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outh Florida’s business 
leaders, like other exec-
utives across the country, 
are grappling with the 

ways artifi cial intelligence is reshap-
ing work.

� e rise of AI dominated the dis-
cussion at the Business Journal’s 
recent Private 100 dinner, held June 
11 at � e Club at Pier Sixty-Six in Fort 
Lauderdale. President and Publisher 
Melanie Dickinson led the post-din-
ner conversation, during which 10 
top executives gathered for an invi-
tation-only discussion that centered 
on the opportunities – and challeng-
es – they see in the next phase of the 
tri-county region’s growth.

During the lively conversation, 
the business leaders described AI 
as a powerful tool to boost effi  cien-
cy, streamline operations and unlock 
more time. At the same time, they 
stressed that adopting the new tech-
nology will likely mean rethinking 

entire processes – from talent devel-
opment to customer service – and 
that navigating the rise of AI requires 
thoughtful and dedicated leadership.

“I don’t think anybody really 
knows what impact AI is going have. 
It’s still in its very early stages,” said 
Gary Rosen, managing shareholder 
of Fort Lauderdale-based law fi rm 
Becker & Poliakoff . “As long as Nvid-
ia keeps coming out with new-gen-
eration chips every six to 12 months, 
nobody really knows what the capa-
bility is ultimately going to be.”

The executives also held a 
wide-ranging discussion on the crit-
ical issue of talent, debating the most 
eff ective ways to identify, recruit and 
retain the high performers need-
ed for business success. In addi-
tion, they talked about why solving 
South Florida’s aff ordability chal-
lenges could be key to maintaining 
the region’s momentum as one of 
the nation’s most dynamic emerging 
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business hubs.
“We continue to see a lot of migra-

tion into Florida, and the companies 
that are moving here are bringing 
people with them,” said Moe Albi-
tar, co-founder and director of pre-
construction at Miami-based SkyCon 
Group. “Every year, we think it might 
not be as good as the last year. But 
instead, we fi nd ourselves struggling 
to hire more people to keep up with 
the growth.”

AI integration 
reshapes businesses
If your business hasn’t already start-
ed integrating AI into workflows, 
you’re already falling behind, the 
executives said.

“I had a conversation the other 
day with a trust and estate attorney in 
New York, and he said ChatGPT’s his 
biggest competitor,” said Craig Green, 
co-president of Hollywood-based 
Evergreen Sweeteners.

Part of the process is to familiar-
ize yourself with the AI and get more 
comfortable using it. But the real key 
to success is to invest in training 
your workforce on the new technol-
ogy, said Jeff  Watts, executive VP and 
chief banking offi  cer for Florida East 
with New Jersey-based Valley Bank.

“We just spent three days in New 
Jersey … looking at where AI cur-
rently is and where it will enable the 
experience to be enhanced,” he said.

Jackie Reeves, Boca Raton-based 
director of retirement plan services 
for Pennsylvania-based Bryn Mawr 
Trust, agreed.

“It’s becoming more effi  cient and 
crisp, in terms of delivery, but I think 
the other element, too, is we’re get-
ting trained on what and how to ask,” 
she said. “� e prompts are becoming 
much more important.”

For his part, Yosbel Ibarra, 
co-managing shareholder of Green-
berg Traurig’s Miami offi  ce, suggest
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ed trying out multiple AI tools in a 
bid to gain fl uency in the technology.

“We have a number of systems, 
because we feel that you sort of see 
where the technology settles,” he 
said.

At the same time, human oversight 
of AI and security compliance have 
emerged as crucial considerations.

“AI makes things more effi  cient, 
but you’ve got to proofread it,” Watts 
said. “Plus, I think the biggest chal-
lenge in this area is the security.”

Reeves echoed that point.
“You have to kind of rein it back 

in when it’s running awry,” she said. 
“And keeping that data in a sandbox 
is important.”

Beyond internal processes, exec-
utives also need to pay attention 
to how AI is reshaping consumer 
behaviors.

“What I’m trying to fi gure out is 
how the consumer is going to use it,” 
said Jordan Goldman, CEO of Planta-
tion-based Castle Group. “� ere are 
a lot of conversations around how 
we can use it as businesses, but con-
sumers are also using it to search for 
things. � e whole consumer side of 
AI isn’t talked about as much.”

� is is also top of mind for Antho-
ny Perera, managing partner of Plan-
tation-based Exuma Capital Partners.

“We have operating companies 
in home services, like roofi ng, HVAC 
and generators,” he said. “Consum-
ers are going to ChatGPT and Grok, 
asking for the best companies and 
pricing. We’re tracking these attri-
butions; they’re up almost 400% in 
the past quarter alone.”

� e business leaders also advise 
that professionals not overrely on AI.

“I think the danger is when is 
becomes the default,” Goldman said. 
“It’s almost like AI laziness.”

“You have to have the discipline to 
know how to use it and how not to 
use it,” Rosen added.

Ibarra said he’s seen that fi rsthand.

“I write a lot of emails in Spanish, 
but I won’t use the translation func-
tion,” he said. “If you don’t fl ex that 
muscle, it creates a problem.”

Another key point: Even in an 
AI-first world, executives should 
make eff orts to maintain their per-
sonal connections with colleagues 
and clients.

“� ere’s still a human element 
in everything you do,” Perera said. 
“If I’m going to buy a business, I still 
want a lawyer to go talk to the other 
side and negotiate my points.”

Talent development in 
an AI-first world
� e rise of AI is also leading South 
Florida’s businesses to rethink how 
they recruit and retain top talent.

While the technology won’t 
replace C-suite executives, it has 
started to take over mundane tasks 

previously completed manually by 
entry-level employees. � at means 
companies need to reevaluate how 
they attract young professionals, said 
Marc Feigelson, CEO of Miami-based 
Kaufman Rossin.

