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House of Delegates members observed 
a moment of silence for victims of the 
May 2019 Virginia Beach mass shooting 
during a July special session on gun 
violence called by Gov. Ralph Northam. 
Republicans shut down the session after                
90 minutes without considering any legislation, 
a major factor that political analysts say 
contributed to Democrats retaking control of the 
General Assembly.

        by Bob Gibson
hen the 2020 Virginia General Assembly is gaveled into 
session at noon on Jan. 8, for the first time in the state 
legislature’s 401-year history, the person wielding that gavel 
will be a woman.

The ascension of Del. Eileen Filler-Corn of Fairfax to 
speaker of the House of Delegates (see interview, Page 32) will 
likely be the most visible of the many changes in store this 

session for the oldest continuously constituted legislative body in the 
Americas.

After the pivotal November 2019 elections, voters handed state 
Democrats control of the General Assembly, placing the party 

in command of the commonwealth’s executive and legislative 
branches for the first time in a generation. The election also 

ushered in the most diverse legislature in the Old Dominion’s 
history, with a record number of female and minority legis-

lators, including newly elected state Sen. Ghazala Hashmi, 
Virginia’s first female Muslim legislator. 

And now, “there is a lot of pent-up demand” for 
legislation benefiting the interests of the urban and 

suburban voters who were instrumental in putting 
that new Democratic majority in power, says 

Stephen Farnsworth, professor of political sci-
ence and director of the Center for Leadership 

and Media Studies at the University of Mary 
Washington.  

       TheNewDominion
      After nearly 30 years, 
    Democrats take the reins 
           of state government
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“Rural interests have domi-
nated the conversation” for the 
last few decades when the General 
Assembly was under GOP con-
trol, but the shift to Democratic 
power signals substantial changes 
in regional control as well, notes 
Farnsworth. 

Spending capital
Fronted by a new cast of 

leaders from Northern Virginia, 
Democrats are expected to steer 
the legislature from its tradition-
ally moderate roots toward a 
more progressive policy agenda. 

Filler-Corn, incoming House 
Majority Leader Charniele Her-
ring, D-Alexandria, and incoming 
Senate Majority Leader Dick 
Saslaw, D-Springfield, all repre-
sent the populous inner Northern 
Virginia suburbs that now lack a 
single Republican legislator. 

Political observers predict 
Democrats will fail to fully 
meet the expectations of many 
progressive voters to substantially 
rewrite labor laws or adopt 
comprehensive gun-safety legisla-
tion but will nonetheless enact a 

liberal agenda reflecting a backlog 
of bills that Republicans have 
bottled up for years.  

Initiatives ranging from an 
increase in the state minimum 
wage to caps on carbon emissions 
and even rolling back Virginia’s 
right-to-work law are given much 
better chances for serious debate 
than in recent years.  

Democrats are widely 
expected to pass the Equal Rights 
Amendment, expand some gun 
safety laws, institute new protec-
tions of women’s reproductive 
rights and further decriminalize 
marijuana. They also may spend 
their newly bestowed political 
capital on legislation allowing 
local governments to move or 
remove Confederate monuments.

Many of these topics came 
up during Virginia Business 
magazine’s 12th annual political 
roundtable luncheon, held at 
the Omni Richmond Hotel the 
day after the election. A panel of 
four political pundits — Virginia 
Commonwealth University 
Professor of Political Science 
Deirdre Condit, Virginia FREE 

Executive Director Chris Sax-
man, Virginia Chamber of Com-
merce President and CEO Barry 
DuVal and Tom Walls, then-                                                    
executive director of the University 
of Virginia’s Sorensen Institute for 
Political Leadership — weighed in 
on factors that contributed to the 
Democrats’ extraordinary victory 
(Trump backlash, suburban demo-
graphics) and talked about what’s 
ahead for the 2020 session. 

Easy victories
One of the biggest perks that 

comes with the Democrats’ historic 
2019 win is being in charge of the 
redistricting process to determine 
the political makeup of the state’s 
legislative and congressional dis-
tricts for the next decade.

It’s unclear whether Demo-
crats will use that power to their 
own advantage or support a 
bipartisan reform commission 
to redraw district lines. Some 
Democrats who once backed the 
bipartisan approach have not 
committed to giving up the power 
to draw their own district lines.    

Saxman, a former Republican 
delegate from Staunton, says he 
sees chances of anti-gerrymander-
ing reform at “50/50. I cannot get 
a handle on that.”  

Walls, however, 
thinks a proposed 
bipartisan commis-
sion could succeed 
if there is wide 
GOP support. 
“Some Democrats 
are committed to 

the reform plan and will not want 
to abandon it,” he explains, “while 
some Republicans may now 
regard the reform amendment as 
the best deal they can get.” 

Two quick and easy victories 
for Democrats will be passage of 
the Equal Rights Amendment and 
elimination of the work require-
ment for Medicaid recipients, 
Condit says.

Passage of the Equal Rights 
Amendment would come at no 
political cost as it promises to be 

Virginia Business 
held its 12th annual 
political roundtable 
luncheon on Nov. 6                               

in Richmond, 
featuring panelists 

(L to R) Barry 
DuVal with the 

Virginia Chamber 
of Commerce; 

Deirdre Condit with 
VCU; Chris Saxman 

of Virginia FREE; 
and Tom Walls, 

who was then with 
U.Va.’s Sorensen 

Institute for Political 
Leadership. Walls
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a largely symbolic 
victory followed 
by an anticipated 
lengthy court battle 
over its ratification 
and enactment, 
Condit says. 

As for dropping 
the Medicaid work requirement, 
 Gov. Ralph Northam paused 
Virginia’s negotiations with the 
federal government over approval 
of a work requirement in early 
December, saying the state’s voters 
had made clear “they want more 
access to health care, not less.” 

