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Jonathan Schechter – “Corpus Callosum” Column
Jackson Hole News&Guide – March 11, 2009

In today’s column, I’ll try to tie together three facts I find pretty interesting.

First, like Wyoming and most other states, California is required to have a balanced budget.  A few
weeks ago, California’s legislature was gridlocked over a projected $45 billion budget deficit.  The gridlock
was the result of the fact that, in California, 2/3 of the legislators in both houses must approve the budget. 
Because the proposed budget contained tax increases, it was opposed by nearly all of California’s
Republican legislators, who hold slightly more than 1/3 of the legislative seats.

Here’s the interesting fact.  The State of California employs around 235,000 people.  If the state had
fired every single one of those 235,000 employees, it still would have fallen billions of dollars short of
plugging its budget deficit.  

That’s how out of whack California’s public finances have become.  It also illustrates the intellectual
bankruptcy of the “all taxes are bad” ideology: in the short run, it’s a political winner; in the long run, it’s a
fiscal disaster.  Why?  Because “all taxes are bad” runs contrary to a fundamental tenet of human nature: It’s
much easier for politicians to cut taxes than cut spending.

In many ways, where California leads the nation follows.  This has been true for the anti-tax obsession
which now defines the Republican party and shapes so much of our public financing debates.  In 1978,
Californians adopted Proposition 13, which put a cap on property taxes.  This, as the GOP realized, was a
political winner, and over time opposing taxes has become a litmus test for successful Republican politicians.

Because opposing taxes is such a political winner, Republicans have enjoyed great success over the
last 30 years.  Politically, the anti-tax platform has goofy-footed the Democrats; from a policy perspective, it
has led both the nation and states to cut and cap and otherwise limit taxes.  But it’s not been a cost-free
success.  Why?  Because if an entity voluntarily limits one source of revenues, it needs to take one or both of
two counter-measures: cut costs, or increase revenues from other sources.  Generally speaking, the states
and nation have done neither, choosing instead to plug the resulting deficits through borrowing (Graph 1). 
That, of course, is unsustainable, and the net result is our current financial mess.

Which leads into the second interesting fact.  While California has the nation’s biggest budget and
biggest projected deficit, it is not alone in its financial woes.  44 out of 50 states face budget shortfalls this
fiscal year; next year, it looks as though 46 will. (Table 1)

Combined , in 2009 these shortfalls will total nearly $100 billion, around fourteen percent of the states’
combined 2009 budgets.  In 2010, it’s likely both figures will get even higher.

Why is this so?  Not surprisingly, the more populous the state, the larger the projected deficits. (Graph
2)  This reflects the paradox of size.  On the one hand, as things grow, marginal costs fall for each additional
unit.  On the other hand, size increases complexity, which leads to higher fixed costs.  In California’s case, its
rapidly-growing population has led to increasingly higher costs.  However, by adopting Prop 13 and other tax-
limiting measures, the state has voluntarily limited its ability to raise revenues.  Lacking the will to limit
spending, California finds itself in a major fiscal mess.  Sadly, this is yet another California trend the rest of
the nation is following.

Happily, Wyoming is not one of those states.  But when 90 percent of states are facing budget
shortfalls, and when those shortfalls total around one-eighth of the states’ combined expenditures, we as a
country are in a world of hurt.



Copyright © 2009 – Jonathan Schechter – All rights reserved.

This document is solely intended for private educational use by individuals.  All other uses and forms of reproduction are strictly prohibited
without prior express written permission from Jonathan Schechter   (js@charture.org or (307) 733-8687)

The third interesting fact is of the “dog that didn’t bark” variety.

Like Teton County and the Town of Jackson, Aspen is developing a new community plan.  Also like
Teton County and the Town of Jackson, residents and second home owners were surveyed on their opinions. 
Table 2 lists the qualities about Aspen which survey respondents were asked to rate, and shows the
proportion of respondents who listed each as important to them.

While Aspen’s survey was structured and worded very differently than Jackson Hole’s, the two
showed similar results (Table 3).  This is not terribly surprising, as Aspen/Pitkin County is more like
Jackson/Teton County than any other place in America.

What is different between us, however – and this is the absolute crucial difference, the dog that didn’t
bark – is wildlife.  In designing their survey, Aspen planners asked respondents about 18 different qualities;
not one mentioned wildlife.  In contrast, wildlife was hands-down the quality most Jackson Hole residents
valued.

Why such a difference between two very similar places?  Presumably because wildlife is an integral
part of Jackson Hole’s community and culture, and is much less so in Aspen.  It’s not that Aspen doesn’t
have wildlife: according to the Colorado Division of Wildlife, 59 species of birds and 43 species of mammals
are commonly found in Pitkin County (no such counts exist for Teton County).  But somehow, it’s not the
same for our friends in Colorado, perhaps because they lack many species we take for granted, including
bald eagles, osprey, trumpeter swans, pronghorn, bison, porcupines, wolves, grizzlies, and moose.

Tying these three interesting facts together is a simple reality: our future economic health.

