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Bernie Navarro was born and
raised in Miami. A University of
Miami and Harvard University
graduate, he has always been
involved in the mortgage business
through different corporations.
After selling Home Mortgage, in
2008 he opened Benworth Capital,
a private mortgage lender.

His latest venture, however, has
been through the presidency of
the Latin Builders Association, a
large Hispanic construction trade
association with 750 member
companies in South Florida. His
biggest project there has been the
start of the LBA Construction and
Business Management Charter

High School last fall.
Miami Today reporter Vanessa
Zambrano  interviewed — Mr.

Navarro at the charter high
school in Hialeah.

Q: Are you originally from
Miami?

A: Yes, I was born in Miami.

Q: Have you lived anywhere
else or did you grow up here?

A: Born and raised here and
two years for grad school in
Bosten.

Q: Why did you decide to move
back?

A: Miami is special. Miami is a
melting pot of people and ideas.
When you’re younger you will say
“I want to go away, | want to leave,
[ want to experience new things,”
but once you leave you understand
that Miami 1s a special place and
you come back in love with it more.

Q: Walk us through your pro-
Jfessional history.

A: I've always been in the
mortgage business. | started off in
GMAC Mortgage — General
Motors Acceptance Corporation
Mortgage.
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After that I went to Citibank, ran
Florida for Citibank retail mort-
gages and their retail operation in
the mortgage business. After that [
founded Home Mortgage, and we
were very active in the building
industry. We always focused the
company on the building industry.

In 2005 Countrywide Home
Loans, the largest lender in the
nation at the time, came in and
bought us out. After that I started
Benworth Capital.

Q: Was that during the reces-
sion?

A: During the recession, in 2008.
We started Benworth Capital in
April 2008.

When I sold in 2005 my friends,
my advisors, colleagues told me
that it was a wrong time to sell, that
we were 1n a great economic posi-
tion, the economy was doing great,
it was the wrong the time to sell,
and [ thought it was the right time.

The opportunity came knocking.
The economy was booming, but I
felt that it was going to start slowing
down, and we sold itand it proved to
be a boom, and then in 2008 1 start-
ed up again just for the same rea-
sons. The evaluations were in an all-
time low. Certain indicators felt that
South Florida in general couldn’t go
lower in value so we decided to start
our business, which is a private
equity fund, raising capital and put-
ting it in real estate — in mortgages
and 1n real estate.

Q: And your father is also work-
ing with you?

A: Yes. He joined me in 2002
with the prior company.

Q: What kind of projects have
you had at Benworth Capital?

A: We fund loans from $50,000
to $4 million, so we're involved in
projects in that sector. We raise



Bernie Navarro heads Latin Builders as association creates...

capital, which is the fun part — that's
really what I do — and then the compa-
ny’s putting the capital to work in
mortgages and in real estate projects.
We also acquire projects.

Q: How do you achieve the growth
that it has had since 2008, during a
time of economic downturn?

A: We've had a clear path to suc-
cess. We know what we do and we
know what we don’t do. We know that
we stay in a box and if we feel com-
fortable in doing loans in that box we
execute.

We ask a lot of questions. Some of
the questions are “Why are you using
private equity funds to fund your proj-
ect?’ and “How is that loan going to
leave us? How is it going to be repaid?
How is it going to leave the portfolio?”

We're a bridge lender. Our loans are
only for two years, so in that short time
they have to pay us off. So we have to
make sure that the project we're
financing is viable.

Q: Have you seen a change from
20112

A: Yes, prices have increased in the
last six months to a year dramatically,
which is always a concern, so we want
to make sure we have our pulse on val-
uations and we’re not moving away
from fundamentals. If you move away
from fundamentals... it’s what caused
the crisis before, so we want to make
sure we have our pulse on the trigger.

Q: How do you see the future in
private lending?

Az 1 think there will always be a
need for private lending and bridge
lending. We are there because banks
are tight with credit right now. People
can’'t execute quickly enough when
they want to purchase something, so
we're there to meet that need.

Q: Are you a member of organiza-
tions in Miami other than the Latin
Builders Association?

A: We're a member of the Greater
Miami Chamber of Commerce.

Q: You are also president of the
Latin Builders Association, and
you’re the second generation. When
was it was founded?

A: My parents and a group started
the Latin Builders. They got together
to make sure their interests were being
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Latin Builders Association President Bernie Navarro talks with llian Camps, 16, and Raul
Ramirez, 15, at the LBA Construction and Business Management Charter School.

represented at all levels. The LBA was
started 40 years ago by a group of
exiles that came to this community and
wanted representation within their
business, within their sector. They felt
that they weren’t getting the right level
of success in county government and
state government and at the federal
level, so they pooled their resources,
both businesswise and politically, to
get ahead. That's been the success of
the Latin Builders Association.

