
ILLUSTRATIONS BY HALEY MANCHON

BY MARISA M. KASHINO

It’s the topic that Washington—and a bunch of  
other places around the country—can’t stop 
talking about: Will Amazon bring its second  
headquarters to our corner of North America? But 
while boosters enthuse about how the area’s talent 
pool and civic infrastructure mean we deserve 
to win—and critics fume about the idea of tax 
incentives for a corporate behemoth—a simpler 
question is often ignored: Is this something we ac-
tually want? We asked people who should know.
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management. Then the spending 
that these workers generate on 
Main Street within the local econ-
omy would be very helpful as well. 
On top of that, whoever gets Ama-
zon then becomes visible to every 
other business, as in ‘If Amazon is 
in Washington, we should be there, 
too.’ This is good for us.”

2 SUSAN TYNAN
FOUNDER AND CEO, 

FRAMEBRIDGE

“We think anything that makes 
DC more vibrant and more of a 
business town is a great thing. 

The knee-jerk reaction is it’ll make 
the market for talent more com-
petitive, but in our experience, 
the more excitement happening in 
Washington, the better it is for us.

“We’d be excited to have a broad-
er technology community, and one 
certainly that has a consumer bent to 
it as well. As we look to recruit talent 
from other cities, we always want 
Washington to look like a vibrant 
business town. When families move 
here to take a job with Framebridge, 
they may think, ‘Well what else is 
there?’ So the more happening here, 
the better.” 

3 ANDREW ALTMAN
MANAGING PRINCIPAL, 

FIVESQUARES DEVELOPMENT;  

FORMER DC PLANNING 

DIRECTOR

“We’re the developer of the Gros-
venor Metro [area]. We spent two 
years with the Maryland National 
Capital Park and Planning Com-
mission to get it rezoned from 500 
units of housing to up to 2,000  
units. We’re going to build a whole 
community there. There are lots 
of examples like that. White Flint 
—you could build thousands of 
units there. I think the positives far  
outweigh the negatives because  
the region can accommodate Am- 
azon if we grow intelligently and 
sustainably. As a result, more hous- 
ing will mean that pricing will be 
more affordable. 

“The big takeaway to me, though, 
is it’s a huge boost to job creation, 
and job creation is fundamental- 
ly the core of what makes a place 
successful and viable. If Amazon 
comes in, it says a lot about us—
that we’re competitive.” 

4 BRIAN KENNER
DC DEPUTY MAYOR FOR 

PLANNING AND ECONOMIC 

DEVELOPMENT

“Amazon has said this is going to 
happen over about 15 years. So 
if they announced tomorrow, as 

an example, it wouldn’t change 
much in terms of the feel of the 
city. In their original solicitation 
in September [2017], they said 
their first building was going to 
be at least 500,000 square feet. 
That’s not hundreds of thousands 
of employees and new families. 
So the change will be gradual.”

5 GWEN WRIGHT
PLANNING DIRECTOR,  

MONTGOMERY COUNTY

“We have had a lot of dependence 
in this part of the world on federal 
tenants, and we’ve all seen that the 
federal workforce is being reduced 
and dispersed a bit. Certainly, get-
ting one large, signature business 
headquarters is a lot of employees 
in one fell swoop. But we have been 
planning and zoning for new em-
ployment for quite a while, so we 
believe we absolutely have the ca-
pacity to handle it. We’ve planned 
for the traffic, we’ve planned for 
the school capacity, we’ve planned 
for the infrastructure. I don’t think 
we would be caught off guard by 
anything.” 

6 ROBERT MANDLE
CHIEF OPERATING OFFICER, 

CRYSTAL CITY BUSINESS  

IMPROVEMENT DISTRICT

“Obviously, there have been stub-
bornly high office-vacancy rates in 
Maryland and Northern Virginia. 
Whether it locates in Maryland, 
DC, or Virginia, it’s going to have 
an impact on vacancy, so that will 
be a huge positive. Anytime a new 
tenant comes in, it adds people on 
the street and a level of activation. 

“Amazon coming here would 
provide a net economic and social 
benefit. Transportation, afforda- 
ble housing—these are issues we 
have whether they come or not. 
So having an opportunity to have 
a headquarters that supports our 
economy in a way that can provide 
the resources to address those 
things is something we need to 

understand. If you want to take 
Arlington, for example, we had a 
6-percent decline in our commer-
cial tax receipts, and that affected 
not only this year’s budget but the 
capital-improvement program. 
So thinking about the big picture, 
you need to be able to support 
economic development to support 
your priority agenda.” 

