

Q: What sort of knowledge manage-
ment research are you doing?
A: I have been, for three years, work-

ing with the Miami-Dade emergency
operations center, looking at the role of
knowledge management when respond-
ing to a disaster. Disasters happen infre-
quently. It’s hard to learn from prior
experiences. If you make a mistake it
not only could cost you money but lives.

Q: When did you take over your
position?
A: A year ago.
Q: What did you find when you took

the position?
A: Last year was, as we all know, a

very challenging year. The center got
funded thanks to the generous gift of the
Kauffman Foundation, who gave us a $3
million grant, and Sergio Pino, who named
the center through an endowment.

My biggest challenge was raising
enough money to sustain the center.
With the downturn of the economy, it
was hard to figure out how we go about
raising money.

My other challenge was that I spoke
to people that had a lot of ideas of what
the center should be. We created a
strategy that identifies four pillars.

The first is international. We have
programs in international business that
are nationally ranked.

The second focused on innovative
ventures. Innovative-based ventures
create wealth, create jobs.

The third was involvement. I am look-
ing for ways to engage and involve our
community in what we’re doing in order
to create new activities.

The fourth is inflection. We’re going
to launch new initiatives focused on
measuring companies poised for growth.

Q: What are some initiatives you’ve
put into place, and what do you hope to
accomplish?
A: The flagship initiative for this year

is the Americas Venture Capital Confer-
ence that will take place Nov. 17 and 18.
We are attracting entrepreneurs and
venture capitalists from South Florida
to Latin America.

There never has been a conference
focused on venture capital in Latin
America. Latin America may be poised
for growth in the next 10 [years], so we
are going to develop the opportunity for
venture capital by having this confer-
ence.

It’s a risky project. People pointed out
my chances of not being successful. I
enlisted them. I said, “I recognize the
chances that we may not be successful,
so I need your help to make it happen.”

Q: What’s the overall goal of the
conference?
A: To bring together the community of

investors and entrepreneurs that are doing
innovative ventures. Entrepreneurs are in-
terested in gaining access to venture capital,
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...with first two-day Americas Venture Capital Conference
which in South Florida and Latin America is
not easy. We want to create access to
venture capital and to the best companies.

I have two more initiatives that I’m
planning to launch next year.

One is a family business forum, cre-
ating a network of the large family-
owned businesses and giving them the
opportunity to address needs. We want
to [show] that family-owned businesses
have their own set of challenges and put
both faculty and students to work to
resolve those challenges.

We’re also planning a venture-mentor
service. MIT have been training us on
how they have been nurturing new ven-
tures. We would love to establish such
a program here.

Q: Would that be working with stu-
dents or start-up businesses?
A: That would be with start-up busi-

nesses started by students, faculty or
staff. We want to put together people
that have successful experiences, cre-
ating the network that will help them be
successful.

We have students working with New
World Angels, an angel investor group, and
they’re exposed to how a company gets
valuated during the process of due diligence.

Q: What are the center’s long-term
goals?
A: As I look at the ecosystem of FIU,

our focus needs to be on creating the
networks that will support this activity.
People ask me what can we do to [cre-
ate] a Silicon Valley in Miami, and my
answer is nothing.

We’re not trying to create Silicon
Valley in Miami. We need to differenti-
ate what makes sense in our context.
Our own version of success, a la South
Beach, a la Miami, is going to help
nurture new innovative ventures.

Q: How are you and administrators
working to discover where business is
being created?
A: The president has my cell phone

number, and he’s in constant communica-
tion with the community. He’s aligned with
what we’re doing at the center. Our dean
has made a commitment to international,

and international business is our strength.
I am continuously looking to work

with faculty. Over the past three years
we have funded almost 30 faculty mem-
bers through the Kauffman Foundation.
We were able to support their activities
related to entrepreneurship throughout
the whole university.

Q: Are there areas that are more attrac-
tive to entrepreneurs that may require
more training at the university level?
A: The information and communica-

tion technology sector, but there’s also
a strong interest in green technologies,
biotechnologies. Nanotechnology is a
hot area. We’re going to see new ven-
tures that understand the needs of the
Hispanic market in the US, as well as
Latin America and Europe. By having
new ventures that understand those
needs, they will be able to identify the
right ways to meet it.

