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Miami-Dade Commissioner Dorrin D. Rolle faces under funded foes
Dogged by ethical questions, Miami-Dade Commissioner Dorrin D. Rolle faces a field of challengers.

BY MARTHA BRANNIGAN
``Ya done good!'' is a favorite proclamation of Miami-Dade Commissioner Dorrin D. Rolle, whether he's congratulating a retiring county functionary or bestowing a plaque on a local resident.

But Rolle, running for reelection Aug. 24, isn't hearing those laudatory words from some corners of District 2, which stretches across much of Liberty City, Opa-locka and North Miami.

Five challengers -- some experienced politicians, some novices -- aim to unseat the 12-year incumbent, making this the most contentious among four county commission races. To avoid a runoff in November, a candidate must get 50 percent plus one vote. 

``Rolle must go!'' said Mack Samuel, a retired AT&T/Lucent Technologies manager and community activist making his first bid for elected office. ``This is the worst thing that's happened to this community.''

An Achilles' heel for Rolle: his stewardship of the James E. Scott Community Association, where he received a salary of nearly $200,000 a year, but left as the 85-year-old social services nonprofit was on the brink of financial collapse. He has been sanctioned by the Miami-Dade County Ethics Commission for misusing his sway at County Hall to advocate for JESCA.

During his 16 years at JESCA's helm, federal and county funding was squandered. JESCA employees sometimes went unpaid, but investigators say they found no evidence that Rolle ever missed a paycheck. Retirement contributions were diverted. The agency eventually filed for bankruptcy after he stepped down as president and chief executive.

Rolle did not respond to interview requests. In campaign material, he cites achievements, such as advocating for workforce housing and working with county agencies to remove crack houses in his district.

OTHER ISSUES
Beyond JESCA, critics say Rolle has done little to lift Liberty City and other blighted areas of the district from poverty. His challengers, while each taking a different tack, say the key issues are economic development, crime, joblessness and a feeling among residents of exclusion from the political process.
``I'm running because Mr. Rolle has been a total disappointment to District 2,'' said Jean Monestime, a Haitian-American and former North Miami councilman who is a real estate broker and has an insurance firm with his brother. ``The five of us running against him proves the community wants him out.''

But ousting a sitting county commissioner isn't easy. The last time a challenger beat an incumbent was when Katy Sorenson, who is about to retire, unseated Larry Hawkins in 1994.

So far, Monestime has raised $33,913 in contributions. That's more than the other challengers, but is dwarfed by Rolle's warchest of $226,860, campaign filings show.

Rolle has received strong financial support from lawyers and lobbyists who do business with the county; many of his contributors live outside District 2 and cannot vote.

Northampton, Mass.-based Jane F. Garvey -- who was administrator of the Federal Aviation Administration between 1997 and 2002 -- pitched in $500 for Rolle's reelection. She is chairman for Meridiam Infrastructure North America, part of the group building the Port of Miami tunnel.

Massachusetts-based Joseph C. Aiello, CEO of Meridiam Infrastructure North America, also anted up $500 for Rolle, who chairs the commission's airport and seaport committee.

``Money is not going to vote; people are going to vote,'' says candidate Anthony Dawkins, a pastor who has only $570 in contributions but is holding town hall meetings to rally support. 

CONTRAST CITED

Samuel, who is active in community homeowners groups and has raised $3,845, said he's driven by the economic deprivation of the district. ``To have this large area that's so impoverished in the midst of a city that's bustling with everything makes no sense,'' he said.
Florence ``Flomo'' Moss, a 31-year-old Army reservist also running for the first time, said she hopes to bridge a gap among residents, particularly young people, who feel cut off from the political process. ``There's a great sense of apathy,'' said Moss, who was a president of the Miami-Dade Young Democrats.

Another challenger is Joe Celestin, a former two-term mayor of North Miami.

``There are crack houses, pawn shops and gangs. And this current leadership is doing nothing but telling you someone else is responsible for the failures,'' said Celestin, with $16,347 in contributions.

He cites the failed Poinciana Park development scheme. The proposed Liberty City biotech center, which Rolle helped push through the commission, was touted as a magnet for economic development. Instead, the developer, Dennis Stackhouse, is facing charges of stealing funds from the tax-supported project, which was never built.

FORMER MAYOR
Celestin, a Haitian-American, was elected mayor of North Miami in 2001 after two unsuccessful bids for the state legislature in 1996 and 1998 and an earlier failed run for mayor in 1999.
Celestin has faced controversy of his own. He has creditor claims pending, including a tax lien from the Internal Revenue Service.

In February 2004, the Florida Elections Commission entered a final order against Celestin for violating various election laws involving campaign contributions, spending and disclosure. A Florida Elections Commission attorney said Monday that Celestin still owes $27,640 in fines in the case, which covered his 1999 mayoral race.

Celestin said any campaign errors were innocent. ``I felt it was not proper to fine me,'' he said.

Separately, Celestin has drawn scrutiny for a 2006 transaction in which a company controlled by Michael Swerdlow, a prominent Miami developer, guaranteed a $400,000 mortgage for Celestin. The loan guarantee came about a year and a half after Celestin left office as mayor.

As mayor, Celestin had presided over issues related to a major proposed development, Biscayne Landing, that Swerdlow once planned to build. In interviews, both men said the mortgage -- made after Celestin left office -- wasn't related to anything he did as mayor.

On June 30, Swerdlow obtained a judgment against Celestin for the unpaid debt and plans to foreclose on the property at 396 NW 159th St. Celestin is appealing.

Celestin says his detractors are spotlighting the transaction to undermine his election bid. ``When you raise something that looks fishy, you can put doubt in the heads of voters,'' he said.

HAITIAN VOTERS
With the large group of Haitian-Americans living in District 2, the race also is playing out on local Creole radio.
Monestime is using the airwaves to deliver a message of discontent with the incumbent.

``Mr. Rolle's tenure has been plagued with mismanagement and unethical behavior and a lack of effective leadership,'' he said in an interview. ``I want to be someone who is in touch with the people.'' 
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