Republicans, however, 
complain that such a move would 
break the bipartisan pact that 
led to Medicaid expansion in 
Virginia. Democrats counter that 
the work requirement was already 
falling apart due to lack of federal 
funding plus uncertainty over 
potential litigation. 

Another top priority for 
Dems this General Assembly 
session will be gun legislation, 
which experts say played a big 
role in November’s elections. The 
GOP paid a price at the polls for 
blocking popular gun measures 
during an aborted special legisla-
tive session last July following 
the workplace mass shooting in 
Virginia Beach, panelists agree.  

“Overwhelmingly, Americans 
across the board think universal 
background checks absolutely 
make sense,” Condit says. She 
and other political analysts expect 
some gun measures to pass 
this year despite a wave of local 
governments passing “Second 
Amendment sanctuary” resolu-
tions in recent months. 

Business concerns
Business issues coming up 

for legislative debate appear cer-
tain to include attempts to repeal 
Virginia’s right-to-work laws, 
which unions complain limit 
their power and organizing abil-
ity. However, repeal efforts would 
likely meet strong resistance from 
the business community. And 
even if a repeal bill passed, politi-
cal experts say, Northam would 
probably veto it.

Politicos predict much better 
odds of success for legislation 
increasing the state’s minimum 
wage. It currently stands at $7.25 
per hour, the federal minimum, 
and has not been increased in five 
years. 

Progressive Democrats have 
campaigned on a $15 per hour 
minimum wage. Democratic bills 
to increase Virginia’s minimum 
wage to $8, $10 and $15 an hour 
died on party-line votes in the 
2019 session. 

“I think we’ll see a number 
of wage measures make their way 
through the General Assembly 
this year,” says University of     

Gov. Ralph Northam addresses a 2018 rally supporting 
Medicaid expansion. In December 2019, Northam 
paused negotiations with the federal government on 
GOP-backed work requirements for Medicaid recipients 
in anticipation of Democrats eliminating the stipulation.

Condit
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Virginia economist and newly 
elected state Del. Sally Hudson, 
D-Charlottesville. “How they 
get packaged together is still 
to be determined. I hope these 
questions will get the oxygen they 
deserve in a crowded session.” 

 “I think the minimum wage 
is going to be increased,” says 
Saxman, who says he thinks a 
compromise with Republicans on 
the issue is likely. (Bills introduced 
in December proposed raising it 
to $10 per hour.)

“Whatever deal is struck on 
minimum wage, I hope the busi-
ness community will get behind 
[it] … and tag it to inflation going 
forward and just set it and forget 
it,” he says.

Business support is also 
expected to boost education and 
health care legislation.  

A moderating influence
DuVal says the Virginia 

Chamber’s top business priority 
for the state budget this session is 
education, including early child-
hood education and increasing 
teacher pay. (Northam’s proposed 
budget this session includes a  
$1.2 billion investment in K-12 
education and $95 million to 
improve and increase access to 
early childhood education.)

“We think 
we’re going to 
work well with the 
majority on that,” 
DuVal says. “We 
had over 1,000 
teacher [ job] open-
ings when schools 

started this year; it’s hard to 
believe.”

Saxman pre-
dicts legislation 
raising teacher pay 
and reforming the 
state’s Standards 
of Learning will 
make it to the 
governor’s desk. 

Tech talent pipeline legislation 
also is a top bipartisan issue. Two 
days after the election, Northam 
announced that Virginia will 
invest money to create 31,000 
new computer-science graduates 
over 20 years under agreements 
he signed with 11 universities. 

The new Democratic majori-
ty’s margin is slim, and the party’s 
leadership is not insensitive to 
the concerns of business leaders, 
so Virginians shouldn’t expect 
major changes, Walls says. 

“Democrats will have nearly 
two decades of pent-up demand for 
legislation that they could not pass 
before, but their margins in both 

houses of the General Assembly 
are still not very large, and they 
now have many members in evenly 
divided districts, who may hesitate 
to embrace the most progressive pro-
posals in their purest form,” he says.

Conservative resistance on 
issues such as eliminating right-
to-work will be strong, especially 
from the business community, 
but the panelists agreed that the 
moderate Northam probably will 
temper and scale back the most 
progressive legislative priorities.

“I think Gov. Northam may 
be a check on some of the most 
progressive goals of the Demo-
cratic Caucus. But it’s a new 
General Assembly and the pro-
gressive voters who delivered the 
Democratic victory will demand, 
and probably get, some significant 
legislative results,” says Walls, 
speaking as the then-director of 
U.Va.’s Sorensen Institute. (He 
left in December to become Veri-
zon’s director of public policy for 
Virginia.)

Real change
Northam has made a remark-

able political turnaround, which 
has been aided by the new Demo-
cratic majority. 

In February 2019, he was 
facing widespread calls for his res-
ignation following revelations of a 
racist photo on his medical school 
yearbook page. He later admitted  
he had worn blackface in a 1980s 
Michael Jackson dance contest. 

Yet, Northam has not only 
survived that political scandal but 
has reemerged as a strong party 
leader. 

Rachel Bitecofer, assistant 
director of Christopher Newport 
University’s Wason Center for 
Public Policy, says the center’s 
latest polling shows that Northam 
“has weathered the storm. He 
was at 51% approval in our state 
legislative poll of likely voters 
in October.” Given his party’s 
new legislative majority and a 
variety of projects he has since 
undertaken to correct past racial 

“Virginia is 
essentially a 
mid-Atlantic 
blue state” 
now, says 

Quentin Kidd, 
director of 

Christopher 
Newport 

University’s 
Wason Center 

for Public 
Policy.

Saxman

DuVal
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injustices in Virginia, she predicts 
that the rejuvenated governor is 
“about to become one of the most 
impactful and legislatively successful 
governors in the state’s history. That 
will ultimately be his legacy.”  

