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HED: Building Bridges

SUBHED: Hispanic Business Council gains momentum on strengthening mainstream and Latin markets 

By: John Sotomayor 

Author’s Bio: John Sotomayor is the Chair of the Hispanic Business Council; Chamber Ambassador and member of the Ocala/Marion County Chamber of Commerce Board of Directors

When recession closes a door, determination opens a window.  One business window of opportunity is the Hispanic Business Council of the Ocala/Marion County Chamber of Commerce.  The Hispanic Business Council, or HBC, has the determination and strategic plan in place to open new avenues and build bridges so that everyone can benefit.  Thus far, HBC has led with impressive, noteworthy results.  

Established in 2005, the membership has grown significantly in the past year, in part due to a well thought out structure workshop in 2009.  Seventy-five active community-driven professional Hispanic and non-Hispanic members implement the mission statement – to “meld Hispanic businesses with the general business sector by providing networking, education, leadership and social opportunities” through a well organized committee structure comprised of marketing, membership, educational, special events and outreach.  

The members are community leaders you definitely want in your network.  Leaders such as HBC marketing co-chair Mara Rodriguez, ad executive with Cox Media who is also the Chair of the Greater Ocala Advertising Federation and ADDY Award Chair.  Together with former chair, Adriana Rosas, also an HBC member, the women led back-to-back national ADDY award wins.  Recently, Kent Weakley, owner of Blue Sky Graphic Communications, won a gold national ADDY.  In 2009, Holly Clark and Kristin Goza of Candour won a silver.  The winners first had to win locals, then state before winning national; all arranged by the local organization.


Other members such as Mercy Alvarado – CCF-Business, Technology and Workforce whose newsletter Jammin’ in the Park “Happenings” reaches out to an extensive Hispanic area that includes Ocala, Silver Spring Shores and Marion Oaks.  Others like Carmen Pinzon and Efrain Merchan whose Ocala-based business, Latino USA Today, publishes and distributes their advertisement newspaper, El Anunciante, from Jacksonville to Orlando.  
The HBC offers exceptional programming. Such as Segundo Tuesday educational and networking socials, lead by Past-HBC Chair Linda Alvarez Meyer, VP of Independent National Bank, and the bi-annual Segundo Tuesday Especial event series, lead by John Sotomayor, President of Sotomayor Media Creations LLC.  The latter geared toward garnering extensive exposure among the local community, and throughout the state via a massive media campaign that includes Hispanic media in other North Central and Central Florida  areas such as Univision (TV) in Orlando and Latin Times Magazine in Tampa so that others can see what is being accomplished in Ocala/Marion County.  The idea is to draw those businesses seeking new areas to relocate or do business with – in turn providing jobs and revenue.  Areas such as Tampa, Orlando and Miami have massive Hispanic market potential which Ocala should tap.  The HBC would be the catalyst.  

Of the former, Segundo Tuesday networking socials have achieved impressive success. The first held in February at Latino y Mas restaurant featured a presentation by Alvarez Meyer on networking.  The second held in April at SunTrust Bank featured a presentation on Small Business Loan Financing by SunTrust Relationship Manager, and HBC member, Leon Kally; and the benefits of Chamber partners SCORE and the Small Business Development Center.  Both assist start-up and fledging businesses; particularly those facing language or cultural barriers.  

On July 13, 2010, the HBC will host its third Segundo Tuesday. The presentation will feature “Why a Well-Designed Web Site is Important to Your Business” by HBC and Chamber member Jacob Medley, Digital Media Director at Medley in Design at Rasmussen College, 5:30 – 7:30 pm.  The final Segundo Tuesday of the year will occur on October 12th with presentation on “Tax Tips for Your Business.”  

Outreach efforts have yielded phenomenal success. The HBC raised significant funds for English as a Second Language students at Dunnellon High School to assist with their travel expenses to Washington DC to meet with U.S. Supreme Court Justice Sonia Sotomayor.  The efforts garnered a letter from Justice Sotomayor to HBC Chair Sotomayor applauding the endeavor.  In April, a small group of HBC members went on an exploratory excursion to the Business Expo of the Hispanic Chamber of Commerce of Metro Orlando, the state’s largest of its kind.  In May, Cynthia DeSimone, Outreach Chair and Sotomayor attended the Royale Hispanic Club of Silver Spring Shores meeting whereby they met the president of the African American Multi-Cultural Association, Claude Burley.  In June, another small group attended the Latin Times Magazine 2010 Top Latin Movers and Shakers social in Tampa.  Each yielded useful information and connections brought back to Ocala.  

Other events are being coordinated between HBC members on their own.  Elgin Carelock, Director of Marketing & Business Development for Paddock Mall & Gateway Plaza hosted the highly successful, first-ever Hispanic Spring Festival in March with the help of Jimena Carrasco and Eugenia Collins, owners of Organizing Agency.  They met at an HBC meeting.  

The pinnacle of the year’s events will be the August 17 Segundo Tuesday Especial in conjunction with the Institute for Human and Machine Cognition (IHMC): “Hispanics Advancing Technology” with Alberto Canas, PhD, Co-Founder and an Associate Director of the IHMC, a nonprofit research institute and Ocala’s most innovative new downtown business.  The idea came to light when Deputy Director of IHMC, Tim Wright mentioned to Sotomayor in a Chamber board meeting that the IHMC had eight Hispanic employees with engineering, technical and managerial backgrounds from countries including Colombia, Costa Rica and Brazil.  Presentations of such caliber in Ocala mark a community impact of high esteem for Hispanics and non-Hispanics alike.  
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