
Copyright © 2011 – Jonathan Schechter – All rights reserved.

This document is intended solely 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)

Jonathan Schechter – “Corpus Callosum” Column
Jackson Hole News&Guide – January 12, 2011

Last week, the Wyoming Department of Revenue
released December sales tax data.  These data represent
sales in November, and for Teton County, the results
weren’t pretty – sales were down 26 percent from a year
ago, and since January 2004, only one month has posted
a lower total.

Monthly figures vary wildly however, and  in 2010,
any one month’s figure ranged from as much as 12
percent greater to 31 percent less than in the same month
in 2009.  Accordingly, far better to look at 12 month
running totals (e.g. total sales from July 2009 through
June of 2010).  

As Graph 1 shows, for the 12 months ending in
December, 2010, Teton County’s merchants reported
$915 million in total taxable sales.  A year earlier, the total
was $942 million, meaning Teton County’s total taxable
sales dropped 2.8 percent during 2010.

The silver lining is that, compared to the last two
years, this drop is relatively mild.  (Graph 2).

While things may not be as bad as they were,
they’re bad enough, with total taxable sales down 18.5
percent from their peak 27 months ago.  On a
compounded basis, this is a decline of nearly one percent
per month since September 2008.

Yet this grim news does not apply equally to all
sectors of our taxable economy.

The Wyoming Department of Revenue places
Teton County’s businesses into nearly 200 different
industrial categories, far too many to make sense of.  To
make things manageable, I aggregated them into six
basic categories: retail, lodging, restaurants, construction,
auto sales, and “all other.”  (Note: I categorize things
somewhat differently than does the state, for instance
combining building materials with construction instead of
retail.)  (Graph 3)

From this “six categories” perspective, Jackson
Hole’s taxable economy has had clear winners and losers
over the last several years.  In particular, from 2005-2010,
Teton County’s total taxable sales declined 1.0 percent
(10.6 percent when inflation is taken into account).
However, of the six major categories, three showed
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increases – lodging, restaurants, and “all other” – while three others –  retail, construction, and auto sales –
showed declines. (Table 1)

Table 1
Teton County, WY – Annual Taxable Sales, by Category: 2005 & 2010

($s in millions)

Annual Sales Change

2005 2010

Sales Category $ % of Total $ % of Total $ %

Retail $287 31% $252 27% -$35 -12%

Lodging $198 21% $210 23% $12 6%

All Other $174 19% $198 22% $24 14%

Restaurants $109 12% $134 15% $25 23%

Construction $97 10% $82 9% -$15 -15%

Autos $61 7% $40 4% -$21 -34%

Total $926 $916 -$10 -1%

Of the three “winners,” lodging can take solace in the fact that revenues have more-or-less stabilized over
the last 18 months, even if they remain 21 percent below their peak in the fall of 2008.

Restaurants, on the other hand, are the local economy’s star performers.  Thanks to a nice run over the
last six months, restaurant revenues ended 2010 only 3 percent below their all-time high.

The catch-all “all other”has sputtered along for the past year; declining some, growing some, not really
impressing one way or the other.

Among the “losers,” construction is the basket case, with auto sales doing almost as badly.

During 2010, construction accounted for $82.4 million in taxable sales, a whopping 45 percent below its
$149 million high two years ago.  Auto sales are in similarly-grim shape, down 42 percent from their peak nearly
three years ago.

In contrast, it’s fairly encouraging that retail sales
have been stable for the past 18 months.  Throw in the
fact that retail is down “only” 19 percent from its peak in
the summer of 2006, and things seem somewhat
encouraging on that front.

Combine the “winners” and “losers” and you get
Graph 4.

Why does this matter?  Because it starts to give
us a sense of the “new normal.”

Start by looking at the “losers.”  Not only is
construction hurting, it’s only going to get worse as
building permits continue to plummet.  As a result, it’s
pretty clear construction hasn’t begun to hit bottom.
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Therefore, I’m hard-pressed to see construction ever again accounting for a double-digit proportion of local
taxable sales.

Car sales will likely suffer a similar fate, for next to homes, they are the biggest expenditure most people
make.  Throw in how well today’s cars are made, and it seems likely that locals’ future car purchases will, at best,
stabilize, with people spending more money on parts and service.

And then there’s local taxable sales’ biggest sector: retail.  Unfortunately for local merchants, America’s
fastest-growing retail category is on-line sales, something Jackson Hole residents are just as drawn to as people
elsewhere.  Want proof?  Local retail sales began declining in 2007, long before the overall economy started
shrinking.  One consequence?  Because retail is increasingly becoming a commodity, and because commodity
markets favor lower-overhead models, e-stores will increasingly out-compete the more expensive brick-and-
mortar stores.  As a result, local retail will never again be the primary driver of Jackson Hole’s taxable economy.
A critical sector, yes; but never again the driver of growth.

For these reasons and more, the local economy is at a crossroads.  No longer will we see our non-
investment economy dominated by retail and construction, for those two categories have hit their local highwater
marks.

In contrast, the areas of taxable sales which are
growing are the ones which can’t be commoditized, the
ones which take advantage of Jackson Hole’s unique
qualities.  Since 2005, the only thing that’s kept our
taxable sales from going completely in the toilet has been
that our landscape and environment offer something truly
meaningful to people.  Some have responded by moving
here; many more by renting hotel rooms and buying
meals at our restaurants.  As a result, we’ve gone from a
place where, five years ago,  retail generated around the
same amount of sales as lodging-plus-restaurants to a
place where, today, retail is 25 percent behind. (Graph 5)

Looking ahead, one of this year’s great debates
will be how to spend the lodging tax’s revenues.  One
possibility is to try to re-capture the past, an era where
success in promoting tourism was measured by two
simple metrics: how many people visited Jackson Hole, and how much they spent on lodging, food, and
souvenirs.

Such an effort is, of course, doomed to failure, for tourism has evolved as dramatically as the rest of the
economy.  That noted, trying to re-capture the past is also the most likely outcome, for it’s in line with Schechter’s
maxim: Economies change faster than perceptions; perceptions change faster than politics.

There is another possibility, though – use the $2 million in lodging tax revenues to catalyze Jackson Hole’s
transformation to a 21  century economy, one which aligns the narrower interests of the tourism industry with thest

broader interests of the community as a whole.  Describing how to do that would take another column or three.
However, as elected officials form the lodging tax committee, I hope they charge it with taking the broadest
possible look at how to achieve that alignment.  If they don’t, I fear we are doomed to tepid taxable sales growth
for at least another decade.
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