Bitecofer and Wason Center 
Director Quentin Kidd point 
to Virginia’s growing suburban 
demographics and the voting trends 
of college-educated women as the 
forces powering the new Democratic 
legislative majorities and bolstering 
Northam’s comeback.

“What has driven the blue wave 
in the last couple of election cycles is 
college-educated women,” Kidd told a 
group of Virginia middle- and high-
school civics teachers at the annual 
Virginia Civics Summit, held in 
November in Jamestown. “Virginia is 
essentially a mid-Atlantic blue state” 
now, he noted.

And as a result, political analysts 
say, Democrats will be under pres-
sure from those voters to deliver real 
change this session. 

“If they are smart, they’ll deliver 
it,” Bitecofer says. “A gun purchase 
background check bill and mini-
mum wage hikes are going to be key 
deliverables that would cause major 
backlash effects if Democrats fail to 
deliver. I think they can get away with 
not passing the assault weapons ban 
and the right-to-work repeal, but 
these other two are must haves.”

Nonetheless, like Northam, the 
Virginia Senate is likely to limit the 
flow of more progressive bills, in part 
because the Senate has its own priori-
ties, a very narrow (21-19) Demo-
cratic majority and more experienced 
leadership. About 30% of Democratic 
House members have little legislative 
experience and most have never been 
part of a governing majority so that 
dynamic may also prove problematic in 
advancing their agenda. 

But if voters aren’t happy with the 
speed of reform, there’s always another 
election just around the corner.

Bob Gibson is the communications direc-
tor and senior researcher at the University of 
Virginia’s Weldon Cooper Center for Public 
Service.   

HB 1 Absentee voting; no excuse required.

HB 2 Firearm transfers; criminal history record information checks, penalty.

HB 3 Virginia Fair Housing Law; unlawful discriminatory housing practices, 
sexual orientation and gender, etc.

HB 19 Voter identification; repeal of photo identification requirements.

HB 66 Health insurance; cost-sharing payments for prescription insulin drugs.

HB 78 Firearms; purchase, possession and transporting following certain 
convictions.

HB 85 Death penalty; abolishes penalty, including those persons currently 
under a death sentence.

HB 87 Marijuana; legalization of simple possession, penalties.

HB 89 Income tax, state; increases the standard deduction from Virginia 
taxable income

HJ 1 United States Constitution; ratifies Equal Rights Amendment

HJ 2 Constitutional amendment; real property tax exemption for affordable 
housing

SB 1 Driver’s license; suspension for nonpayment of fines or costs.

SB 2 Marijuana; decriminalization of simple possession, civil penalty.

SB 7 Minimum wage; increases to $10 per hour effective July 1, 2020.

SB 13 Capitol Square; possessing or transporting a weapon within square, 
penalty.

SB 16 Assault firearms and certain firearm magazines; prohibiting sale, 
transport, etc., penalties.

SB 18 Firearms; criminal history record information checks, age requirement, 
penalty.

SB 19 Records of marriages; identification of race.

SB 21 Abortion; parental consent requirement, ultrasound requirement, 
hospital regulations. 

SB 22 Handguns; limitation on purchases, penalty.

SB 23 Employment and public accommodation; prohibited discrimination, 
sexual orientation/gender identity. 

SB 25 Campaign finance; prohibited contributions to candidates.

SB 26 Plastic bags; tax in the Chesapeake Bay Watershed. 

SB 36 Lottery Board; regulation of casino gaming.

SJ 2 Constitutional amendment; personal reproductive liberty. 

Source: Virginia Legislative Information System

For the 2020 General Assembly session, lawmakers have filed bills 
focusing on issues ranging from voting rights and gun restrictions to 
increasing the state minimum wage and decriminalizing possession of 
marijuana. These are a sampling of some key bills to watch that were 
introduced prior to the session.

On the state agenda
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 scales up for HQ2

                            
         by M.J. McAteer

In November 2018, Virginia won big —   
really big — when Seattle-based Amazon.com 
Inc. chose Arlington County as one of two 
locations where it would build operations for 
its planned East Coast headquarters.

Virginia and New York’s Long Island City neighborhood beat out 
more than 230 other hopeful localities across North America that vied 

for the project, sending out proposals packed with economic develop-
ment incentives. 

A few months later, though, the news got even sweeter for 
Virginia after Amazon dropped plans for the New York branch, 

leaving Arlington as the s ole locale for Amazon’s $2.5 billion sec-
ond headquarters, which promises to create 25,000 high-paying 

jobs and add more than 8 million square feet of development 
to be centered in Arlington’s Crystal City, Pentagon City and 

Potomac Yard areas.
Marian Marquez, director of Arlington Business 

Investment Group, doesn’t mince words when she 
describes what that means for Arlington — and the 

commonwealth.
“It’s the single biggest economic deal in history,” 

she says, “period.”
HQ2, as the Arlington headquarters is 

commonly known, will not be realized over-
night, of course. Amazon expects that it will 

take about a decade for the nascent head-
quarters to reach full capacity. In 2019, 

however, it already had established a 
foothold in the heart of Crystal City 

for what will be a steep climb ahead.
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That outpost, three floors of 
leased space at 241 18th St. S., has 
been nicknamed “base camp” by 
Amazon in honor of it being the 
first location where the e-tailer 
planted the flag for its East Coast 
operational center, and its simple 
decor suits that moniker. 

In a techie take on industrial 
chic, Amazon HQ2 base camp 
has largely unadorned walls and a 
monochromatic palette. Identical 
work stations stretch row upon 
row in a disorienting sameness, 
and meeting spaces are mostly 
open and austere — a cluster of 
stools, a simple table, a white-
board. Privacy in this setting, so 
attuned to the collaborative mind-
set of the millennial, is provided 
by stepping into one of a number 
of soundproof booths where 
employees can go when they need 
to make private phone calls or 
conduct other sensitive business.
The booths further provide a 
factor of cool in the otherwise 
stripped-down environment.

