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Jonathan Schechter – “Corpus Callosum” Column
Jackson Hole News&Guide – June 16, 2010

A few months ago, I wrote a series of columns
looking at the three local economic indicators I feel are
both meaningful and reported on a timely basis: real
estate sales, taxable sales, and column inches of help
wanted and rental housing classified ads in the
News&Guide.  My general conclusion was that each
suggested our economy had bottomed out, although we
had yet to start any sort of economic rebound.  Today
it’s time to make a quarterly update of those data.

The brightest spot is real estate.  Since
bottoming out last fall, the number of sales in both
Jackson Hole and Idaho’s Teton Valley are up, by 56
percent and 29 percent respectively.  Granted, these
rises are from decades-long lows, but some progress is
better than none (and in Jackson Hole, the progress
has been better than merely “some”).  (Graph 1) 

Also encouraging is that the amount of money
being spent on real estate is also starting to climb
again.  As Graph 2 shows, even though real estate
sales started to pick up last fall, overall dollars spent on
real estate continued to decline for another several
months.  That nadir was hit in December, and since
then prices seem to have stabilized, at least in Jackson
Hole. (Graph 3)

“Stable” is also the word to describe help
wanted and rental housing classified advertising in the
Jackson Hole News&Guide.  Looking at 12 month
running totals of help wanted ads, they reached their
nadir in March 2010, and have climbed back up 10% in
the last three months.  As a result, the ratio between
help wanted ads and rental housing ads is now above
1.0 – from late October until late May, it was below that
threshold.  While not exactly booming, it looks as
though we’ve also hit bottom in the job market, and are
slowly starting to absorb the glut of rental housing on
the market.  Neither help wanted ads nor rental housing
availability is anywhere near where they once were, but
by hitting bottom, they at least they have a base upon
which to grow.  (Graph 4)

The indicator that still seems to be in slow
decline is taxable sales.  As the graphs in today’s
“Market Watch” column indicate, over the last 12
months, Teton County merchants have sold around
$906 million in taxable goods, about what they were

Graph 1

Graph 2

Graph 3



Copyright © 2010 – 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)

selling five years ago.  And although the pace of
decline has slowed markedly, sales are still inching
downward.  One or two good months this summer could
really turn that around though, and  most merchants
I’ve spoken with are guardedly optimistic about their
prospects for this summer.

Except those in the building trades.  As Graphs
5 and 6 indicate, most of the major categories of
taxable sales have at least stanched the bleeding.  The
glaring exception is construction, with taxable sales of
building materials down over 40 percent in the last year. 
In recent memory, the only other economic sector in
Teton County which has seen this kind of free-fall has
been real estate, when it imploded in 2008-2009.  But
since real estate works on much shorter lead times,
employs fewer people and, critically, doesn’t produce
any tax revenues, comparisons between the two only
go so far.

The conclusion?  With the glaring exception of
construction, the indicators suggest the local economy
has more-or-less found its bottom, providing us a
platform upon which we can grow.  How much, how
fast, and when that growth occurs are yet to be seen. 
But unless you’re in the building trades, it seems likely
that, if you’ve weathered the storm of the last couple of
years, there’s a good chance you’re going to make it
going forward.
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