Now the group that’s with us is the
second generation of leaders in the
LBA, and they feel enormous amount
of pride because of what it has repre-
sented to this community, both econom-
ically and as a statement politically.

Q: How many members does it
have?

A: Right now 750 member compa-
nies. We have about 40 directors.

Q: Are there new members?

Az Yes. The beauty about the I.BA is
that it has always been injected with new
blood, new business leaders, new people
that want to get ahead. It's been a suc-
cess, and that's why it’s lasted so long.

(: How long have vou been presi-
dent?

A: For a year. My term expires at the
end of the year.

Q: Tell me about the projects you've
developed at the LBA.

A: We've done trade missions.
We've gone to Singapore, Malaysia;

Peru, Brazil, all representing the Latin
Builder’s Association. When I became
president I said we had to go find busi-
ness if business was not here, and
that's what I've tried to do.

O: Tell me more about the LBA
charter high school; it has been a
year since it started.

A: Ome year. When I became presi-
dent I handed the board of directors
and the members a business plan of
things we should be focusing on, what
is important to this association for its
viability going forward.

One of the major bold ideas was to
study a charter high school, and we
went to speak to two companies that
manage charter schools locally. They
thought it was a great idea. They
thought there was a need. But by the
time it got on the way it was going to
take too long, my presidency was
going to be over.

I went to speak to the superintend-
ent, Alberto Carvalho, and he immedi-
ately said it was a great idea. In a mat-
ter of a couple of months we had start-
ed a charter school.

Where we sit today is a surplus
school that the school board had. We
pay rent to the school board. We feel
this is an incubator, not a long-term
plan. We'll have a school somewhere
else that we will build.

(): Are there plans in terms of loca-
tion?



...construction and business management charter high school

A: It’s probably going to be here in
Hialeah.

We started our first year with ninth
grade. This year we have tenth grade
and our first graduating class is 2016,
so we're very excited about the possi-
bilities and what the school means, not
only to our association but to the com-
munity in general. It’s the first time a
business association starts a charter
school, a business charter school, in
the United States.

Q: How many students does it
have?

A: Right now 175.

Q: How many did you start with?

A: We started with 40. We're an A
school, which is quite a feat for a first-
year school, for a startup.

Our children are excited. They want
to learn. Some of our business meetings
happen in the school cafeteria, where
we’ll have a business meeting with a
local elected official or with a local busi-
ness leader, and they’re around seeing
what’s going on, asking questions and
involved in the process, which doesn’t
happen in any high school.

The students are very engaged
because of what they're seeing, the
excitement they see. They’ll go to one
of our lunches — monthly lunches
where our membership meets — and
the governor could be speaking and
they're meeting the governor, they're
interacting with the governor or with a
senator — Sen. Marco Rubio is very
active in the school — and so on and so
forth. So they've been getting a view
of life and a view of practice.

We know that the one-size-fits-all
approach to high school, to learning,
does not work, and this is showing us
that.

Q: How did you get the word out so
quickly to parents and students about
the school?

A: That’s a great question. We got
our charter in July and the first day of
school was in August and we had to
run to get students.

We went out to the community and
we told them our story, and our story is
very compelling, what the LB A repre-
sents to this community, and now we
want to teach the next generation of
leaders of this community, and 40

signed on and it was tough.

Those 40 were tough because we
were competing against the bigger
high schools where their friends were
going, but these core 40 students have
been our backbone, they have been the
ones who have been engaged. They
kknow what they want in life already
and that’s why they wanted to come
here.

Q: Are they all set on business or
management?

A: Yeah, they all want to be in busi-
ness, they all want to be lawyers, be in
the construction business. They
already want to start making money
and to start being productive.

Owr directors serve as mentors. Our
member companies provide intern-
ships over the summer for the students.

If they want to continue on to the
university, so be it. We have three of
the members of our board of directors
— FIU, University of Miami and Miami
Dade College — which are excited, and
they want to provide schooling for the
students when they finish.

If our students want to go through
that track we welcome that.

They can also start their own busi-
ness. They’re going to leave here
already knowing what to do in the real
world, knowing how to start a business
and what they need to do.

And the third tier is, if they want to
start working they can start working
for one of our member companies at a
well-paying job, more than a high
school senior would get going else-
where. They already know what doors
to knock on because they interned in
the companies in the summer. They
know who to talk to, and that’s half the
battle.