This minimalist design 
also reflects “frugality,” one of 
Amazon’s 14 core principles, 
says Amazon spokesperson Erin 
Mulhall. Frugality and other 
Amazon aphorisms — such as “It 

Is Always Day One” and “Invent 
and Simplify” — are prominently 
displayed in three rows of color-
ful circles on the wall of the base 
camp reception area. However, 
it’s the one on the bottom row, 
second from the left — “Think 
Big”— that obviously has North-
ern Virginia, especially Arlington 
County, giddy with excitement. 

“Think Big” actually is quite 
an understatement. “Think Super 
Colossal” might be more on the 
mark.

The two towers
One of the few artistic 

touches at Amazon’s Crystal City 
base camp is a whimsical mural 
depicting an Amazon delivery 
truck climbing an Everest-like 
mountain. An obvious nod to the 
outpost’s nickname, the mural is 
also an apt metaphor for Ama-
zon’s unprecedented trajectory for 
HQ2’s development.

As noted above, Amazon 
initially announced its selection of 
Arlington and Long Island City 
as dual sites for its new headquar-
ters. But Amazon pulled out of 
New York a few months later after 
encountering stiff backlash from 
local politicians and residents 

concerning — among other issues 
— the plan to grant Amazon 
nearly $3 billion in state and local 
tax breaks. 

However, Amazon has 
encountered little such blowback 
in Virginia, where the common-
wealth has promised the company 
more than $750 million in cash 
incentives in exchange for the 
long-range possibility of as many 
as 37,850 high-paying jobs at 
HQ2, although the e-tailer has 
committed only to filling 25,000 
positions during the 2020s. 
Virginia also has pledged to invest       
$1 billion in a tech-talent pipeline 
to boost the number of in-
demand computer science gradu-
ates from state universities. 

In 2018, Gov. Ralph 
Northam said that, altogether, the 
commonwealth would be spend-
ing up to $2.5 billion on Amazon-
linked investments in education, 
transportation and affordable 
housing. Arlington County has 
added to the pot by proffering a 
$23 million pay-for-performance 
grant (paid in annual installments 
over 15 years), plus $28 million 
in tax-increment financing (paid 
over 10 years). 

One final impediment to 
Amazon’s HQ2 plans remained, 
however: A change in zoning 
was required to allow construc-
tion of Amazon’s proposed twin, 
22-story office towers in Crystal 
City. The proposed 2.1 million 
square feet of space represented a 
600,000-square-foot increase over 
the previously allowed density. The 
matter was resolved in December, 
after the Arlington County Board 
voted to allow HQ2 to move 
forward in exchange for Amazon’s 
promise to contribute a record-
setting $20 million for affordable 
housing. (Arlington residents have 
raised concerns about the e-tailer’s 
arrival pushing local real estate 
prices out of reach for working 
families.)

At that same board meeting, 
Amazon also moved quickly to 
settle a kerfuffle that had arisen 

This mural outside the lobby of Amazon HQ2’s fi rst offi ce in Arlington 
offers a whimsical take on its “base camp” nickname.
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involving construction workers 
who were alleging payroll fraud 
and misclassification of jobs. 
Amazon fired the contractors 
involved in the dispute. Amazon’s 
global vice president of real estate 
and facilities, John Schoettler, 
told the board members, “I will 
tolerate absolutely none of this 
going forward, and people on my 
team will be held accountable.” 

Staging at base camp
With that final hurdle over-

come, Amazon now is gearing 
up to make its steep ascent in 
Arlington.

The 88,000-square-foot base 
camp office opened barely more 
than six months ago, and by the 
end of December Amazon had 
more than 400 employees in 
Arlington.

HQ2 hires will include pro-
grammers, software developers 
and specialists for the company’s 
Amazon Web Services cloud 
computing subsidiary as well as 
consumer-focused initiatives such 
as its Alexa virtual assistant. But 
the online Leviathan also will be 
needing many employees in fields 
across the business spectrum, 

including consumer affairs, adver-
tising, law, finance and public 
relations, says Brian Riley, head 
of Amazon’s recruiting programs 
and strategies for HQ2. 

Riley anticipates making 
1,500 to 3,000 hires annually 
from now through the foresee-
able future. With eye-popping 
figures like that, it shouldn’t come 
as a surprise that 6,000 people 
attended an Amazon HQ2 job-
information day the company 
held back in September.

“The richness of the 
talent pool here helps us build 
something from the ground 
up,” Riley says. The company 
already employs 10,000 workers 
in Virginia across its various 
distribution centers and offices, 
he adds, “and we are engaged very 
heavily in having fewer barriers to 
bringing in local talent.” 

Right now, Riley says, about 
half of the company’s new hires 
have been from the Northern 
Virginia region, but that could 

In December 2019, Arlington County granted the 
fi nal approvals for Amazon HQ2’s planned twin 

22-story towers, depicted in this rendering.

Amazon began hiring the fi rst 
employees for HQ2 in September 

2019. By the beginning of 
January, the company had hired 

more than 400 workers.
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increase as Amazon builds more bridges 
to the region’s educational institutions. 

To facilitate that, Amazon is 
seeing ways to help cultivate the 
workforce talent it needs across a 
broad group of Virginia schools, nur-
turing interest not only among college 
students but at the middle school and 
high school levels, too. 

In addition to meeting with 
state education officials and higher 
education leaders, Amazon’s head of 
workforce development for HQ2, 
Ardine Williams, has also been 

working on outreach efforts with 
local public schools’ superintendents 
and has hosted children’s education 
events at Amazon’s Washington, D.C., 
office to promote teaching computer             
coding skills to kids.  (See interview 
with Williams on Page 26.)