“� e model was an apprenticeship 
model, where we learned by doing,” 
he said. “And we’re going to have less 
doers, since there’s not enough low-
er-level work.”

� e answer is to reimagine work-
force training and the advancement 
path for promising employees, Fei-
gelson added.

“For us, it’s all about revamping 
our training across the fi rm. What 
used to be on-the-job training is now 
almost AI training,” he said. “It’s not 
the education style we’re used to, but 
we’re going to need to learn a diff er-
ent way. � e pathways are diff erent 
now.”

With AI enabling businesses to cut 
back on entry-level roles, executives 
need to be more attentive to the hires 
they do make, Rosen said.

“It demands that management be 
much more careful and selective in 
choosing who they’re going to hire, 
and more attentive to retaining tal-
ent once you’ve identifi ed it,” he said.

Bryn Mawr Trust’s Reeves also cit-
ed the impact of the Covid-19 pan-
demic on young employees entering 
the labor pool.

“The 20-somethings went 
through the Covid years, so they had 
this lack of experience talking to 
people one on one, and that’s ebbing 
into our workforce. Now add AI into 
that,” she said. “� ey learn diff er-
ently, and they’re just going to have 
to be trained in an entirely diff erent 
manner.”

Another legacy of the pandemic? 
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� e spread of remote work.
While the executives broadly 

agreed this could keep businesses 
from developing a positive company 
culture and providing mentorship to 
high performers, they also acknowl-
edged that entry-level employees 
now expect the fl exibility that work-
ing from home off ers.

“I believe people should be in the 
offi  ce. I have a feeling that everyone 
at this table probably does. But the 
issue is that we’re not competitive if 
we force folks to be in the offi  ce fi ve 
days a week,” Goldman said. “We’ve 
learned that to attract younger folks, 
you have to have some ability to be 
hybrid.”

Valley Bank’s Watts agreed, say-
ing the post-pandemic stickiness of 
hybrid work means business leaders 
should reconsider how to use time in 
the offi  ce.

“You have to be very intentional 
around hybrid work,” he said. “And 
then, when you are in the office, 
think about activities that create col-
laboration and drive culture.”

In response to these challenges, 
businesses across South Florida are 
doing more to help build out the tal-
ent pipeline, the executives said. In 
many cases, that means less recruit-
ing and more investing in long-term 
career development.

Take West Palm Beach-based Kast 
Construction.

“We do recruit, but you never real-
ly know what you’re going to get, so 
we’re really trying to bring someone 
in early in their career, show them 
the path and help them grow,” Pres-
ident and COO Sean Ouellette said.

SkyCon Group’s Albitar raised a 
similar point.

“Headhunters don’t work out 

for us,” he said. “Instead, we off er 
internships to students from Florida 
International University and the Uni-
versity of Florida, and then we hire 
them when they graduate.”

Castle Group has also bet big on 
partnerships with universities, sup-
porting eff orts by Nova Southeast-
ern University to set up a program 
in property management – and then 
recruiting graduates.

“We actually propped up a pro-
gram at NSU, so now you can get a 
degree in property management,” 
Goldman said. “� e talent pool has 
dried up quite a bit, but this has 
injected some new life into it for us. 
It’s really been pretty fantastic.”

A� ordability and education 
remain challenges
Beyond talent, the executives broad-
ly agreed that solving South Flor-
ida’s escalating aff ordability crisis 
and boosting the tri-county area’s 
educational system should also be 
top priorities.

In terms of aff ordability, the lack 
of workforce housing in much of the 
region has forced essential workers 
and young professionals to live far 
from their workplaces.

“Wages have gone up since Covid, 
but people still can’t aff ord to live 
where they work,” Goldman said. 
“And so either wages have to contin-
ue to go up, or there’s got to be more 

aff ordable housing.”
Perera echoed that point.
“� ere’s no growth of the labor 

pool in this market,” he said. “� e 
labor pool’s moving north and then 
fi ghting traffi  c to come down to go 
to work.”

Ouellette also pointed out how 
the aff ordability challenge has only 
exacerbated South Florida’s long-
standing congestion problems.

“� ese things are very intercon-
nected,” he said. “Aff ordability and 
transportation are one and the same.”

Rosen agreed.
“Income inequality is getting 

worse in the country. And in South 
Florida, we are symptomatic of that 
in a very signifi cant way,” he said. “I 
think aff ordability and transporta-
tion are two subjects that will inhib-
it growth for South Florida going 
forward.”

Meanwhile, Valley Bank’s Watts 
called for more attention on improv-
ing the region’s educational system.

“All the companies and execu-
tives that move here with their fami-
lies are going to want an educational 
system that’s appropriate for them,” 
he said. “And we’re already making 
good headway there, with school 
choice and charter schools.”

Evergreen Sweeteners’ Green 
pointed to the important role that 
trade and technical schools play 
in developing the workforce talent 
South Florida needs.

“I see more vocational schools as 
a solution to target those professions 
that are needed,” he said.

In any case, the business lead-
ers remained upbeat on the region’s 
long-term prospects, citing contin-
ued growth and migration. � e fac-
tors that draw entrepreneurs from 
around the world to South Florida 
– from the warm climate and high 
quality of life to the business-friend-
ly environment – aren’t going away 
anytime soon, they said.

“� e market here is kind of its 
own bubble,” Perera said. “We’re see-
ing growth in all sectors.”

At the same time, the executives 
stressed that AI has already shifted 
work as we know it. 

And that’s not something busi-
ness leaders should shy away from, 
Reeves said.

“� ere’s an opportunity for all of 
us, as leaders, to embrace the fact 
that we can give new talent larger 
tasks,” she said. “It’s a whole diff er-
ent thought process for us now.” 
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