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County trickles time-critical US aid to cities

Ex-US land 
commercial
park sought
By Jesse scheckner

Miami-Dade lawmakers on 
Tuesday again asked for an assess-
ment of how to best use land the 
Air Force gave the county more 
than 15 years ago.

Commissioners directed Mayor 
Carlos Giménez’s office to study 
the 601 acres near Homestead Air 
Reserve Base in order to designate 
“appropriate portions… as a park 
of commerce,” the resolution said.

Dennis Moss sponsored the 
item; Daniella Levine Cava and 
Jose “Pepe” Diaz co-sponsored.

The land, which the US gave to 
the county in 2004, hasn’t gone 
unused. Parts today house a FedEx 
facility, an Amazon distribution 
center and a new $224 million steel 
mill co-owned by Julio Giménez, 
the mayor’s son, which sits on 123 
acres at 28451 SW 127th Ave.

Other projects, including a 
movie studio that Donald Trump 
proposed in 2013 following talks 
with Commissioner Joe Martinez, 
came and went.

Commissioners on Tuesday 
unanimously called for a report in 
a month that will:

■Identify parts of the land that 
could be identified as a park of 
commerce.

■Recommend how to maximize 
the park of commerce’s potential, 
including how to better organize 
and identify the area.

■Detail needed improvements, 
“such as signage, paving, landscap-
ing or other features.”

■Outline related costs and fund-
ing sources.

The federal government gave the 
county the land through “multiple 
deeds, which included various 
rights, obligations and restric-
tions,” the item said. Some parts 
are restricted from certain types 
of development, it continued, and 
updating what can be done where 
will help the county plan better.

“Officially identifying the loca-
tion, and designating the portions 
of the [property] as a park of 
commerce is expected to foster 
community and engage further 
improvement and development,” 
the item said, “resulting in a posi-
tive fiscal impact on the county’s 
economy and continued revitaliza-
tion of this area.”

By Jesse scheckner

Cities that for months complained of not 
receiving a fair share of federal coronavirus aid 
are still awaiting almost all the money Miami-
Dade reserved for them. But every penny they 
don’t spend this year goes back to Washington. 

Of $100 million in Cares Act funds the county 
set aside for cities Aug. 4, just $295,230 was 
cleared for payout by Sept. 30, Deputy Mayor 
Ed Marquez said.

“Some people have asked me, ‘Why so 
slow?’ This is a process,” he said. “Everything 
is still ramping up.”

The procedure cities must follow to get funds 
is arduous but necessary, Mr. Marquez said, 
involving multiple exchanges of documents and 
vetting by both the county finance department 
and consultants.

Cities so far have asked for more than $206 
million virus expenses reimbursement and re-
lated grants. Of that, $27 million is now in “Step 
2,” said Tanya Shannon of Hagerty Consulting.

But many cities haven’t fully detailed paper-
work to show that the costs they cite are pandemic 
related, she said. Roughly $2 million in requests 
have gone back to cities for more information.

“It simply said, insert name, lifeguard, and 

for activities it just said ‘Covid-19,’ but we 
don’t know what the lifeguard was doing,” she 
said. “We have to say what the lifeguard was 
doing, not just ‘Covid-19.’”

The dawdling rollout of funds distressed 
some commissioners, including Dennis Moss, 
who last week asked Mr. Marquez to reconfirm 
that only 0.03% of the Cares Act allotment for 
cities had gone out.

Mr. Marquez said yes, adding: “A lot of 
the expenses they projected … have not been 
incurred as of yet.”

Mr. Moss said he found that hard to believe.
All qualifying expenses since March are 

eligible for reimbursement through the Cares 
Act and by FEMA. But unlike FEMA repay-
ments, which cities must seek on their own for 
costs not covered by the Cares Act, Cares Act 
funds must be spent by Dec. 31 or go back to 
the federal government.

