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MIAMITODAY
How a dual company expanded into its Allapattah home

By Susan Danseyar
Benji Power spent his youth in Miami

and, similar to others who initially find
fault with their home town, said he didn’t
realize until returning from college that
this is a great city.

He’s always loved the energy of thriv-
ing metropolises so went off to study
them. After earning his bachelor’s from
the University of Pennsylvania with a
double major in urban studies and psy-
chology, he went to live in Cambridge,
MA, where he attended Massachusetts
Institute of Technology. There he com-
pleted masters in real estate development
and in city planning. 

“My goal in life has been to make
cities better places to live,” he said.
“When I was a teenager, I complained
about things in Miami like its sprawled
design, but when I came back here and
recognized all that’s good about it, I de-
cided the city might need my help.”

So Mr. Power immersed himself in it,

working for the City of Miami, for a non-
profit affordable housing development
organization and then as an urban plan-
ning and real estate development con-
sultant on historic preservation strategies.
In 2013, he met Gavin McKenzie,
owner/CEO of McKenzie Construction,
a general contractor company he estab-
lished in 2005 for residential and com-
mercial clients. He had just begun the
millwork division, McKenzie Craft, and
hired Mr. Power to be chief operations
officer of both companies.

The graduate of the University of
Florida came back home to Miami with
a degree in political science and a minor
in business and started working for
Lennar Homes. After a year or so, he
said, he wanted something “more cre-
ative and small scale,” so he raised
money, bought an apartment building in
Little Havana and converted it to condos
with a newly formed team of craftsmen.

After he sold all the units, Mr. McKen-

zie started buying single-family resi-
dences in South Miami to fix them up
and sell them. Wilma hit Florida in Oc-
tober 2005, a family friend called him
and his team to come to Key West, which
saw a lot of damage from the hurricane.

Mr. McKenzie went to the island city
known in large part for its pastel conch-
style houses and worked there for about
a year, repairing homes with the crew
he’d already assembled. Thus, McKen-
zie Construction was born. When its
founder made his way back to Miami, he
started working on houses here as well
as retail and commercial projects.

The first store McKenzie did was
Kartell in the Design District. Other proj-
ects include Miami Ad School’s new
campus in Wynwood, in conjunction
with Craft and architect Alan Shulman’s
firm Shulman + Associates, collaborat-
ing with street artists including Kislow,
NYCHOS, and Seth the Globepainter;
Eberjey Boutique in South Beach and
South Miami; the build-out of the first
Coyo Taco in Wynwood; and build-out
of Jugo Fresh’s headquarters located be-
tween Little Haiti and MiMo along with
its expansions at Wynwood Walls, San-
tona Corner in Coral Gables, Miracle
Mile and its two locations in South
Beach; as well as the construction of
many single-family homes.

After five or six years as a general
contractor, McKenzie Construction
stopped self-performing work and sub-
contracted most of it. However, Mr.
McKenzie said he began to miss doing
the actual work himself, which is why he
opened the millwork division. 

He said he wanted to produce high-
end carpentry that he could integrate into
the construction projects and not have to
rely on subcontractors for this artisan-

Gavin McKenzie had a mural of his father, Olin McKenzie Sr., painted on his Allapattah
headquarters.
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In Argentina, a bright outlook for a major trading partner 

Jerry Haar

Argentina’s President Mauricio Macri 
continues to receive accolades from global 
investors, the private sector and a civil so-
ciety that highly values good governance, 
an efficient and responsible state, economic 
growth and social development.

It should not be surprising then that his 
new pick for ambassador to the US, Fer-
nando Oris de Roa, has similar experience 
to the president as a corporate executive 
and entrepreneur who shares those very 
same priorities. 

The appointment of Mr. Oris de Roa is 
yet another sign to the world that Argentina 
is open for business and free enterprise is 
the rule of the day – not the toxic elixir of 
left-wing populism of the past.

