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What to call the Virginia airport is a source
of local contention, with names splitting along 

party lines and by age, our survey shows 6
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   Final cost of rebuilding the Wilson Bridge comes in $86 million under budget      Brush fire contained after burning at least 70 acres in a rural area of Montgomery County, Md.   

Three middle-aged men sit in an airport terminal, killing 
time before their flight home to Columbia, Mo. When asked 
where they are, they respond in unison: “Reagan National.” 
A tall woman walking by disagrees.  “National! It’s called 
National!” she says, as she rushes to her gate. In a nutshell, 
that’s the current state of affairs at the airport formerly known 
as Washington National. Though the name changed to Ronald 
Reagan National Airport in 1998, many — especially D.C.-area 
Democrats — still won’t call it that. 

That’s according to an online 
survey Express conducted in 
December after noticing intense 
disagreement among the staff. 
To our surprise, 42,082 people re-
sponded, and many of them feel 
just as strongly about the issue. 

“I’m still mad about the name, 
because of how it got passed. It 
got forced upon all the people 
here by a small group of powerful 
men in Congress,” says survey 
respondent Jason West, 57, a 
business analyst who lives in D.C. 

A name 
still up  
in the air
17 years on, people still fervidly disagree 
about what to call a certain NoVa airport

West’s complaint is a com-
mon one. Then-Senate major-
ity leader Trent Lott, R-Miss., 
pushed the bill through Con-
gress over protests from local 
leaders, congressional Demo-
crats and even the Metropolitan 
Washington Airports Authority. 

Then, Metro and the National 
Park Service were forced to re-
vise signs at the agencies’ own 
expense.

“It’s almost like all those Re-
publicans wanted to stick a 
middle finger up to all the people 
who live here,” West recalls. “I 
don’t know why [President Bill] 
Clinton didn’t veto it.”

Several survey respondents cited the statue of Ronald Reagan outside 
Ronald Reagan National Airport as a reason to call the airport “Reagan.”
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   Fired FBI agent pleads guilty to theft of heroin collected as evidence      Va. still exempt from No Child Left Behind      Montgomery, Md., Council opposes Exelon-Pepco merger    

Reagan vs. National
In December, Express conducted an online survey asking people what they call “the airport 
in Northern Virginia that’s not Dulles.” The sample is not representative of anyone other than 
readers who cared enough to take the survey. A case in point: 62 percent of respondents 
identify as Democrat, 18 percent independent, 12 percent Republican and 8 percent other. 
Given that limitation, we’re not focusing on summary statistics — e.g., that 41 percent  
of respondents refer to the airport as National, as compared with 31 percent Reagan,  
13 percent DCA and 12 percent Reagan National. Those numbers are probably slanted by the 
underrepresentation of Republicans and out-of-towners in our sample. If you’d like to crunch 
numbers yourself, download our data at readexpress.com. Here’s what we found:

Mike McCurry, Clinton’s  
former press secretary,  
suspects his boss had bigger 
problems on his mind at the time.

“My memory is that in Febru-
ary 1998, we were rather occu-
pied at the White House with a 
young lady named Monica,” he 
says. “I have faint memories of 
this being a big deal on Capitol 
Hill, but I think we pretty much 
stayed out of it.”

The loss still smarts, says Patti 
Brown, 53, a consultant who lives 
in Arlington. Though it’s been  
17 years since the name change, 
she still avoids the R-word.

“A lot of times when you call 
cab companies and you say DCA 
or National, they will correct 
you and say ‘Ronald Reagan 
National Airport,’ and I just sigh 
and say, ‘Yes, that one.’ ”

Like most survey respon-
dents who refuse to call the 
airport “Reagan,” Brown is, 
in her words, “a big ol’ Dem-
ocrat.” In our survey, only  
35 percent of Democrats call 
the airport “Reagan” or “Rea-
gan National,” compared to  
72 percent of Republicans.

One such Republican is 
Chris Sloan, 50, a banker from 
Connecticut

“I don’t call it Reagan because 
of my political affiliation,” Sloan 
says. “I call it Reagan because 
that’s the name of the airport.” 
His is one of the most common 
reasons cited by survey respon-
dents for saying Reagan.

Political reasons were most 
often cited for not calling the 
airport “Reagan,” particularly 
the president’s treatment of air 
traffic controllers. Reagan’s 
firing of 11,000 striking air 
traffic controllers in 1981 may 
also be why neither pilots nor 
air traffic controllers seem to 
use the airport’s proper name. 
When talking to pilots, air traffic 
controllers say DCA or National, 
says Federal Aviation Admin-
istration spokeswoman Laura 
Brown, who didn’t speculate as 
to why that is. Pilots tend to say 
“Washington Tower” or “Na-
tional Tower.” (You can listen 
in at liveatc.net.) 

republicans

Political affiliation makes a big difference
As with most things, Republicans and Democrats strongly 
disagree about what to call the airport in question.

Reagan National Reagan Other
DCA National

Location matters
Former D.C. residents appear to be 
holding the biggest grudge against 
Ronald Reagan. Out-of-towners are most 
likely to accept that the airport’s name 
has changed. 
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“I don’t know 
much about 
Ronald Reagan. 
I think he was 
president before  
I was born.  
I call it DCA, 
because that’s 
easiest to text.”
Denzel Thomas, 25, a local who 
prefers to use the airport’s code

Millennials are on board with ‘Reagan’
Those born from 1981 to 1999 usually use the official name.
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Democrats who use ‘Reagan’ skew young
The resistance toward calling the airport “Reagan” is waning 
among younger Democrats, who may not remember The Gipper. 
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In the long run, it looks like 
“Reagan” will win out. Our 
survey found that younger gen-
erations are more likely to use 
Reagan, regardless of political 
affiliation. That may be be-
cause, to them, “Reagan” simply 
connotes “the convenient air-
port that’s on Metro” — just as 
“Dulles,” to many locals, means 
“the airport that’s way out in 
Virginia,” not “the namesake of 
John Foster Dulles, architect of 
Cold War brinkmanship.”

That’s certainly the case for 
Denzel Thomas, 25.

“I don’t know much about 
Ronald Reagan,” said the D.C.-
based artist, while waiting for a 
flight to Miami. “I think he was 
president before I was born.”

As for what to call the airport, 
Thomas sidesteps the whole 
issue.

“I call it DCA, because 
that’s easiest to text,” he says.  

story by sadie dingfelder; survey by 

Holly J. Morris (Express) Note: Some charts don’t add up to 100 percent because of rounding
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