“You have March, April, May, June, July, 
August, September – they’ve all got those 
expenditures and to only have [less than 
$300,000] be processed at this point, I’m really 
concerned,” Mr. Moss said. “We’re basically in 
October, [and] I just don’t see how these funds 
are going to be spent.”

Some paperwork required from cities and 

for other industry-specific Cares Act-funded 
grant programs is needlessly complex, said 
Commissioner Jean Monestime, citing a $10 
million program he’d sponsored to aid for-hire 
drivers that commissioners approved July 27.

Of the 191 applications, Deputy Mayor Jen-
nifer Moon said, the county reviewed 111 and 
OK’d 10. Eighty-one lacked documentation. 
Another 20 were ineligible because they’d 
gotten aid through the federal Paycheck Pro-
tection Program.

The low clearance rate for aid applications, 
Mr. Monestime said, “may mean that this is 
a very difficult process they have to follow.”

While the process is difficult, it’s necessary, 
Mr. Marquez said, as Cares Act refunds are 
subject to onerous scrutiny.

“You’re caught between a rock and a hard 
place,” he said.

But in some cases – such as Mr. Monestime’s 
program, which demands of drivers tax papers 
the county already has on file – redundancies 
may stall money from reaching those suffer-
ing, said Commissioner Daniella Levine Cava.

“These are people who need the relief,” she 
said. “I understand we have to be audit-proof, 
but we also want to make sure we aren’t creat-
ing unnecessary barriers.”

MEDS ALOFT: Cargo continues to grow at Miami 
International Airport (MIA), as this month the top 
economic generator for Miami-Dade welcomed five 
additional weekly flights from Europe’s leading hub 
for handling temperature-sensitive pharmaceutical 
products, including vaccines. Europe Air Transport 
Leipzig, a subsidiary of Deutsche Post DHL Group, 
will bring up to 325 tons of pharma products weekly, 
a press note from MIA spokesperson Greg Chin 

said, adding to the airport’s booming freight business that last year saw MIA 
handle $3.7 billion in pharma imports and exports. “Air cargo has never 
been more essential to the wellbeing of our community and our country 
than during a global crisis,” Aviation Director Lester Sola said. “As the 
busiest international freight airport in the US, MIA is uniquely positioned 
to quickly receive and transport life-saving pharma products, vaccines and 
medical supplies to markets around the world.”

NORTHEAST CORRIDOR PUNTED: Tapping a rule that any item 
added to a legislative agenda within four days of a scheduled meeting can be 
kicked to the next one, Miami-Dade Commissioner Joe Martinez delayed a 
vote Tuesday on where to place stops along a proposed Brightline corridor 
between downtown Miami and Aventura. A nonbinding agreement between 
the county and Brightline will also wait until next meeting. Scrutiny of the 
pending deal between the private rail operator and the county to run a public 
commuter service on what’s known as the Northeast Corridor of the county 
Smart Plan has grown in recent weeks, including confusion over control 
of existing rail lines and assertion by the Federal Transit Administration 
that the corridor needs at least seven stops to be cost-effective. Current 
plans include only five. Agreeing with Mr. Martinez that the item needs 
more attention, Commissioner Eileen Higgins said, “This is something 
that requires intense analysis and workshops.”

FAST FPL DEPOSIT REFUNDS: The state Public Service Commis-
sion on Tuesday approved a plan by Florida Power & Light to speed up 
refunds of deposits for tens of thousands of customers amid the Covid-19 
pandemic. FPL announced the plan last month as part of steps that also 
included providing bill credits of up to $200 to some residential and 
small-business customers. FPL said in its filing that the move to speed up 
refunds of deposits would return $9 million to $11 million to 50,000 to 
60,000 residential customers. Ordinarily, deposits are refunded after 23 
months to customers with good payment records. The plan is a one-time 
move that will shorten the period to 12 months. 

