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Miami-Dade’s Donor Class:  
Black Political Participation
in Miami-Dade
by sean mcelwee

M iami-Dade County in Florida has had its fair 
share of high-profile voter suppression issues. 
Whether it be long lines, canceling of Souls 
to the Polls Sundays, or voter registration 

restrictions, many of the issues have directly impacted 
the black community. However, there is a significant and 
structural impediment to black political participation that is 
rarely examined. Political donations have a large amount of 
influence over the political process, and the county’s vibrant 
diversity isn’t represented in the county’s donor class. Black 
people make up one-fifth of the county’s population, but 
only 2 percent of donors to mayoral candidates. The donor 
pool for county commission candidates includes more 
black donors, but is still not representative. Black donors 
and donors with low-incomes are more likely to be small 
donors, who are massively outspent by large donors. This 
population is massively outspent by big donors. This could 
severely discount black interests in political considerations 
and reduce the black community’s stake in local politics. 
And the stakes for all Miami-Dade citizens are high: 
The county currently faces important decisions about 
gentrification, sea level rise, services, transportation and 
development. 

To have a true democratic process, all communities 
should actively participate in all sides of the political 
process: being well informed, voting, and being able to 

“Black people 
make up one-fifth 
of the county’s 
population, but 
only 2 percent of 
donors to mayoral 
candidates. The 
donor pool for 
county commission 
candidates includes 
more black donors, 
but is still not 
representative.”
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support candidates for office through financial contributions. 
Otherwise, their voices and interests could easily be drowned 
out of the political process by powerful developers or other non-
community interests who are able to have influence through large 
donations. A structural solution is to institute a comprehensive 
public financing system, which would empower the more diverse 
smaller donors to create a more representative democracy.

Key Findings
• Black people make up a representative share of county 

commission members, but are under-represented as donors 
to either the county commissioners or mayoral candidates. 

• Black donors make up a larger share of donors contributing 
to county commissioner elections than to mayoral elections.

• Black donors make up a larger share of the small donor pool 
(those who give $100 or less) than the large donor pool. 

Few Mayoral Donors Are Black
Miami-Dade has 13 county commissioners, and black people are 

well represented on the council. Four commissioners (including 
the chairman) are black,1 which is representative of the one-fifth 
of the population who are black. However, black donors make up 
only 12 percent of county commissioner donors. Black donors make 
up a minuscule share of donors to the two mayoral candidates that 
Demos examined, Carlos Gimenez and Raquel Regalado. Black 
donors make up just 2 percent of mayoral donors, which is a tenth 
of their share of the Miami-Dade population. Among all donors 
examined, just 5 percent are black, a fourth of their share of the 
general population.

The Small Donor Pool Includes More Black Individuals
While black donors are underrepresented among large donors, 

they are slightly better represented in the smaller donor pool. In 
the county commissioner races, black donors are slightly over-
represented in the small donor pool. When both donor pools are 
compiled, black donors are under-represented at all levels, but make 
up 7 percent of donors giving less than $500 and 3 percent of donors 
giving more than $1,000. 

Conclusion
A ballot initiative is currently being circulated in Miami-Dade 

would encourage a more diverse donor pool and empower the 
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Figure 2. Percent of 2016 Cycle Mayoral and County Commissioner 
Donors Who Are Black, By Donor Threshold | The small donor pool is 
more representative 

Figure 1. Percent of 2016 Cycle Mayoral and County Commissioner 
Donors Who Are Black | Black individuals are underrepresented in the 
donor pool
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county’s black population. Among important campaign finance 
reforms, such as lowering contribution limits, prohibiting 
contributions from big county contractors and their lobbyists, 
and strengthening enforcement, the initiative would update and 
strengthen the county’s public financing program. Candidates who 
qualify for this program would only take small donations (up to 
$100) and those donations would be matched six times, up to a limit. 
Because black individuals make up a larger share of the small donor 
pool, a robust public financing system would empower black voters 
in Miami-Dade.

Appendix
The numbers are based on an analysis performed by Brian 

Schaffner and Jesse Rhodes of University of Massachusetts Amherst 
in collaboration with Demos. They used the disclosure data for 
Miami-Dade County to find data on contributions made during 
the first five months of the County’s 2016 elections for Mayor/
County Commission. To find donations to each of two mayoral 
candidates, Carlos Gimenez and Raquel Regalado, they searched 
for donations made to each candidate’s campaign from October 
1st, 2015 through February 29th, 2016. This provided a unique 
spreadsheet containing the donation amount and the name of the 
contributor for each candidate. They used the same time parameters 
in the search for donations made to the following candidates for 
County Commission: Bruno Barreiro, Earl Beaver, Daisy Black, 
Esteban Bovo, Audrey Edmonson, Barbara Jordan, Dennis Moss, 
Alfred Santamaria, Xavier Suarez, and Juan Carlos Zapata. These 
search criteria returned three spreadsheets (one for each mayoral 
candidate and a third for the commission candidates collectively), 
which contained the amount and source of each donation. They 
used the name and address of each candidate to match these files 
into Catalist, a voter file database. The match rates for each file are 
listed below.

Match Rates
Gimenez: 89 percent
Regalado: 86 percent
Commissioners: 89 percent



Endnotes 

1. The Black county commissioners include Barbara J. Jordan (District 1), Jean Monestime (District 2), Audrey M. 
Edmonston (District 3, Chairman) and Dennis C. Moss (District 9).

*   Black means African-Americans, Haitian-American, Jamaica-American and other black, non-Hispanic Caribbean
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Dēmos is a public policy organization working for an America 
where we all have an equal say in our democracy and an equal 
chance in our economy. 


