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Fledgling forum draws
new Democratic activists

BY JOSH HAFENBRACK
STAFFWRITER

Chris Jarski is the kind of
Democrat the party is eager to
court: He’s young, a business
owner and itching to get in-
volved, but the 33-year-old nev-
er found an easy outlet to ex-
press his politics in Palm Beach
County.

That is, until he discovered
the Democratic Professionals
Forum, a fledgling group trying
to attract business profession-
als to a party that has a com-
manding voter majority but
struggles to keep pace with Re-
publican fundraising.

“I’'ve always wanted to be
more involved in politics, and
this is a group of my peers,”
said Jarski, who owns the Olde
Native manufacturing firmin
Jupiter. “So from a networking
standpoint, it made a lot of
sense. A lot of the people I'm

MORE INFORMATION

For more information about the
Democratic Professionals Forum,
visit the group’s Web site at
www.democraticprofessionals
forum.org

meeting are professional types.
... Really, it’s the movers and
shakers.”

Less than a year old, the
Democratic Professionals Fo-
rum draws hundreds to sold-
out monthly luncheons that
feature the party’s top national
names. It’s aimed at diversify-
ing the local Democratic Par-
ty’s base from the senior-heavy
crowds and attracting “fresh,
new Democrats,” said Wendi
Lipsich, the forum’s vice chair-
woman and aide to U.S. Rep
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cord she admired.

Democrats’ forum attracts movers and shakers’

B FORUM

CONTINUED FROM PAGE 1A

Robert Wexler, of Boca Raton.

Today, Democratic National
Committee Chairman and for-
mer presidential candidate
Howard Dean will address the
forum in West Palm Beach, a
testament to the group’s rising
influence considering the
county Democratic Party tried
but failed to get Dean for its
signature Jefferson-Jackson
dinner last month.

Democrats across Florida
are taking notice. New Demo-
cratic Professionals Forum
chapters are forming in the
Treasure Coast and Tampa,
with another in early planning
stages in Broward County, or-
ganizers said.

“I was sort of imagining it as
a Democratic Chamber of
Commerce,” said founder Bry-
an Miller, a West Palm Beach
lawyer and former fundraiser
for President Bill Clinton.
“They could network for their
business contacts, and we
could suck them back into
Democratic politics.”

Aside from Dean’s visit, his
first appearance in Palm Beach
County since 2004, the Demo-
cratic Professionals Forum al-
ready has netted three 2008
Democratic presidential hope-
fuls: former vice presidential
nominee John Edwards, for-
mer Virginia Gov. Mark Warn-

EXPANDING THE BASE: The founder of the Democratic
Professionals Forum, Bryan Miller, of Jupiter, sees the group as a
reservoir of potential campaign donors. Staff photo/Carline Jean

erand Indiana Sen. Evan Bayh.

The nonprofit group doesn’t
raise money like a political ac-
tion committee. Rather, it links
candidates to the people who
attend the lunches. Forum
members held a fundraiser for
state Rep. Anne Gannon, D-
Delray Beach, who is running
for tax collector, and are host-
ing an event for congressional
candidate Ron Klein, a Boca
Raton state senator.

Looking forward, Miller sees
the Democratic Professionals
Forum as not only a reservoir
of potential campaign donors,
but also of future candidates.

To moderate Democrats,
such as state Sen. Dave Aron-
berg, D-Greenacres, forum
lunches go with a strategy of
appealing beyond the party

faithful.

“I think if you look at the
composition at the [local Dem-
ocratic Party] meetings and the
clubs, the audience is mainly
seniors and retirees,” said
Aronberg, who was the Profes-
sional Forum’s first speaker in
October. “We’re doing what
the Republicans have been do-
ing for years: reaching out to
businesses and bringing them
into the fold. Democrats have
not done this; we’ve focused on
our core constituency.”

Take Stacey Sutton, a West
Palm Beach lawyer. She start-
ed attending the lunches and
came away energized about
politics. So she helped orga-
nize a breakfast fundraiser for
Warner, the moderate former
Virginia governor whose re-

Part networking opportuni-
ties, part political discussions,
the laid-back lunches fit the
suit-and-tie crowd, she said.

“It appeals to sort of a pro-
fessionals association mentali-
ty,” she said.

Interest in the lunches, held
at Mark’s Restaurant in City-
Place, is growing. Dean’s
$50-a-plate appearance sold
out in a few days.

Local Democratic Party offi-
cials praise the Professionals
Forum and say it isn’t usurping
local party clubs.

Despite a nearly 2-to-1 voter
registration advantage, Demo-
crats struggle to raise as much
money as the GOP. In the 2006
election cycle, the local Repub-
lican Party has raised
$301,000, compared with the
Democrats’ $230,000, even af-
ter a lucrative dinner featuring
war critic and U.S. Rep. Jack
Murtha, D-Pa.

“Traditionally, the [local
Democratic Party] and the
clubs have been dominated by
retired residents on fixed in-
comes,” Democratic Party
Treasurer Steve Nichol said.
“The business community, for
the most part, has been tied
into the Republican Party.
That's where the money is.”

Josh Hafenbrack can be
reached at jhafenbrack@sun-
sentinel.com or 561-228-5508.
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