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Amazon is snapping up Tampa Bay real estate at
an unprecedented rate — and developers are
betting they’ll need even more in the years to
come.

From the Tampa Bay Business Journal:
https://www.bizjournals.com/tampabay/news/2020/08/27/amazon-tampa-bay-
polk-county-real-estate-growth.html

Amazon is aggressively eating up real estate in
Tampa Bay. When will it be satiated?
Aug 27, 2020, 12:49pm EDT Updated: Aug 27, 2020, 2:14pm EDT

Amazon.com’s real estate spree in the Tampa
Bay region has bagged the e-commerce giant
more than 6 million square feet of warehouse
space — and a lot of big money is betting it isn’t
done yet. 

The Seattle-based behemoth’s warehouse
space in this region — including facilities that
are under construction — is equivalent to over
five of Tampa’s International Plaza, 38 Walmart
Supercenters and 151 medium-sized Publix
Super Markets Inc. stores. Nearly the entire
region, save for parts of southern Polk County,
lives within 25 miles of an Amazon facility,
whether it’s a hulking, million-square-foot fulfillment center or one of its more
petite last-mile delivery stations, which are about a tenth that size. 

Amazon (NASDAQ: AMZN) has grown its Tampa Bay presence steadily since 2013,
when two 1-million-square-foot fulfillment centers — Florida’s first Amazon
warehouses — were announced in Lakeland and Ruskin. But of Amazon’s 6.8 million
square feet, roughly 27 percent has been added in 2020 alone, according to a
Tampa Bay Business Journal analysis. Since June, the company has confirmed a
633,000-square-foot facility that recently broke ground in Temple Terrace; the
lease of a 711,000-square-foot warehouse in Lakeland; and a 110,000-square-foot
last-mile fulfillment center in Pasco County. 
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It has yet to confirm a 424,550-square-foot warehouse lease in Seffner, which the
Business Journal reported on June 25. At least one additional large-scale facility, a
lease of a 505,000-square-foot warehouse in Plant City, is rumored to be in the
works in industrial real estate circles. 

Large warehouses can represent thousands of jobs and millions of dollars in capital
investment, oftentimes in rural areas that sorely need the wages. Amazon’s
presence in the area is an endorsement of both its industrial real estate market and
logistics workforce, and the Bay region has seen an influx of big warehouse users
since Amazon’s first deals were announced in 2013. Amazon has 3,400 full-time
employees in the Tampa area alone and has hired 30,000 people in Florida since
2013. 

In July, Amazon opened a $100 million air cargo hub at Lakeland International
Airport, planting yet another flag in the area. But it’s impossible to speculate what
that might mean for additional warehouses here, said Ryan Vaught, executive
managing director at Colliers International Tampa Bay.

“That is one of their few air cargo hubs, and the fact that it’s in Central Florida is
meaningful,” Vaught said. 

There is a potential downside for the industrial market, Vaught points out:
Developers, betting on Amazon’s continued expansion here, continue to break
ground on massive speculative buildings along the Interstate 4 corridor without a
tenant in place. If Amazon doesn’t expand at the same rate, those developers could
be left with big vacant buildings if other users don’t come along to take the space.

“Amazon is a global business with our roots set firmly in the communities we live,
work and play in,” a spokesman for the  company said in a statement. “From the
local jobs we bring, to the local people we employ, train and upskill — our business
is made up of people from the communities in which we operate. When Amazon
comes to town, it’s the town that shapes Amazon, not the other way around.” 

Runway for growth

At the Central Florida Development Council, president Sean Malott doesn’t have a
view of the Amazon cargo jets descending into Lakeland Linder International
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Airport. But he knows what’s coming and going; he watches FlightAware, a flight-
tracking website, to see where the jets have been and where they’re going.

On a late August afternoon, he listed off incoming flights from Sacramento and
Cincinnati/Northern Kentucky International Airport. 

Amazon will soon have six facilities totaling 3.4 million square feet up and running
in Polk County. Mallot jokes that tracking the company is as much of a hobby as it is
part of his job; it feels like weekly, if not daily, that he’s reading headlines about
Amazon’s real estate activity throughout the Southeast.