After all, Williams points out, kids 
who are in fifth or sixth grade now are 
the future college graduates Amazon 
will be seeking to hire for HQ2 by 
the end of the decade. “Making sure 
that there are adequate numbers of 
teachers, and teachers who are digitally 

literate and providing technology in 
an integrated way in the classroom, is 
incredibly important to us,” she says.

Ascending to new heights
In a touch of kismet, the number 

of employees Amazon ultimately will 
bring to Crystal City is roughly equiva-
lent to the number of jobs lost in the 
area due to the federal Base Realign-
ment and Closure of 15 years ago. 

Of course, all these new employees 
will need someplace to hang their hats 
and, in late December 2019, Amazon 
began its physical expansion beyond 
base camp, moving into 191,000 square 
feet of renovated leased space at nearby 
1800 S. Bell St. That building is owned 
by developer and property manager 
JBG Smith Properties, which is leasing 
multiple spaces to Amazon as well as 
constructing HQ2’s twin office towers. 

In its news releases, JBG Smith, 
which owns a whopping 6.2 million 
square feet of space in Crystal City, 
Pentagon City and Potomac Yard, 
has been rebranding the HQ2 area as 
“National Landing.” It’s even launched 
a website, nationallanding.com, 
which describes it as a “newly defined 
interconnected and walkable neigh-
borhood.” Perhaps out of sensitivity 
to local feelings, Amazon is staying 
agnostic on the National Landing 
moniker, though. Spokesperson Mul-
hall says only that “the name is being 
championed by other groups.” 

Meanwhile, Amazon additionally 
is slated to occupy JBG Smith’s exten-
sively renovated, reskinned 14-story 
building at 1770 Crystal Drive by 
the end of this year. “We’re taking the 
whole building,” Mulhall says. Lease 
space is part of Amazon’s overall plan 
for its East Coast campus in addition 
to the two towers, which it will own.

Work is scheduled to begin this 
year on the centerpiece of HQ2, 
the 6.2-acre Metropolitan Park site 
where the towers will be raised. It’s 
now mostly occupied by defunct 
warehouses and parking lots — some 
surrounded by white painted fences 
emblazoned with cheery Amazon 
admonishments such as “Judge Less” 
and “Breathe.” Brightly colored bicycles 
with fake flowers woven into their 

Amazon HQ2 is “the single biggest 
economic deal in history, period,” says 
Marian Marquez, director of Arlington 
Business Investment Group.

These sleek, soundproof booths offer 
quiet spots for HQ2 employees to take 

phone calls or hold video meetings. 
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spokes hang from the fences, add-
ing an artsy touch.

The e-tailer’s plans for the 
Metropolitan Park site emphasize 
its commitment to community 
outreach. It will invest $14 million 
to double the size of a one-acre 
swath of green space already in 
place there, adding amenities 
such as wide sidewalks and public 
artwork. (Amazon is contributing 
$225,000 to the Arlington County 
Public Art Fund.) HQ2 also will 
include a 700-person meeting 
center and a 160-slot daycare facil-
ity, both open for public use, and 
an underground parking facility of 
nearly 2,000 spaces.

Bus shelters, bike lanes with 
protective curbing and 600 parking 
spaces for cyclists are also in the 
mix, as well as space for a farm-
ers market and a dog park. All 
Amazon offices are dog-friendly, 
Mulhall says, adding that “up to 
7,000 dogs come to work at Ama-
zon every day.”

To further facilitate interaction 
with its neighborhood, the street-
level floors of both HQ2 towers 
will be given over to 69,545 square 
feet of retail space, with HQ2 lob-
bies relegated to the second floors. 
The towers, which together eventu-
ally will house 12,500 employees, 
are set to open in 2023. 

For a company with one of the 
most ubiquitous and recognizable 
logos on Planet Earth, it’s notable 
that the HQ2 towers will have 
a conspicuous lack of external 
Amazon branding. It’s an approach 
the company also follows at its 
Seattle headquarters, known for its 
distinctive trio of spheres. 

The HQ2 towers will be 
LEED Platinum-certified and 
100% powered by energy pro-
duced on-site or through credits 
obtained from external renewable 
energy sources. The towers will 
feature 13 green roofs and terr-
aces, with one building trimmed 
in blue and the other in red in a 
stepped-back design intended to 
minimize the shadows cast over 
the streetscape. 

Plans for 4.2 million square 
feet of additional Amazon office 
space at the 10-acre Pen Place site 
in Pentagon City are expected to 
be fleshed out this year and come 
to fruition in 2025. 

Buoyed by Amazon’s mas-
sive commitment to HQ2, JBG 
Smith intends to redevelop 
about 2.6 million square feet in 
the area, including erecting five 
residential buildings and an office 
tower. A new entertainment and 
shopping complex anchored by 
a 49,000-square-foot Alamo 
Drafthouse Cinema is one of the 
developer’s priorities. Although 
Crystal City was once an enter-
tainment wasteland, one of the 
main thoroughfares in the area, 
Crystal Drive, now is lined with 
eateries ranging from fine dining 
establishments such as chef José 
Andrés’ Spanish restaurant, Jaleo, 
to fast-casual emporiums such as 
Sweetgreen and Chick-fil-A. 

The Arlington Chamber of 
Commerce and the Northern Virginia 
Economic Development Alliance fore-
cast that all the development attendant 
to HQ2 will create more than 47,000 
direct and indirect jobs.

As one might easily surmise, 
Arlington County is loving all of this.

Since the Amazon announce-
ment, Marquez says, the county 
has been getting cold calls from 
companies around the globe that 
hadn’t previously considered 
Arlington. The county’s small-
business program has been 
“slammed” with inquiries too, she 
says, from companies eager to 
partner with Amazon. 