APPLICANTS FLOCK TO PROGRAMS OFFERING FUNDING IN PANDEMIC DOWNTURN, PAGE 8
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Lester Sola sees Miami International Airport evolving to meet our post-pandemic needs.
Photo by Jesse Scheckner 
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Lester Sola

Director and CEO
Miami-Dade Aviation Department
PO Box 025504, Miami 33102
(305) 876-7066
director@miami-airport.com
Born: Ciego de Avila, Cuba
Age: 55
Education: Master of public administra-
tion, Florida International University, 
1992; bachelor of public administration 
with a minor in organization psychology, 
Florida International University, 1989.
Personal Philosophy: “I have always 
believed in giving back to the community 
where one lives.”

Lester Sola pilots county’s airports through pandemic storm...
When Lester Sola began working for 

Miami-Dade 28 years ago, his first post 
was in the county Aviation Department.

Twenty-eight years and a variety of 
other county jobs later, he leads the de-
partment, overseeing the operations and 
growth of four general aviation airports 
and Miami International Airport (MIA), 
the county’s top economic engine, which 
together generate $31.9 billion yearly and 
support more than 275,000 jobs

He’d worked briefly in banking and 
finance before joining the county, but his 
collegiate focus on public administration 
indicates an early and earnest interest in 
government work. And the goal, he said, 
was always Miami-Dade.

“I had an opportunity to do a manage-
ment training program in Broward, but 
I wanted to work and serve in the com-
munity I had grown up in and live in,” 
he said. “For me, a guiding principle has 
always been to serve and help what you 
call home.”

Mr. Sola’s public service jobs include 
stints as a coordinating officer in Miami-
Dade’s executive management office, 
an assistant to the county manager, an 
associate director of the Aviation Depart-
ment and the deputy director of the county 
Department of Business Development.

His leadership positions include county 
supervisor of elections, director of the 
Water and Sewer Department and, now, 
director of the Aviation Department and 
CEO of MIA – a position, he said, that 
he’d like to keep until he retires.

“I’ve always been sent – and happy – 
to fix issues in departments, but the one 
place I always wanted to come back to as 
director was this airport,” he said. “The 
amount of responsibility not just in our 
county but to the hundreds of thousands of 
jobs associated with this airport and the 
important role it plays in this community 
– it’s a challenge, but it also provides a 
significant amount of motivation to deliver 
and continue to grow it.”

Mr. Sola spoke by phone with reporter 
Jesse Scheckner.

Q: MIA received $207 million in fed-
eral Cares Act dollars. How close are 
you to spending the funds, and on what?

A: You had several options for how 
to use that money. You could use it for 
payroll, to offset loans – debt service. 
We’ve done both.

The quickest way to get to get the money 
was for payroll, to make those invoices, 
turn around and get paid. The same rule 
applies to our general aviation airports.

We’ve used about $180 million. Rolling 
into next fiscal year, we’ll have about $20 
million to use.

Q: The airport’s $5 billion capital im-
provement program is expected to take 15 
years. Having previously overseen other 
massive, multibillion-dollar programs, 
including the county water and sewer 
consent decree program, how comfort-
able are you with the idea that someone 
else may finish a project you started?

A: If you look at my history, you’ll 
see that I often end up in departments 
reorganizing them, setting them on their 
paths and then moving on.

This is my fourth time at this airport. 
It’s the first county department I worked 
for and, God willing, it’ll be the depart-
ment I retire from several years from now.

It may take 10 years to build these con-
tracts and concourses out, but you need to 
make the case for why we need to make 
this investment. That’s often harder than 
the actual construction.

You have to be mindful of the cost 
you’re going to create to operate at this 
airport and balance it with efficiencies 
in personnel and operations to remain 
competitive and minimize the costs for an 
airline to operate here, since they’re the 
ones paying for all the associated costs.

In absence of that investment, what will 
it do to the current airlines here as far as 
their ability to grow? More importantly, 
how will they not be able to operate?