7 LEGAND BURGE 
PROFESSOR OF COMPUTER  

SCIENCE, HOWARD 

UNIVERSITY

“Definitely, having the headquar-
ters here would be beneficial, at 
least to our students at Howard 
and many surrounding univer-
sities, especially when you talk 
about diversity. Obviously, we 
are a historically black institution. 
Having that right in our back yard, 
we could set up pipelines directly 
into Amazon. 

“We actually send students 
to Amazon in Seattle. One thing 
many of my graduates say is that 
the Seattle area is beautiful, but 
they don’t see themselves staying 
there a long time—whereas if they 
had a location in DC, they may be 
more amenable to staying. It’s the 
retention piece.”

8 STEWART 
SCHWARTZ
EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR,  

COALITION FOR SMARTER 

GROWTH

“During the time they’ve been in 
the north end of downtown Seattle, 
both Amazon and the city have 
been able to maximize the number 
of people taking transit, walking, 
and biking and to minimize the 
number of auto trips. It’s good if 
they come here, if we continue to 
invest in transit in the region and in 
expanding transit. Also if it’s sited in 
a way that creates a good, walkable 
urban environment and has not just 
Metro access but a really strong 
transit network around it.” 
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loss of employment cost the econo-
my $1.13 billion in economic activity. 
Our economy is struggling. We’ve 
been creating lower-value-added 
jobs—in restaurants, personal ser-
vices, retail sales—and we’re losing 
higher-value-added jobs because 
the federal sector has been shrink-
ing and the federal-contracting 
sector hasn’t been growing. 

“We haven’t even counted the 
vendors that support an operation 
like Amazon. All of the other jobs—
there’s probably another 25,000 to 
30,000 that are pretty good jobs, 
ranging from security to all the 
equipment servicing, the building 

1 STEPHEN FULLER
DIRECTOR, STEPHEN S. FULLER 

INSTITUTE FOR RESEARCH ON 

THE WASHINGTON REGION’S 

ECONOMIC FUTURE

“There is a growing recognition that 
we can’t just be a company town. 
You put Amazon in the mix—this is 
a headquarters function. They say 
the average income is $100,000, 
maybe more, and there could be 
5,000 people coming right away. 
Even that would be very meaning-
ful. What that does is it counteracts 
what has been happening. From 
March 2017 to March 2018, we had 
6,700 fewer federal workers. That 

THESE FOLKS 
SAY YES  

(OR AT LEAST 
PROBABLY, 

IF WE DO IT 
RIGHT)
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they’re going to be targeting mostly 
white, mostly millennial employ-
ees—and we’re already having a 
lot of white, well-educated, young 
people moving into the city—I think 
that will only increase with new job 
openings for Amazon here.”

3 FRANKLIN FOER
AUTHOR OF WORLD WITHOUT 

MIND: THE EXISTENTIAL THREAT 

OF BIG TECH

“I hate the fact that Jeff Bezos is 
hugging Washington so tight, be-
cause he’s probably doing it for all 
the wrong reasons. Silicon Valley 
began in the spirit of libertarian-
ism, where they hated everything 
Washington stood for, but now 
that they’ve become monopolies, 
they’re kind of behaving like mo-
nopolies do, which is they try to 
protect themselves from govern-
ment and try to exploit government. 

“Amazon has been in the process 
of essentially merging with the fed-
eral government. It’s becoming one 
of the biggest contractors the gov-
ernment deals with. They power the 
government’s cloud. Not to mention 
that they have a monopoly in local 
news now through ownership of the 
Washington Post. So it just makes me 
bummed and a little terrified that 
the octopus is kind of extending its 
grasp to encompass this city.”

4 ROBERT WHITE
DC COUNCIL MEMBER  

(AT LARGE)

“I don’t know that we're going to 
see as much of a benefit as some 
believe. You think of bringing 50,000 
people to the District—that sounds 
good on paper, but DC now has a 
population of 700,000 and a median 
home-sale price of $582,000. When 
we had a population of 650,000, our 
median home price was $393,000. 
I’m a fifth-generation Washingtonian 
and one of the only members of my 
family not to be displaced from the 
city in the past 20 years. My father 
has been displaced, my brother, 
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1 AMBER HARDING
STAFF ATTORNEY,  

WASHINGTON LEGAL CLINIC 

FOR THE HOMELESS

“All I know is based on what’s hap-
pened to Seattle. I think that’s all 
anyone knows. Seattle did not use 
to have an affordable-housing or 
homelessness problem at all. It was 
not one of the big cities with those 
issues. Now they’ve had an increase 
in their homeless population of 47 
percent since 2007 and rents have 
gone up 40 percent. Obviously, 
those two things are related. 

“Then you take a city like DC 
that already has one of the highest 
homelessness rates in the country 
and some of the least affordable 
housing—I can’t imagine our gov- 

ernment would have the ability to 
respond if our rents went up 40 
percent in ten years. The things 
that we already don’t do well would 
get exacerbated.”