“People don’t realize the work 
that Amazon does with small busi-
nesses,” she says.

As to the future, Marquez expects 
“more and more momentum to come.”

“This,” she says in an under-
statement, “is pretty exciting for 
everybody.” 

By the end of 
2020, Amazon 
plans to lease all 
14 stories of this 
building under 
construction 
by owner JBG 
Smith Properties 
at 1770 Crystal 
Drive. HQ2 will 
include leased 
space in addition 
to the two towers 
Amazon will own.



22 | NOVEMBER 2020 Photo by Mark Rhodes

anville once stood tall as a driver 
of Virginia’s economy, an epicenter 
both for textile production at Dan 

River Mills and for tobacco when it was 
still the commonwealth’s golden leaf.

Both industries came crashing down in 
the 2000s. A rising tide of public sentiment 
led to tobacco’s decline, and the federal 
quota system that guaranteed crop prices 
ended in 2005. Globalization moved textile 
production to other countries with lower 

labor costs, and the mills closed in 2007. 
“At one point, Dan River Mills 

employed approximately 14,000 people 
just within the city limits of Danville,” says 
Corrie Teague Bobe, Danville’s economic 
development director. “You can imagine 
the transition that our community went 
through when the mills closed.”

Danville struggled with relatively high 
unemployment for most of the aughts, 
spiking at 15% during the 2007-09  

Great Recession. The city’s unemploy-
ment rate rose again to 16% during this 
year’s pandemic. 

But this November, Danville voters are 
casting ballots on an economic prospect 
that could bring approximately 900 con-
struction jobs and 1,300 permanent jobs 

— all without any traditional economic 
development incentives. No tax exemp-
tions. No land giveaways. No forgivable 
performance “loans.” 

Voters in four cities will decide 
this month whether to allow 
casinos in the Old Dominion 
by Mason Adams

Danville suffered from the closure 
of textiles mills in the early 2000s, 
says the city’s economic develop-
ment director, Corrie Teague Bobe. 
Now Danville voters are deciding 
whether a $400 million casino 
and resort should be built on the 
former Dan River Mills industrial 
site in the Schoolfield area.
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Instead, Caesars Entertainment Inc. 
proposes to pay the city more than  
$20 million for the opportunity to bring 
a $400 million casino and accompanying 
resort to Danville. That includes a flat 
$15 million payment and $5 million for 
the building site. The company also will 
pay property and meals taxes, as well 
as sliding scale taxes on its net gaming 
revenue. According to a December 2019 
study by the state’s Joint Legislative Audit 

and Review Commission ( JLARC), the 
proposed Danville casino would generate 
at least $190 million in direct revenue 
and $51 million in tax revenue annually 
by 2025.

Danville is one of four Virginia cities 
where voters this month will roll the 
dice and decide whether to allow casino 
gaming. On the Virginia-Tennessee state 
line, Bristol hopes the proposed Hard 
Rock Bristol Hotel and Casino will help 
replace decades of jobs lost in coal and 
other industries. Norfolk and Portsmouth 
may bring two casino resorts to an already 
burgeoning Hampton Roads region. 

With four casinos being decided in 
local referendums in those cities, it’s 
highly likely that the Nov. 3 general elec-
tion will result in at least one casino — 
and possibly all four — receiving a green 
light to operate in the commonwealth, 
with the first Virginia casino potentially 
welcoming guests as soon as 2023.

The Virginia General Assembly 
enabled the referendums through legisla-
tion passed during its 2020 session that 
authorizes the economically challenged 
cities of Bristol, Danville, Norfolk, Ports-
mouth and Richmond to each designate 
a casino operator and let voters decide on 
whether to allow that operator to build a 
casino in their city. (Richmond isn’t hold-
ing a referendum this year but may do so 
in 2021.) Casino developers must invest 
at least $300 million into each project. 

If approved, casinos in all five cities 
could be expected collectively to create 
about 7,600 jobs and bring in nearly  
$1 billion in total annual revenues,  
generating between $262 million and 
$367 million in net annual state tax rev-
enue, according to projections by JLARC. 

In comparison, the Virginia Lottery 
brought in $595 million in profit and 
$2.15 billion in gross revenue during its 
most recent fiscal year. JLARC estimates 
that competition from the casinos would 
reduce Virginia Lottery proceeds by  
$30 million per year.

Not everyone is all in 
The prospect of legalized casino 

gaming in the Old Dominion has 

attracted three of the industry’s largest 
players — Caesars in Danville, Hard 
Rock International Inc. in Bristol and 
Rush Street Gaming LLC in Portsmouth. 
Norfolk is partnering with the Pamunkey 
Indian Tribe, the first of seven Native 
American tribes in Virginia to be feder-
ally recognized. 

All four casino projects on ballots this 
November bring a similar set of condi-
tions: They’re not asking for tax breaks 
or economic incentives, and they’ll share 
their revenue with the state and their 
respective cities. Each casino’s first  
$200 million in revenue will be taxed  
at 18%, with 12% going to the state and 
6% to the host cities. The combined  
tax rate increases to 23% for the next 
$200 million, and 30% for revenue 
exceeding $400 million. The state’s share 
is intended to go toward construction  
and maintenance of public schools.

There’s no guarantee that voters will 
approve any of the casinos, however, espe-
cially in this topsy-turvy year with a global 
pandemic and chaotic presidential election.

“This is an election season like none 
other,” says Jay T. Smith, a partner at 
Richmond’s Capital Results, who is a 
spokesperson for the Pamunkey tribe.

Casino boosters have invested heavily 
to offset that uncertainty, though. Politi-
cal action committees associated with the 
four casinos raised $765,656 and had 
$527,565 on hand as of Aug. 31, accord-
ing to the Virginia Public Access Project. 