“I find e-commerce in general just fascinating — and how well they [Amazon] do it,”
he said. “It’s just a dance their logistics team does to make sure products get to the
right places in a timely manner.”

Amazon had a major presence in Lakeland and Polk County before the air cargo
hub opened, said Ashley Cheek, vice president of business development at
Lakeland Economic Development Council. 

But the air cargo facility has elevated the company’s status even further. 

Other retailers do tend to follow Amazon, Cheek said, and the growth has been
great at advertising Lakeland’s biggest selling point for e-commerce operations:
10.5 million people live within a 100-mile radius of the Swan City.

The first Amazon facility in Lakeland received an incentive package worth a
maximum of $744,000 in tax rebate incentives in exchange for 248 full-time
equivalent jobs at an average wage of $41,202. At the air cargo hub, Amazon
receives $3,000 in economic development incentives for each of the high-paying
jobs it creates up to a maximum of $225,000. A sortation facility in Davenport also
received incentives, but the Auburndale fulfillment center and latest Lakeland
lease did not involve incentives.

“I think for a lot of these users, having a large talent pool and being close to
customers is even more important,” Cheek said. “Sometimes incentives are not as
important, depending on the deal.”

How much space does Amazon need?
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In Hillsborough County, Amazon is under construction on a four-story fulfillment
center in Temple Terrace. In South County, the Ruskin fulfillment center was one of
the first two Amazon announced in the state in 2013, alongside Lakeland. That
center received an incentive package that represents a maximum rebate of $1.125
million, payable at a maximum rebate of $281,500 per year, beginning in fiscal
2016-17 and running through fiscal 2020.

Lindsey Kimball, the county’s economic development director, said that jobs like
the ones Amazon has brought to South County are “an important part of the mix”
that her team is looking to create.

“Looking back, Amazon’s entry to the market was a big deal because it brought
jobs with a big-name company and visibility on a national scale for South County
industrial real estate,” Kimball said in a statement. “The Amazon deal also has
dramatically increased the taxes being generated by this property — from just
under $2,000 a year before the property was developed to now more than $2.8
million a year. That is quite a return on investment and helps fund improvements
across our county.”

Vaught, the Colliers director, says he’s less concerned about the Amazon effect in
Hillsborough County. 

“Hillsborough and Pinellas — that market is extremely well-diversified,” he said.
“The supply and demand are very much in balance now, and nothing is atypical.
Amazon’s not directly affecting how the market is functioning in Hillsborough and
Pinellas.”

Data from JLL Inc. shows that there was just over 1 million square feet of warehouse
space under construction in Hillsborough and Pinellas counties combined at the
end of the second quarter. In Polk County alone, nearly 2.4 million square feet is
under construction, though 1 million square feet of that is a warehouse in
Auburndale that Amazon has already leased. 

JLL’s quarterly report also describes a “whopping 12 million square feet of potential
spec and built-to-suit projects” that have been proposed in Polk. In Hillsborough
and Pinellas, JLL researchers reference a construction pipeline that is beginning to
slow.
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The rate at which Amazon is completing deals in Polk County, Vaught said, may
have led to a rosier perception of the market for warehouses larger than 400,000
square feet.

“There’s a misperception of the overall market as a result of the number of Amazon
deals that have been completed,” he said. “I’m not trying to marginalize the other
activity in Polk, but Amazon’s activity has certainly elevated the area to a new level.
The million-dollar question is if Amazon disappeared tomorrow, what would the
perception of the market be?” 

Cheek, the Lakeland economic development official, says she isn’t concerned
about the prominence of Amazon in the Polk market. 

“I’m sure this is not the last we will see of them,” she said. “I can imagine they’re
going to continue to grow here.”

And if they don’t?

“If Amazon vanished, I think we would be OK,” she said, “because we have such a
diversified economy. We have enough manufacturing and enough other large users
that I think we would be OK.” 

Ashley Gurbal Kritzer
Senior Reporter
Tampa Bay Business Journal


