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WEEKLY

At a time when some Seattle 
business leaders feel embattled 
by local government, many have 
started to ask, is there a seat for 
them at the table when it comes 
to helping to solve some of the 
region’s most pressing issues, 
like creating new housing and 
reducing the number of people 
experiencing homelessness?

At a recent Rotary Club of 
Seattle meeting, Marilyn Strick-
land, president and CEO of the 
Seattle Metropolitan Chamber of 
Commerce,   delivered a speech to 
a crowd of Rotarians where she 
answered the questions on the 
minds of many business leaders. 

As the leader of an organi-
zation representing more than 
2,000 Seattle area companies, 
Strickland is bullish in her sup-

port of employers and strongly 
advocated for their active en-
gagement in creating solutions 
that go beyond being the City of 
Seattle’s ATM.

“We have to change the nar-
rative,” said Strickland. “When 
a lot of people think of business, 
they think of a handful of large 
global companies that take the 
headlines, and they don’t look 
deeper into the fact that [there are 
also] companies doing good work 
in the community. And there are 
a lot of companies whose names 
we don’t know, who are doing 
good work as well.”

An unpopular head tax
Referring back to her arrival 

in Seattle in 2018, when the city 
was deeply embroiled in a debate 
about reintroducing the head 
tax, Strickland wasn’t shy in 

see STRICKLAND on 11

Making room for business at 
Seattle’s decision-making table

Marilyn Strickland
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By Jason Cruz 
NORTHWEST ASIAN WEEKLY

Becoming an entrepreneur is like a trapeze 
artist performing without a net. One wrong 
move can cause a catastrophe. Yet, many take 
the leap without the fear of falling. 

While the City of Seattle’s Office of Econom-
ic Intelligence Advisory does not collect demo-
graphic data from business owners, they did 
indicate that, according to the Census Bureau’s 
Annual Survey of Entrepreneurs, in 2016, the 
number of Asian-owned businesses in the Se-
attle-Tacoma-Bellevue metro area was increas-

ing. Even with the increase, only 15.1 percent of 
firms were Asian-owned. 

What is notable is that the statistics also show 
a slight increase of Asian-owned businesses 

with “less than 2 
years” in business.

“It’s rewarding to 
see your own ideas 
turn into reality,” 
said Lawrence Pang, 
a current director and 
the former president 
of the Greater Seattle 
Chinese Chamber of 
Commerce. “I see 

see ENTREPRENEURS on 12

By Stacy Nguyen
NORTHWEST ASIAN 
WEEKLY

This week, Amazon announced 
the 100 recipients of its inaugural 
Future Engineer scholarships, 
which supports college-bound 
seniors in underrepresented and 
underserved communities. Three 
students from Washington state 
earned scholarships, two of whom 
are Asian: Annie Vo from Franklin 
High School and Hyeong Jeong 
“Ace” Choi of Matt Grant Olympia 
High School. The third recipient is 
Parker Landsman of Orcas Island 
High School.

Winners of this scholarship  
receive access to computer science 
camps and classes as well as 
scholarships and internships at 
Amazon. A scholarship gives 
students $10,000 a year for four years 
to students pursuing a computer 
science degree. 

Vo is graduating from Franklin 
this year and is set to attend the 
University of Pennsylvania. She is 
executive treasurer for her school’s 
associated student body (ASB). Vo 
is also treasurer of the Asian Student 

see SCHOLARSHIP on 5

From machine learning to cheesecakes, 
entrepreneurs tell their stories of assuming the risk 

Two Asian 
American 
female 
students 
win 
Amazon 
scholarship

AdaptiLab founders James Wu (left) and Allen Lu

Mitra Raman works from her computer in the 
Special Occasions Catering kitchen on placing 
orders for her start-up company, Buttermilk. 

Geo Quibuyen and Chera Amlag, owners of 
Hood Famous Bakery
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Jason Tan, CEO of Sift
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Annie Vo (left) with her computer 
science teacher

Hyeong Jeong “Ace” Choi 
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■ EDITORIAL

One of the biggest blind spots in the U.S. workforce 
today is environments in which one mode of thinking is 
seen as the “right” way. Lack of diversity in thought and 
perspectives is one of the most dangerous enemies of 
achieving company or organizational goals. 

When we talk about diversity, we often default to ethnic 
and racial diversity — which are very important — but really, 
what we should aim at is something more comprehensive: 
diversity in thought and politics as well as gender, race, 
culture, and the multitude of other ways people can identify. 
We have to look beyond “visual” diversity. 

According to a 2016 study from Fenwick and West, the 
largest 150 Silicon Valley public companies averaged only 
14 percent women directors and averaged only 0.8 percent 
women executive officers. Furthermore, nearly 58 percent 
of main boards of companies in the Financial Times Stock 
Exchange 100 Index currently have no individuals who are 
ethnic minorities.

Diversity matters though. According to a McKinsey 
& Company report on why diversity matters, companies 
in the top quartile for gender diversity outperform their 
competitors by 15 percent and those in the top quartile for 
ethnic diversity outperform their competitors by 35 percent.

