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In the grocery store the other day, an employee
asked: “Any hope for the economy?”

Happily, there is.

Taxable sales are important for two reasons:
they are the most frequently-updated local economic
indicator, and they provide over half of local
government’s funding.  From that perspective, Graph 1
is pretty discouraging.

Graph 1 shows 12 month running totals of Teton
County’s taxable sales, starting in 1990 and going
through last month.  On a current dollar basis (i.e. not
taking into account inflation), Teton County’s total
taxable sales enjoyed 18 years of growth.  After
peaking in the fall of 2008, though, it took only 18
months for sales to fall back to 2005 levels.  Since then,
things have been more-or-less stagnant.

Taking inflation into account, things are
grimmer.  From a purchasing power perspective, we are
no better off today than we were at the beginning of
2000 – a decade’s worth of growth gone in barely a
year.

The hope lies in recent trends.

Graph 2 takes the current-dollar data from
Graph 1 and calculates the percentage change
between a given month in one year and the same
month a year earlier.  For example, because the local
economy rocked in 2004, the 12 month running total
figure for January 2005 was 18 percent higher than in
January 2004.  Similarly, because last winter was so
tough, the figure for January 2010 was 14 percent
lower than in January 2009.

The encouraging news from Graph 2 is that the
hemorrhaging has clearly stopped, coming to an end
last spring.  Since then, although taxable sales are still
down from a year ago, they’re clearly improving.  In
fact, barring something unusual, 12 month running
totals should finally show year-on-year growth in the
next few months.

Graph 3 drives home this same point by looking
at the percentage change between two given months
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(e.g. the change between January 2010's sales and those in January 2009, instead of Graph 2's 12 month
running totals for those months).  Because monthly reporting is tremendously volatile, it’s best not to read too
much into any one month’s numbers.  However, two very encouraging signs jump off this graph.

First, the three month moving average shows that, since last spring, Teton County has been climbing
out of its two-year-long economic hole.  In particular, since July the moving average has been positive.

Similarly, four of the past six months have shown double-digit growth versus the same month the
previous year.  The last time we saw that was the summer of 2008; the last time before that was the summer
of 2005.

As investment counselors note, the past is no guarantee of future performance.  Further, those in the
lodging and ski industries remain anxious about this winter.  However, a big-picture look at taxable sales
shows that economic indicators are more favorable today than they’ve been in quite a while.  A hopeful sign
indeed.

From my household to yours, best wishes for a magical holiday season and glorious 2011.