To all who follow Argentina, the message 
is clear: the country is open for business, 
dedicated to increasing its competitiveness 
and committed to combating corruption 
(which was the hallmark of the 12 years 
of the Kirchner-Fernández kleptocratic 
presidencies).

Since coming into office the Macri 
administration, in addition to negotiating 
settlement of the country’s foreign debt, 
has embarked upon a reform program that 
aims to increase employment and produc-
tivity, reform tax policy, eliminate export 
restrictions on agriculture, ease importing 
and boost innovation. 

While multinational companies and large 
domestic firms like Arcor, Techint and 
Molinos Rio de la Plata are enthused with 
President Macri’s pro-market agenda, SMEs 
(small and medium-sized enterprises) are 
also benefitting from government policies. 

Last year President Macri announced new 
measures to support the country’s SMEs, 
including raising the obligatory percentage 
of loans that banks must make to the sector 
from 14% to 16% of net credit. At the same 
time, Macri also announced a number of 
other tax and finance measures to support 
SMEs, including the creation of a fund 
(Mi Primer Crédito) by Argentina’s Bank 
for Investment and Foreign Trade (Bice) 
to finance SMEs that have never received 
bank financing before.

While Argentina has huge competitive 
assets – human capital, excellent univer-

sities and research centers, high internet 
penetration, a strong agribusiness sector, 
and excellent mobile communication 
infrastructure – there are a great many 
liabilities, as well. 

Mainly, the country has one of the more 
difficult business environments in the world, 
ranked at 117 (out of 190 economies) in the 
World Bank’s 2018 Doing Business report. 
Starting a business, paying taxes, registering 
property, dealing with construction permits, 
and contending with labor rules are very 
costly and difficult.

As our Hemisphere neighbor, US-Ar-
gentine commercial relations are of vital 
importance to both countries, since the US 
is Argentina’s third-largest trading partner. 
US goods and services trade with Argentina 
exceeds $25 billion, making Argentina the 
US’s 28th largest goods export market. 
It is important to note that the US runs 
surpluses in both goods and services trade 
with Argentina. 

The nation is also Florida’s fourth-largest 
export destination, with an estimated $3.5 
billion worth of exports in 2015. 

In fact, Florida, particularly South Flor-
ida, has a stake in the success of the Macri 
Administration. More than 90% of Argen-
tine visa applications are to visit Florida, 
specifically Miami and Orlando, according 
to the US Embassy in Argentina. And each 
of the 1 million Argentinean visitors to the 
US each year spends an average $6,000 
during a visit – a $6 billion injection into the 
Florida economy. South Florida’s attraction 
of Argentine visitors and those seeking 
residency here has been in ascendance for 
over a decade. 

Argentinean businesspeople and profes-
sionals have done exceptionally well here, 
especially in real estate development, such 
as the Faena District, a six-block project in 
Miami Beach that features luxury hotels, 
bars, condominiums, a cultural center and a 
retail complex; the Aston Martin Residenc-
es; and the Oceana-branded condos in Key 
Biscayne and Bal Harbour.

How will Argentina fare economically 
in 2018? Data suggest that Argentina’s 
economic recovery is accelerating, becom-
ing more broad based, with agriculture, 
construction, manufacturing and retail all 
picking up. Real GDP will expand from 
around 2.7% this year to 3.3% in 2018. 
Exports will increase, the business climate 
will improve, and inflation (far too high) will 
decrease. Domestic and foreign firms are 
expected to invest $14 billion by year end.

Although riding high, with an approval 
rating over 50%, President Macri has dire 
challenges before him. His Cambiemos 
coalition failed to win a majority of votes 
nationwide and the labor unions will fight 
him tooth and nail on labor reform. As 
Benjamin Gedan, Public Policy Fellow 
at the Woodrow Wilson Center, notes, the 
Argentine public is not yet prepared to get 
behind the president’s pro-market vision. 
In his words: “Argentina is a tough place 
to govern.”

Tough though it may be, those who know 
Mauricio Macri are convinced he is up to 
the challenge and will achieve his goals 
for the nation. 
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