We went to the Board of County Com-
missioners and the mayor with a plan that 
wasn’t just the director of Miami-Dade 
Aviation’s or the department’s plan. It 
was a plan that had been reviewed and 
approved by our business partners here 
– not just the large airlines like American 
Airlines but also our low-cost carriers.

I don’t take ownership of seeing the 
end of the program, but it’s important that 
we set that path forward as to how this 
airport will continue to grow.  

Q: The airport from time to time has 
been targeted for private or public-
private development. Other than one or 
more hotels, what is now on the drawing 
board in that respect?

A: I look at construction and develop-
ment as to where it’s best suited and who is 
best to complete that task. If it touches pas-
sengers or the flow of passenger through 
terminals and onto airplanes, we’ll do 
traditional design-build or design-bid-
build construction.

However, we’re not in the hotel-build-
ing business. Through a public-private 
joint effort with a private developer, we 
can have people who know how to build 
and run a hotel be partners in sharing 
the profit.

In the cargo operations side of the 
house, the west side of the airport, the 
predominant amount of construction 
slated to take place will be via that de-
velopment model. There’s a significant 
amount of old infrastructure there that 
needs to be torn down.

We’re able bring in new infrastructure 
quicker through a private developer model 
and collect land rent and profit. We’ll be 
able to offset risk. It’s the balance of which 
model best fits the needs of the airport.

Q: How hard have the airport ten-
ants and contractors been hit [during 
the pandemic], and what is being done 
for them?

A: Traditionally, we were averaging 
105,000 to 115,000 passengers per day. 
In mid-March we dropped to our lowest 
point, around 3,500.

We’re now at 35,000, getting close 
to 40,000 passengers. That number will 
continue to increase when international 
passengers start flying through MIA to 
South America and the Caribbean.

We’ve seen what’s happened to these 
airlines, our concessionaires and our con-
struction and design industry – everyone 
that’s associated with it.

We recognized it early. We were one 
of the first airports that went to the 
Board of County Commissioners. They 
approved a relief package that goes like 
this: If you’re an airline, you get to defer 
rental payments for properties you use, 
whether it be terminals, cargo operations 
or whatever.

Federal Aviation Administration re-
quirements do not allow an airline to 
operate at no cost at an airport, so we 
deferred those payments.

They still had to pay certain fees, but we 
gave them a rent deferment for six months 

from March through the end of August.
The deferment is not a forgiveness. 

They pay us back later. That repayment 
program has begun. The airlines were very 
happy with that six-month rent deferment.

And we gave them a relatively long re-
payment period. They have until October 
2021 to pay us back via a set schedule of 
repayment.

If you are a concessionaire, we relieved 
you of your rent and your minimum annual 
guarantee. When you got the contract, 
you guaranteed you’d pay us X-amount 
of dollars every month. We waived that 
and their rent completely.

The only thing we’re requiring is the 
percentage already in your contract that 
says if you sell something you have to 
give us a percent of your gross. That’s 
all we’ve been collecting from conces-
sionaires.

Same thing for the rental cars. We 
allowed them six months. Now we’ve 
extended it for concessionaires through 
the end of this year.

We’re also doing things for construc-
tion. A significant amount of construction 
or design is always taking place. The need 
is still there. 

The scope by which we have to build 
out our infrastructure through the $5 bil-
lion capital improvement program has 
changed as a result of the pandemic, but 
we’re moving projects forward.

They’re either on the air side or would 
have created a disruption to the airport 
and airlines. If we’re able to move those 
projects up during this downturn, we’re 
able to reduce that negative impact and 
then benefit when the airline traffic comes 
back.

Q: Looking beyond the pandemic, what 
changes in passenger procedures and 
infrastructure will be needed?

A: This industry is resilient. Whether it 
be 9/11 or now with the pandemic, airlines 
and airports are quick to adapt. The issue 
for us is making sure that whatever we do 
has a good return on the investment and 
a positive impact on what our customers, 
our passengers, are seeing – that our ef-
forts are worthwhile.