Opposition has been fragmented but 
persistent. Critics of the Norfolk project 
have complained about the process, 
details of the deal with the Pamunkey 
tribe and the location of the project. 
Jackie Glass, who first became politically 
involved with an unsuccessful 2018 run 
for the city school board, says the lack of 
a competitive bidding process and a less-
than-transparent process for establishing 
the casino should give voters pause.

“If you don’t like the deal, vote no,” 
Glass says. “If you don’t like the process, 
vote no. And if you don’t like the location, 
vote no. That doesn’t mean no to gaming 
in Norfolk; it’s a no to the process, the 
deal and the location.”
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Glass is one of the organizers of a 
citizens group opposed to the casino. The 
group has been receiving free assistance 
from the Washington, D.C., office of 
Florida-based public relations firm Red 
Banyan. Glass says she wasn’t aware who 
was funding the PR company’s work, but 
a report by WAVY 10 revealed that it’s 
being funded by a rival casino developer, 
Baltimore-based Cordish Co. The 
operator of Norfolk’s Waterside District, 
Cordish threatened the city with legal 
action early in 2020, claiming Cordish’s 
existing agreements with the city should 
have given it priority to build a casino.

In Danville, the only locality that used 
a competitive bidding process to select its 
preferred casino operator, local opponents 
to the casino are concerned about the 
potential for traffic jams and crime. (The 
2019 JLARC report found that crimes 
such as credit card theft and burglary tend 
to increase “in the immediate vicinity of 
casinos, due primarily to the increase in 
visitors to an area,” similar to increases 
associated with other large venues such as 
malls or sports stadiums.) 

“I think it’s a bad location,” says Terry 
McPeak Jr., who lives near the proposed 
casino site. “You’re putting it right in the 
middle of a middle-class community. I 
wish they’d have put it out on the bypass, 

with highway infrastructure right there.”
If any of the four referendums fail, 

those cities can go back to the General 
Assembly and request another chance dur-
ing the 2021 legislative session. Richmond, 
which is taking more time to research  
the idea and choose a preferred casino 
operator, may hold a referendum next  

year as well. (The Pamunkey tribe has 
also proposed building a casino in  
South Richmond.)

If this November’s local referendums 
succeed, the casino operators will formally 
submit applications to the Virginia 
Lottery, which will be responsible for 
licensing and regulating the casinos. (The 
Virginia Lottery also regulates the newly 
legalized sports-betting industry in  
the commonwealth.) 

No strings attached?
Should Danville voters approve the 

deal with Caesars Entertainment, the 
casino’s 1,300 jobs would immediately 
make it one of the city’s top five employers. 
(The city’s largest employer is Goodyear 
Tire & Rubber Co., which employs about 
2,300 people.)

“Based on what we’ve seen and what 
we expect to happen, here are the benefits 
that the community can expect to see,” 
says former Caesars Entertainment CEO 
Tony Rodio, who now serves as strategic 
adviser to Caesars Entertainment CEO 
Tom Reeg. “First of all, 900 to 1,000 
construction jobs over the course of two 
years. We think the business will oper-
ate with approximately 1,300 jobs. The 
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Jackie Glass says the 
lack of a competitive 
bidding process for 
establishing the casino 
should give voters pause.

Danville resident Terry McPeak Jr., who lives in a neighborhood just blocks from the proposed casino site, is 
worried it will increase traffic and crime.

Photos by Mark Rhodes



average salary will be $50,000, and the 
lowest will be around $15 an hour. There’s 
going to be tax revenue generated for the 
cityof Danville, as well as for the state  
of Virginia.”

According to JLARC, casino jobs in 
Virginia are expected to pay a median 
wage of $33,086, with about 19% of 
the jobs comprised of managerial and 
supervisory positions paying more  
than $60,000.

Casino boosters emphasize that the 
multiple amenities that come with the 
project — which includes 300 hotel 
rooms; multiple restaurants and bars; 
35,000 square feet of conference space; 
a 2,500-seat entertainment venue; a spa; 
and a casino with slot machines, table 
games, a poker room and a sports book 

— will attract visitors in such volume that 
there will be ancillary benefits to other 
regional businesses.

“There will be dozens or hundreds of 
local businesses who will benefit,” Rodio 
says. “Whenever we can source something 

from a local supplier, we do that first. 
There will be other local businesses that 
we don’t formally partner with, but they 
get the benefit of the additional traffic: 
restaurateurs, gas stations, other hotels.”

Casino backers in the other three cities 
promise similarly big benefits, with no 
strings attached.

“We’re one of those industries that 
shows up and says, ‘We’re going to create 
a lot of great jobs and great pay with tips 
and benefits, and on top of that, we’re not 
asking for anything. In fact, what can we 
pay you?’” says Jacob Oberman, senior vice 
president of development for Rush Street 
Gaming, the partner for Portsmouth. 

Rush Street Gaming has opened six 
casinos since it started in the late ’90s, and 
it still operates four in Chicago, Philadel-
phia, Pittsburgh and upstate New York. 
Oberman says the company is excited 
about the opportunity in Portsmouth.

“These projects don’t come along very 
often,” Oberman says. “Virginia is such 
an important market. Not only is this a 

strong, economically growing area, but it 
also has access to attract visitation from 
North Carolina and South Carolina.”

Much of that enthusiasm stems 
from the proposed site: 52 acres just off 
Interstate 264, adjacent to Tidewater 
Community College.

“We really think it’s going to be a draw 
because of its central location in Hampton 
Roads, its accessibility to workforce and 
training opportunities through Tidewater 
Community College and the way it can 
become entrenched in the community,” 
says Robert D. Moore, Portsmouth’s 
economic development director. 

The Portsmouth casino could be 
expected to generate $167 million in 
annual revenue, more than 1,380 per-
manent jobs and $45 million in annual 
gaming taxes, according to JLARC. 