Diversity requires from companies and organizations 
not only sincerity and beliefs, but actually a lot of effort and 
even money in recruitment and reaching out. Influential 
and powerful corporate boards pay members as much as 
$20,000 to over $50,000 a year, plus stock options, but 
frequently have little diversity. Even the most progressive 
Fortune 500 boards reflect no more than two white women 

or one Black male out of 10 or 15 board members. 
Asian Americans are often left out of these visible, 

prestigious, and paid board positions. The excuse often is 
that there are no qualified Asian Americans. But just take 
a look at the number of Asian American professors with 
doctorate degrees at the University of Washington, in both 
science and arts! You will be amazed at the number. We 
just have to seek out qualified candidates. 

Further, after Council President Bruce Harrell steps 
down, the Seattle City Council will have one less Asian 
American perspective — in a city with Asian and Asian 
Americans as the largest racial minority.

Usually, people of color are at the bottom of the 
economic ladder. The richest people are statistically white 
males. With this context, it’s more important than ever to 
create programs and initiatives that lift up people of color 
economically. 

The leaders that we have in top positions need to lift 
up people and promote more people of color as well as 
personally groom people of color to hold top-tier positions. 
Unfortunately, this doesn’t happen. Studies have shown that 
white people typically promote other white people — they 
promote sameness in background, thought, and point of view. 
Also, even the few people of color on top don’t necessarily 
promote or mentor their own people. Look around. If a 
leader’s seconds- or thirds-in-command aren’t people of 
color, then that person is not a champion of diversity at all.

If you look at the recent scandal involving actor Lori 
Loughlin buying her daughters’ way into college, we get 
the message that if you are rich, you can buy your way into 

universities. At top schools, there are not enough Black 
students, and people who do what Loughlin did take spots 
away from deserving students of color. 

People like to talk a lot about promoting diversity, but 
we have not done enough. People also sometimes have give 
up halfway — because it’s honestly not easy to implement. 

Think about it. In work, we like to work with people who 
agree with us. That’s human nature.

But often, it’s the people who don’t look like us, that have 
the diverging perspective that will challenge us to all grow. 

We don’t currently have a culture in which we are 
taught to fully appreciate dissent and conflict, so we shy 
away and stick with our “tribe members” only. There is 
a lot of retraining and relearning to be done, in Seattle, 
Washington state, and across the country. We have to do a 
better job starting now.

You know who is leading by example? We’d like to 
give a shoutout to Seattle Mayor Jenny Durkan who, soon 
after taking office, named two Asian Americans — Mike 
Fong and Shefali Ranganathan — as her deputy mayors. 
Ranganathan is also female.

The perks of diversity and inclusion are almost too 
great to enumerate. Not only does diversity and inclusion 
foster creativity, innovation, better decision-making, and 
stronger teams — it also has a long-reaching effect. We 
spend a third of our lives working, so the people that we 
are around for those significant hours every day are greatly 
influential to our thinking and our perspectives. 

STRICKLAND from 1

discussing her point of view when it comes to how City Coun-
cil has engaged with business on solving regional issues.

“We knew the tax was unpopular — there were 46,000 
signatures collected against it in just a month,” said Strickland. 
“But that wasn’t about businesses saying we don’t care about 
vulnerable people or we don’t believe we need more housing. 
It was about wanting accountability about how current funds 
are spent and seeing a tangible plan for how the money would 
be used. The business community has been supportive of 
raising revenue. We supported Sound Transit 3. We supported 
an affordable housing Levy. We supported a school levy. So 
you can’t say that we don’t support things. We just need to 
know where the money is being spent and how effective it will 
be.”

Strickland believes this stems from a breakdown of trust in 
the relationship between city government and its community. 
Strickland comes from government herself. She served two 
terms as the mayor of Tacoma, in which she championed the 
role of local government as being focused on the nuts and 
bolts of basic governing — such as infrastructure, safety, and 
cleanliness of the city.

Homelessness and compassion
At the Rotary Club meeting, Strickland also encouraged 

the audience to think hard about not questioning the limits of 
compassion and the need to make some hard decisions about 
how to address issues related to mental health and drug use 
that are sometimes connected to people who are experiencing 
homelessness. 

As she recounted her own past experience engaging with 
the difficult subject matter of helping people experiencing 
homelessness in Tacoma, Strickland admitted it’s not a 
quick fix solution. “In Tacoma, we created what we called 
stability sites — giant FEMA tents with supervision, security, 
showers, washers and dryers, running water, and a place for 
people to store their goods,” said Strickland. “Now the truth is 
people didn’t come to the stability sites and then go right out 
of homelessness a month or even six months later. But at least 
getting them off the streets and into a stability site is more 
humane than letting people live on the streets in squalor.”

Adding further weight to the conversation, Strickland 
pointed to the dire need for effective solutions to help people 
specifically with mental health issues. Citing the current 
state of the mental health system we have today, she asked 
the audience to keep in mind that some people experiencing 
homelessness and suffering from mental health issues will 

sometimes need ongoing care akin to assisted-living.

Hope and optimism
Having previously worked in both the public and private 

sector, Strickland seemed optimistic about the possibility of 
real collaboration. 