We doubled the crew size and the 
amount of cleaning and disinfection at this 
airport right after the pandemic started. 
Although passenger volumes went down, 
we kept those levels up.

Ultimately, the federal government will 
dictate what measures we’ll have to take 
to address this pandemic with additional 
protocols or testing. We haven’t seen that 
yet, but we’ll adapt to what’s issued.

The airlines are willing to do whatever 
they have to do, whether it be disinfect-
ing inside the airplane or protocols for 
passengers and those who don’t follow 
instructions.

You’ll continue to see this airport and 
others evolve to satisfy the needs of our 
flying public, for them to feel safe and 
comfortable.

Q: Flights are coming back. What do 
you see as their return trajectory, and 
is it likely that some flights – or entire 
airlines – won’t ever come back?

A: By the time the year is over, we’ll 
probably have hit 50% of the passenger 
volumes we had last year. Cargo will 
be higher than last year. There’s still a 
demand for products.
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...and looks ahead to a $5 billion investment in improvements 
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The aviation industry will likely 
change. Many experts are saying there’s a 
possibility some airlines won’t come back.

At one point we had in excess of 100 
airlines flying through this airport. If they 
were a small airline in a foreign country, 
they likely went into some kind of finan-
cial protection to survive this pandemic 
because they were unable to fly.

Every country did it a little differently. 
Here, the Cares Act helped airlines signifi-
cantly with operations and payroll. You’ll 
see a different horizon for airlines as to 
the number of airlines in existence and 
the size at which they initially emerge.

This airport has gone through many 
changes. Routes flying out of MIA to 
South America, Central America, the 
Caribbean and European markets tend to 
be profitable not just in passengers but in 
cargo going into the bellies of those planes.

We expect, as has happened in the past, 
wherever there’s a void, someone will 
come in that’s well-capitalized and be 
able to gain whatever routes, if any, are 
abandoned by the airlines.

Q: Will the airport be out recruiting 
flights and airlines?

A: The airport business is highly 
competitive. We’re constantly making 
the case as to why cargo and passenger 
airlines should choose MIA versus other 
airports. During the pandemic, you see 
the partnership American and JetBlue 
announced.

JetBlue is an airline we’ve been pursu-
ing. Most recently, Southwest Airlines 
announced they will fly out of MIA poten-
tially with an initial 12 flights, increasing 
year over year.

That’s a result of years of studies and 
meetings as to why an airline should 
choose this airport versus another.

Q: How far out do you see passenger 
volume impacts from the pandemic 
lasting?

A: We’re 50% international, 50% do-
mestic travelers. Depending on who you 
ask, it could be as far back as 2023, 2024. 
I don’t necessarily agree with that. It all 
depends on the vaccine or treatment of 
this pandemic.

What we’ve done so far to educate our 
passengers coming to the airport – vi-
sual and audio, signage communications. 
There’s a lot of messaging taking place 
so that you feel comfortable and know 
we’re enforcing the mask requirements.

There will be constant communication 
as to what we’re doing and what your 
responsibilities are as a traveler. We’re 
at around 30% volume from where we 
were pre-Covid. We’ll see that number 
increase as international locations open.

But it’s hard to tell when the full re-
covery will take place. If the numbers 
continue to stay as low as they are, we’ll 
do well. The issue here is keeping infec-
tion numbers low so, coupled with our 
efforts, people can come to this airport.

Q: What are the airport’s cargo growth 
projections, and where will significant 
cargo gains coming from?

A: We were moving over 2 million 
tons of cargo every year. We have 18 
buildings. We overperform on the cargo 
side of the house. If and when a vaccine 
is announced as ready, this airport is one 
of the few pharma-certified airports in 
the country.

That means the volume of pharmaceu-
ticals, which has increased significantly 
throughout the pandemic, and ultimately 
the movement of this vaccine through the 
region – Latin America and the Caribbean 
– will go through MIA.