Moore says that the relationships that 
Rush Street Gaming has built with other 
cities gave Portsmouth confidence in 
moving forward with this project. Addi-
tionally, Rush Street has pledged to solicit 
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5% of the equity or $5 million, whichever 
is greater, from local minority-owned 
businesses or private investors who are 
minorities and accredited investors.

“Rush Street Gaming has a track record 
of giving back to the community, being a 
part of the community, and being engaged 
in the community, and not just a business 
here,” Moore says. “That’s a big thing for 
us. We want a true partner. We want 
someone who’s here for the long haul.”

‘We have to find something new’
The Pamunkey casino planned for 

Norfolk also aims to raise the naval and 
port city’s profile as a premier destination 
for East Coast vacationers. 

“Having this allows us to compete with 
Pittsburgh and Nashville and Cincinnati. 
We’re going to get more conventions and 
really enhance our tourism attraction 
[ability],” says Smith, the Pamunkey 
spokesperson. “We see our project as being 
an economic boost to [Norfolk] and really 
the region. People don’t just go to a casino 

for three days and never leave the walls of 
the resort. They get out, they explore.”

The Pamunkey tribe is partnering with 
Tennessee billionaire Jon Yarbrough to 
build the $500 million casino, which  
is projected to attract an additional  
6.2 million visitors to Norfolk each year, 
with a $754 million annual economic 
impact on the city, according to the tribe. 
All without any taxpayer-funded incentives.

The Norfolk casino would create  
about 1,500 permanent jobs and generate 
$185 million in annual revenue, with  
$50 million in annual taxes, according  
to JLARC projections.

“This is a $500 million investment with 
not a single penny of government subsidy 
or a tax break,” Smith says.

That proposition is attractive in most 
places — especially so in Bristol, a city on 
the Tennessee border that has been hurt 
by the coal industry’s downturn. 

“I don’t see coal coming back,” says Jim 
McGlothlin, a longtime coal magnate 
and local businessman who is leading the 

casino effort in Bristol. “It means we have 
to find something new.”

Recent years have seen the closure 
of major employers such as Bristol 
Compressors Inc. The city’s experiment 
investing in destination retail at The 
Falls struggled to attract big-name 
tenants and left it mired in debt. Bristol’s 
tourism economy, built on its revitalized 
downtown and the Birthplace of  
Country Music Museum, has been  
a bright spot. 

McGlothlin, CEO of The United 
Co., and his friend and business partner 
Clyde Stacy, president of Par Ventures 
LLC, plan to build on that momentum 
by partnering with Hard Rock Interna-
tional on the Bristol casino and destina-
tion resort. Hard Rock says the  
$400 million development would bring 
more than 2,000 jobs and between  
$16 million and $21 million in annual 
tax revenues for Bristol. ( JLARC 
estimates the Bristol casino would create 
at least 1,070 jobs and generate about  



 www.VirginiaBusiness.com VIRGINIA BUSINESS | 27

$130 million in annual revenue and  
$35 million in annual taxes.)

“As a destination-scale resort, the project 
will be a catalyst for economic development 
growth across the region, in Southwest  
Virginia and the Tri-Cities,” says Andy 
Poarch, spokesperson for the proposed 
casino. “Communities and residents on 
both sides of the border will benefit from 
the tourism dollars that 4 million annual 
visitors will spend with local entertainment, 
hospitality, retail and dining businesses in 
Bristol and across the region.”

Looming over all four casino proposals 
has been the coronavirus pandemic, which 
has devastated the tourism, lodging and 
restaurant industries. From July 2019 to 
July 2020, Virginia’s leisure and hospitality 
sector lost 91,300 jobs — more than a 
fifth of its workforce.

The gaming industry wasn’t spared 
the effects of the pandemic. Commercial 
gaming revenues fell 79% in the second 
quarter of 2020 compared to the year 
before, according to the American Gam-
ing Association. By late September, 92 of 

the United States’ 993 casinos remained 
closed — a little less than a tenth. The rest 
had reopened with measures designed to 
maintain hygiene and social distancing.

The casino operators in Virginia say 
that the pandemic likely won’t factor 
heavily into their plans, since they’re 
eyeing buildouts that will extend at least 
a few years into the future — at which 
point COVID-19 will presumably be 
under control. 

Says Rodio: “We look at this from a 
long-term perspective.”  

Renderings courtesy Friedmutter Group (Bristol), Caesars 
Entertainment (Danville), Pamunkey Indian Tribe (Norfolk), 
Rush Street Gaming (Portsmouth)
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Bristol
Operator: Hard Rock International Inc. 
Headquarters: Davie, Florida
Investment: $400 million
Local investor(s): Jim McGlothlin, CEO, The United Co.; 
and Clyde Stacy, president, Par Ventures LLC
Jobs: Construction: 3,000; Permanent: 2,000

Danville
Operator: Caesars Entertainment Inc.
Headquarters: Las Vegas
Investment: $400 million
Local investor(s): Kirby Wright, CEO of Danville-
based Negril Inc., and his daughter, Negril Chief 
Operating Officer Tammy Wright-Warren
Jobs: Construction: 900; Permanent: 1,300

Norfolk
Operator: Pamunkey Indian Tribe 
Headquarters: King William County
Investment: $500 million
Other investor(s): Tennessee gambling 
machines billionaire Jon Yarbrough
Jobs: Construction: 2,000;  
Permanent: 2,500

Portsmouth
Operator: Rush Street Gaming LLC 
Headquarters: Chicago
Investment: $300 million
Other investor(s): None announced, but Rush Street has committed to pursue 
investments in the project from local, private-sector minority businesspeople.
Jobs: Construction: 1,400; Permanent: 1,300

November casino referendums at a glance