2 MONICA KAMEN
CODIRECTOR, FAIR BUDGET 

COALITION

“The District has been growing very, 
very rapidly, investing in a lot of 
different economic-development 
projects, and we’ve seen that the 
city has lost over half of its stock 
of affordable housing. It’s lost over 
40,000 black residents, who’ve been 
economically displaced. Amazon 
does not have a great track record 
around hiring diverse employees. If 

1. HEATHER REDMAN
CHAIR, SEATTLE CHAMBER OF COMMERCE
“Amazon has been great for Seattle. A big tech company 
does big things quickly. It needs a government and a com-
munity that is excited and ready for that and willing to do 
its part to make the growth and excitement that Amazon 
brings work for a city as opposed to against it.

“If you can get organized to keep up, it’s really good. 
You get super-educated, smart, wonderful people from all 
over the world. They make nice but not ridiculous wages. 
They’re contributors to the community. They bring a lot of 
cultural diversity, a lot of brain power to solve hard prob-
lems, and you have this job-creation engine. In general, 
you should expect to get younger, more diverse across 
every sort of measurement of that, and also more geeky. 
You’ll also have a baby boom because a lot of Amazon em-
ployees are young. They get married and have children.”

2. TRICIA ROMANO
SEATTLE AUTHOR AND JOURNALIST 
“Not to say that all tech workers are super-square, but 
they’re a certain kind of person. They’re a little more ana-
lytical. They’re not necessarily outgoing. They’re introverts. 
They’re on their phones. You go on dates with them and it’s 
like talking to a wall. There’s no engagement. When you 
introduce 35,000 programmers into a city, it just changes 
the feel. It changes the feel of when you go out.

“Lots of people think Seattle is awesome now because 
it’s got a million new restaurants and bars and really fancy 
apartments and lots of money flowing through. I wish we 
had more art, more music venues, more independent the-
aters. I’ve seen those things shrink. Whether the city gets 
lamer is not just about ‘Oh, we’re going to get a bunch of 
boring men.’ It’s about ‘Where are people who don’t make 
$90,000 going to live?’ A city can’t be an interesting place 
if it’s just one type of person and one type of income.” 

3. KSHAMA SAWANT
SEATTLE CITY COUNCIL MEMBER
“Should working people in every city aspire to decent 
jobs? Absolutely. But the problem is that under capitalism, 
the only terms on which these decent jobs are offered are 
that a few of us will get them, and then most of us will 
struggle for affordable housing even more.

“What happens with HQ2 depends on how the political 
calculus works out. Do working people fight for something, 
or is the fate of that city going to be determined by govern-
ment officials who are just throwing the red carpet down 
for Amazon?” W

(AND THEY CAN’T AGREE, EITHER)
SEATTLE SPEAKS!
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aunts, and uncles. So I’ve seen the 
impact that gentrification and devel-
opment have had firsthand.

“It is one thing to build up an in- 
dustry piece by piece. It is another 
thing to attract a behemoth that 
will have an outsize influence on 
our city, our politics, and our way 
of life, similar to the way the federal 
government does. We would be 
completely depending on Amazon 
and their whims.”

5 DAVID ZIPPER
RESIDENT FELLOW, GERMAN 

MARSHALL FUND; ADVISER TO 

CITIES AND START-UPS

“Corporate attraction is a huge 
part of economic development in 
this region, especially in jurisdic-
tions like Arlington, and there’s 
very little evidence that it leads 
to long-term economic growth. 

“What’s shown to be far more 
likely to create a sustainable burst of 
economic growth is when you have 
a homegrown start-up that scales 
rapidly, hires lots of people, and 
ultimately makes a number of them 
rich when that company goes public 
or gets acquired. Those employees 
can then go on to become investors 
or mentors for other start-ups, or 
entrepreneurs themselves. Just like 
what happened with AOL in this 
region 25 years ago.

“What I worry about now is, 
with the HQ2 circus dominating 
the headlines and every econom-
ic-development conversation, that 
it crowds out strategies to support 
homegrown start-ups that in my 
view are the greater opportunity to 
provide the big bang in economic 
development that people are ex-
pecting HQ2 to deliver.

“The point is really about cor-
porate attraction writ large vis à 
vis growing homegrown start-ups. 
We just happen to be in the midst 
of the most high-profile, well-man-
aged—from a PR perspective—cor-
porate-attraction strategy in history. 
But all of them are relatively wasteful 
compared to homegrown start-ups.” 

THESE FOLKS 
SAY NO  
(OR AT  

LEAST THEY 
HAVE SOME 

SERIOUS 
RESERVATIONS)