Q: What differentiates the curricu-
lum here from the curriculum at a
regular high school?

A: In a regular high school you can
pick your electives. You may have
ceramics or water coloring or calligra-
phy, which are all noble causes, but
here we try to focus their electives in
the courses to where they want to go:
engineering, entrepreneurship, market-
ing, IT. Those are the things we want
them to focus on, and it differentiates
us from the other schools.

Q: Are most students from Hialeah
or from all around Miami-Dade?

A: Most students are from this area
because of transportation issues.

However, I do want to talk about one
student we have, who travels three
hours a day to come to the school from
Homestead, and he takes planes,
trains, and automobiles like I like to
say. He takes the Metrorail, a bus, you
name it, to get to the school because
this is where he wanted to be. A lot of
our member companies already want
to hire him because they know he’s
determined.

Q: What does he want to focus on
in particular?

A: Engineering.

Q: I understand there is a plan that
includes professional development?

A: We focus on professional devel-
opment. We make sure that our teach-
ers have the training and continue to
get certified.

Q: And it includes technology?

A: Right. We had to compete against
other high schools, and we decided to
be very focused on technology, so
every student receives a free iPad.

If they behave well and they're get-
ting good grades they can take it home.
If they don’t, they have to leave it in
the school.

Q: Regarding funding for the con-
struction of the new school, is that
going to come from the association
itself or are you fundraising?

A: We fundraise. The seed money to
start the school came from the LLBA.
The first year had a deficit, and every-
body raised their hand and they said
they're committed. TD Bank gave
$15,000. Florida Power & Light also
gave money. Everybody signed on for
this project because they believed in it.
This year looks like we’re going to
break even.

(): Because students don’t pay
tuition?

A: No, it’s a charter school so we get
our funding from the state, and if there
ig a deficit we have to cover it.

Q: So the future plan is expansion?

A: Expansion. When we have
eleventh and twelfth grade it’ll get better.

Q: Is there room in this building to
hold four grades?



A: There is room. There are other
classrooms here, but our goal is by
senior year to make sure that we’re
already working on a capital program
Lo start our own [acility, our own
building where we will house the
school, and we’1l house the association
as well.

The association offices will be there
so every month when we have our
board meetings and we’re talking
about finances, what’s going on in the
school and the association, issues that
are pertaining to the community, our
vision 1is for them to be sitting around
listening to our board meectings as
well.

Q: How do you think the transition
will be handled when you leave later
this year and a new president comes
in? Are all members on board on
keeping the project going?

A: Yeah, that’s another great ques-
tion. The beauty about the LLBA is that
we’ve had a succession plan. [ was
president-elect two years before |
became president, and then I transition
to immediate past president, so there’s
a six-year window for leadership and
then there’s already folks in the wings
that are president-clect. We're going (o
have clections this year.

Q: Are most students Hispanic or is
it very mixed?

A: | would say 85% Hispanic
because of the general area and trans-
portation issues. There’s already talk
of us doing a school in South Dade,
but we want to get this right first
before we venture off into other arcas.

Q: How many people are on staff?

A: Right now we have about seven
teachers and one principal, so about
cight.

Q: How was the process of recruit-
ing teachers?

A: Most of the teachers were recruit-
cd by our principal. She’s been a long-
time cducator in thc community so she
knew who to call and who to contact.

The difference with a high school is
that there has to be certifications, so
you need to have teachers specialize in
different areas. That’s a little bit of a
challenge, but we’re going through it.

Q: Well can you tell me about your
hobbies and your family?

A: A lot of fishing. 1 have three
beautiful children, a 7-year-old, a 4-
year-old and a 2-year-old. I also serve
as vice president of their PTA, so I'm
all over the place, and I’ve been mar-
ried for 10 years to my beautilul wile
Claudia. We live in South Miami.

Q: Do you take them fishing with
you?

A: Yes, I take them everywhere. |
like the boating because you have to be
conlined into one space and everybody
has to get along.

Q: Are there other projects you
would like to mention?

A: We're very involved in the immi-
gration debate. The .LBA put together
all the construction business leaders of
the different associations in the com-
munity and in South Florida, and some
coming from North Florida, to speak
with Congressman Mario Diaz-Balart
about the impact of immigration to the
South Florida cconomy and the nation-
al economy.

Congressman Diaz-Balart has been a
leader in the debate of immigration in
Congress. We facilitate a lot of the
meetings and a lot of the dialogue
between the business community and
the congressman so he can understand
what the issues that affect us are.

We'te very committed to the immi-
gration debate and making sure that
our broken system gets fixed once and
for all. We should cure it, fix it,
and move on with this issue.