Q: How much time do you spend
meeting people involved in new ven-
tures, and what message do you try to
convey to them?
A: All my time. This is very much a

business about personal contact. This is
something I could never have done by
sending out a bunch of e-mails.

The venture capital business is about
relationships. We’ve been able to do this
through our collaboration with partners,
getting them engaged in what we’re trying
to do and taking the time to visit with them.

Q: How do they view us? When you go to
New York, California and Latin America,
what do businesses ask you about?
A: What they want is a one-stop shop,

where [they] can find out what’s going
on in Latin America without having to
track from Silicon Valley down to Buenos
Aires. What I’ve done is build value
propositions, for every constituency,
on why Miami is the place to come to.

Q: Will South Florida be a place where
new businesses are created, or will it be a
crossroad with ties to each area?
A: We’ll see both. One of the issues that

the editors of The Economist raised last
week is about the call to build bridges and
not walls. We’re building one such bridge.

Bridges create opportunity for a new set
of industries. We’re bringing two [areas]
together to create momentum.

Q: Where does the entrepreneurship
center fit in to the university’s five-
year strategic plan?
A: Today companies are born global.

It’s not unusual to find a startup that has
engineers in Costa Rica, engineers in
India, a call center in India or manufac-
turing in China. We will be in a unique
position to study factors that make a
global venture successful and what can
be done to support global ventures.

Q: How is research commercialized?
A: I mentioned NASA. [In] the pro-

cess of going to the moon, they realized
the need of mobile communication. This
technology was first necessary in space,
and we discovered it was relevant on
Earth too. Universities are often con-
tracting to federal labs. As part of the
contract work they create new prod-
ucts that have commercial value.

Sometimes a technology may be ready
for space but that doesn’t mean it’s
ready for you. This mobile phone might
weigh 500 pounds. In space it doesn’t
matter, because weight is not an issue,
but none of us are going to carry a phone
around that is 500 pounds. Often tech-
nologies need refinement before they can
become commercially viable products.

There has to be a market need. It was
hard to believe in 1967 that there would be
the market for mobile phones that exist
today. For technology commercialization
to happen, all these factors have to come
together. The technology has to be ready
for commercialization, the market has to be
ready and there has to be opportunities to
nurture success. That is where the net-
work comes in. There are many technolo-
gies that are sitting in portfolios waiting for
a: somebody to make them market ready,
or, b: the market to be ready for them.

Q: Are you still working with NASA?
A: We will have a representative from

both NASA Kennedy and Ames at the
conference, as well as the prior deputy
administrator of NASA.

Q: What role are they playing in

creating new technologies?
A: NASA is struggling, as many other

federal agencies are, in these times of
downturn. They’re retiring all shuttles. A
group of people will be downsized, be-
cause the shuttle will not be flown. That
will bring challenges. We want to be to be
a lot smarter about space, so there is a
strong argument for making them viable.

Q: How does downsizing affect inno-
vation, venture and entrepreneurial
communities?
A: I was talking to Brevard County,

and we had conversations about creat-
ing some kind of entrepreneurship pro-
gram for all the employees downsized
from the shuttle program. These are
smart, hard-working people and will
make great entrepreneurs.

Q: Can you talk about the venture
you’re starting?
A: Myself and a friend started a Web

site that is essentially a virtual consign-
ment store for designer purses. I love
fashion, so we’re experimenting with
that. We launched this year. All our
friends get together and trade purses.

Q: What’s it been like starting a new
business during an economic downturn?
A: Entrepreneurs, particularly in the

IT area, need to bootstrap business and
get it going before you can think about
substantial investment.

The days where you could kick around an
idea and get some chunk of money are gone.
Entrepreneurs go into their own savings or
they go to their family and friends to get to
a level where they have some prototype they
can show to get funding.

Q: What sort of community activities
are you involved in?
A: I have been involved with the

Association of Cuban Engineers. I’m a
past president, and I’ve been a board
member for many years.

I enjoy spending time with my chil-
dren. I have two kids, Anthony, who’s
22, and Nicole, who’s 20, and love
taking family trips. I love to travel. My
son lives in New York and my daughter
is in Boston. If I can, I take a quick trip
and visit with them.