Harking back again to her experience as mayor of Tacoma, 
she shared with the audience how she collaborated with 
the Tacoma Chamber to pass the City’s first transportation 
measure in 40 years. She helped to raise Tacoma school’s 
graduation rate to 87 percent, up from 55 percent, by getting 
Tacoma government organizations to partner with the 
business community, those in philanthropy, and others to 
improve outcomes for children in Tacoma.

“When Seattle moved to district elections, there was an 
opportunity for people to show their commitment to the 
nuts and bolts of government,” said Strickland. “2019 is 
an important election. We hope you show up and choose 
people who are thoughtful, open minded, and are willing 
to have a rational conversation with people of all sides and 
backgrounds.” 

 
Joshua can be reached at info@nwasianweekly.com. 

WORKING GROUP from 3

regarding China and the U.S.–China relationship,” 
said Larsen. “As a representative from Washington 
state, I am particularly concerned with the current 
trade discussions because the largest number of 
exports from the state go to China. Forty percent 
of jobs in the state depend on trade. In Snohomish 
County, where I was born and raised, 60 percent of 
all jobs are tied to trade.”

During the first stop in Hong Kong, the delegation 
met with Hong Kong Secretary for Commerce and 
Economic Development Edward Yau, U.S. Consul 
General Kurt Tong, and the American Chamber 
of Commerce in Hong Kong to discuss the current 
business climate for American businesses operating 
in Hong Kong and ongoing commercial exchanges.

In addition, the delegation met with Carrie Lam, 
the Chief Executive of Hong Kong, who is the most 
senior elected official in Hong Kong, as well as 
numerous members of the Legislature in Hong Kong.

In Hangzhou, the delegation met with executives at 
Walt Disney, Boeing, Changan Ford Motor Company, 
and Wanxiang Group to hear about challenges facing 
American firms doing business in China. The group 
also toured the Alibaba headquarters.

The delegation also met with U.S. Ambassador to 
China Terry Branstad and the American Chamber of 
Commerce China to discuss the business climate in 
China and ongoing trade negotiations between the 
two countries. 

MASSAGE PARLOR from 4

surrendered in the past decade.
Of the spas that lost their licenses, almost 40 percent had 

massage therapists involved in sexual activity, the AP found. Sex 
cases were found statewide, in 26 of the state’s 67 counties, with 
the tourism-heavy Orlando area having the most.

Few of the cases resulted in charges of human trafficking, and 
those that did ended with only minor punishments.

In 2017, Mi Cha Jones, owner of the Jee Jee spa in Miami 
Beach, was charged with two felony counts of human trafficking 
and one felony count of deriving support from the proceeds of 
prostitution. Jones was sentenced to only two years of probation 
after pleading guilty to the latter count in 2018.

Nearly five years ago, investigators found clear evidence of 
prostitution and a potential sign of human trafficking — women 
living on the premises — at the O Asian Wellness Spa and 
Massage in Boca Raton. The spa’s owner was facing a minimum 
of four years and maximum of 35 years in prison, but was 
sentenced to only nine months in jail and probation after a plea 
deal. None of the johns who patronized the parlor were charged 
at all.

In 2013, an inspector found three rooms with beds, clothes, 
computers, cellphones, desks, and a refrigerator full of food 
at Serenity Massage in Tampa. The owner admitted massage 
therapists were living there, but was ultimately only fined. There 
was no indication any investigation into human trafficking was 
ever launched.

Florida Department of Health spokesman Brad Dalton said 
revoking a spa’s license is the most severe punishment available 
to the department’s Board of Massage Therapy. “Any action 

above that would have to come from law enforcement,” Dalton 
said.

A tougher stance is being championed by Martin County 
Sheriff William Snyder, whose agency spearheaded the current 
investigation after receiving a tip from a state health investigator.

“When I saw the videos of the women being used … I began to 
change my whole thoughts and view of it,” said Snyder, a former 
state lawmaker who sponsored a 2012 bill that made human 
trafficking illegal in Florida. He was elected sheriff that same 
year.

Still, it remains to be seen whether anything will truly change.
No one has yet been charged with human trafficking, something 

Snyder said can be difficult to prove, especially if women don’t 
testify against their abusers. He said many of the women fear 
deportation, even though they could be eligible for a visa if they 
cooperated. They also fear traffickers will harm their families 
back home, he said.

And while hundreds of men identified as johns have been 
accused, Kraft and others have been charged only with 
misdemeanors that prosecutors have offered to drop if they 
agree to participate in a diversion program. Jail time for johns, 
what Snyder sees as the “holistic” answer to stemming human 
trafficking, looks highly unlikely.

Still, the sheriff says he hopes the national spotlight that has 
shone on the Kraft case will make other potential clients think 
twice before risking a visit to an illicit massage parlor.

“I have come to understand that as long as there is a demand, 
there will be a supply,” he said. “Even if the demand diminishes 
microscopically and a few women in some forlorn province in 
China are not enticed to come here under false pretenses and 
trafficked, it will all be worthwhile.” 

Diversity in business critical, now more than ever