We are now taking steps with our cargo 
operators on how the additional cargo 
volumes and movement will take place. 
You won’t have any new buildings in place 
by the time this vaccine is announced, but 
we have significant capacity. 

We have so many cargo operators 
working out of this airport. There’s no 
doubt we’ll be a hub for that vaccine 
into South America, the Caribbean and 
Central America.

Q: You’ve mentioned land acquisition 
opportunities. How close to securing 
those lands are you?

A: Very much so. We recently made 
the case to the airlines. The airport is a 
county department, but the airlines are the 
backstop, financially, to how this airport 

is funded and operated.
We make the case not just to our Board 

of County Commissioners when we’re 
trying to buy land but also to our airline 
partners. We’re in negotiations with some 
landowners, trying to acquire properties 
on the east and west.

We’re constantly pursuing property. 
We’ve bought some. We’re also in com-
munication with other governmental 
agencies with properties to the east of 
us. Our land acquisition program will 
probably see an expenditure in the neigh-
borhood of $25 million to $30 million by 
the end of the year.

Q: A January report from your depart-
ment, released this month, listed several 
safety concerns with the proposed soccer 
stadium development on the Melreese 
golf course. Which are most worrisome?

A: That was near-finished but still a 
draft report. The airport was tasked with 
coordinating with our partners and com-
ing up with any concerns there were, 
whether about visibility or how the site 
is developed – how you coexist.

You can’t have anything that creates 
smoke, lighting effects. Anything like that 
was probably the No. 1 concern from the 
airlines and the FAA.

Now, the report goes on to highlight 
that there are measures for each of those 
concerns that the team can take to mitigate 
and resolve.

The issue that remains is the county 
transportation department’s review of the 
study of traffic in and out of the airport 
that the team prepared. It was incomplete 
information. Our sister agency, transporta-
tion, needs additional information before a 
decision or recommendation can be made.

Ultimately, the city hasn’t come to terms 
with the team on how the development 
can take place. There are concerns, but 
there are steps they can take to address 
those concerns, at least from the airport’s 
operational component.

Q: Who have been your role models?
A: When I started with the county, the 

person who ran the management training 
program was Alina Hudak, the former 
county deputy mayor and now an assistant 

city manager in Miami Beach.
Bill Johnson, the former director of 

PortMiami who recently retired, still lives 
in Miami Beach. These are two individuals 
who took me under their wings at differ-
ent points in my career and always were 
there to provide guidance and mentor me. 
I still communicate with them and seek 
their counsel.

Q: Describe your management style. 
Where do you delegate, and with which 
responsibilities are you more hands-on?

A: People often misunderstand this. 
I tend to be easy-going. I try not to get 
overwhelmed with the issues. At every 
department I’ve been at, I determine who 
I want to surround myself with.

Once you gain confidence and empower 
people based on the confidence they’ve 
earned, you let them do their work. I’m not 
a micromanager unless there’s a problem 
I have to be very closely involved in in 
order to address it.

I could be a nag until I’m satisfied 
we’re headed in the right direction. Once 
we are, I let people continue to manage 
their operations.

I don’t like to be in meetings all day. I’d 
rather give someone guidance on where 
we need to go and have them tell me how 
we’ll get there.

I’ll give some input, send you on your 
way and eventually check in to see how 
you’re doing or expect you to tell me we 
have a problem.

If you ask people who work with me 
or have, they’ll probably tell you we 
have short meetings and, once the issue 
is raised, you’ll get some direction from 
me. That’s it. The path is set.

Q: What is your favorite book?
A: Sometimes people are taken aback 

by it: Niccolò Machiavelli’s “The Prince.”
There is so much to be learned from 

that book about management, understand-
ing people, motivation and what people 
should look to deliver and accomplish 
as a leader.

Q: When and where are you happiest?
A: At home with my family or some-

where in the water in either Biscayne Bay 
or the Florida Keys.
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