Banks are failing, businesses are reeling, states are staggering; for the foreseeable future, times are
going to be tougher for Jackson Hole than they’ve been in the past, and the question is how we’re going to
deal with that reality.

Long term, we – as a community, state, and nation – need to take a close look at our entire economic
and political systems.  Both are designed to reward short-term gain at the expense – the huge expense – of
long-term interests.  By definition, neither is sustainable; the only important question is how jarring the
transition will be from our current approach to whatever the future may hold.

In the shorter run, we need to take steps to both take us out of our economic free-fall and, equally
importantly, restore our confidence.  I see two possibilities.

On the services side, the community will need more than government will be able to provide.  This
shortfall can be overcome through our becoming more self-reliant, in particular by our increasing support of
such non-governmental funding sources as Old Bill’s Fun Run and 1% for the Tetons.  Doing so will not only
help buffer us from the vagaries of the larger economy, but also build our confidence through taking actions
to address those vagaries.

On the governmental revenues side, we have two choices.  One is to raise taxes.  That, of course, is a
non-starter, the victim of 30 years of successful anti-tax rhetoric.  The other is to attract more tourists, about
the only revenue source over which we have any control.  But since this is a conclusion every other resort is
going to reach, if we’re to succeed, we’ll have to out-compete Aspen and other, similar destinations for high-
end tourists (where, to paraphrase Willie Sutton, the money is).  How can we do this?  By identifying what
makes us truly distinctive, and making sure those differences are integral to not just our marketing, but our
day-to-day behavior.

So what makes us truly different?  Not our beauty, for as beautiful as Jackson Hole is, that quality
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ultimately lies in the eyes of the beholder.  As a result, there will always be those who find Aspen or Telluride
or Nantucket or Key West or wherever more beautiful than the Tetons.

Also not in our “amenities,” the built environment we’ve so emphasized in the past couple of decades. 
Yes we have a Four Seasons and a tram and world-class restaurants and the like.  But so does Aspen and
every other tony resort community.  These are things money can buy, so communities do.

In the end, the only things that can truly distinguish us are those which other communities not only
don’t have, but can never have; those things money can’t buy.  One is our landscape; the other is our wildlife. 
The former makes us special; the latter unique.

In particular, a healthy wildlife population is the key to our economic future.  Why?  Two reasons. 
First, it’s the wellspring from which both our character and economy flow.  Second, it’s our monopoly, and a
monopoly is a license to print money that only a fool can screw up.  That’s not to say we can’t be foolish.  But
if we are thoughtful about it, we can start saying and acting on a simple reality: “Because our economy and
community character can be no healthier than our landscape and wildlife, our first principle in all we do is to
keep them intact and healthy.”  If we do this, we have a good chance of not just weathering this economic
storm, but leaving our descendants something of true and lasting value.  If, alternatively, we screw them up,
it’s because we’ve voluntarily chosen to make ourselves just like every other place.  

It’s really a no-brainer.  But then again, so is realizing that cutting taxes requires new revenue sources
and/or cutting spending.  Necessary actions are easy to see; taking them is far, far harder to do.
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Table 1
The 50 U.S. States

Estimated 2009 + 2010 Combined Budget Deficits
Size of Combined 2009 + 2010

estimated budget deficits
States

$0 Montana, North Dakota, West Virginia, Wyoming

$0 - $1 billion
Arkansas, Colorado, Hawaii, Idaho, Maine, Mississippi, Missouri, Nebraska, New

Hampshire, New Mexico, Oklahoma, South Dakota, Vermont

$1 - $10 billion

Alabama, Alaska, Alaska, Arizona, Connecticut, Delaware, Georgia, Indiana, Iowa,
Kansas, Kentucky, Louisiana, Maryland, Massachusetts, Michigan, Minnesota,

Nevada, New Jersey, North Carolina, Ohio, Oregon, Pennsylvania, Rhode Island,
South Carolina, Tennessee, Texas, Utah, Virginia, Washington, Wisconsin

>$10 billion California, Florida, Illinois, New York

Table 2
Aspen Area Community Vision 2009

Proportion of Respondents Indicating a Particular
Quality was Important to Them

Quality Important To Respondent

Environmental quality 89%

Scenic/visual quality 89%

Traffic 84%

Sense of community 82%

Energy efficiency 81%

Recreation opportunities 81%

Health care 79%

Public safety 74%
Open space 72%
Education 66%
Public transportation 65%
Affordable housing 62%
Airport 60%

Historic preservation 50%

Senior services 50%

Economic development 49%

Cultural diversity 47%

Child care 31%

Table 3
Jackson/Teton County Comprehensive Plan Update Survey

Rank of Importance of Themes
Rank Theme

1
Provide Stewardship of Wildlife Habitat and other

Environmentally Sensitive Areas
2 Manage Growth Responsibly

3 Meet Community’s Diverse Housing Needs

4 Provide for a Diverse and Balanced Community

5 Maintain Jackson as “Heart of the Region”

6 (tie) Develop a Comprehensive, Integrated Transportation System

6 (tie) All Are Equally Important
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