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Jonathan Schechter – “Corpus Callosum” Column
Jackson Hole News&Guide– May 16, 2012

In November 2010, Teton County voters authorized a two percent lodging tax on all transient lodging:
hotels, campgrounds, rental condos and the like.  The tax went into effect on April 1, 2011, and in its first
year has yielded $3.75 million.  Because of collection-related issues during its first two months, tax revenues
didn’t really start rolling in until June of last year.  Projecting out, in its first year of full collections the tax will
likely generate around $4 million for the community.

By law, this $4 million must be split in three ways.  Local government receives two tranches: 10
percent ($400,000) goes into the general fund, and 30 percent ($1.2 million) goes to cover “visitor impact
services” such as the START system.  The remaining 60 percent ($2.4 million) must be spent on tourism
promotion.

To oversee the use of the tourism promotion funds, last spring the Town Council and County
Commissioners chose among 37 applicants to appoint a seven member “Jackson Hole Joint Powers Travel
and Tourism Board” (TTB).  Stephen Price is its chair, and its other members are Chip Carey, Candra Day,
Jeff Golightly, Bruce Grosbety Aaron Pruzan, and Ponteir Sackrey.  This volunteer board was charged with
deciding how the promotion portion of the lodging tax proceeds could best be used to help stimulate tourism,
especially during the non-summer months.

In the second half of 2011, the TTB began spending the funds at its disposal.  Its first step was to
allocate $70,000 to support the shooting of an episode of the television sit-com “Modern Family” in Jackson
Hole.  More significantly, in November the TTB hired a Denver-based advertising firm called Cactus Marketing
to develop and run its marketing campaign.  Just a few weeks later, Cactus launched a winter-long series of
efforts aimed at drawing more skiers to Jackson Hole.  Over the next few years the TTB will use lodging tax
funds not just to promote winter tourism, but spring and fall tourism as well.

Over the past six months or so, I’ve heard a variety of concerns and complaints about the lodging tax
and the TTB’s efforts.  In my column of May 2, I summarized these concerns.  In the spirit of fair play, today’s
column focuses on the positives: what the lodging tax has accomplished so far, and what the TTB hopes it
will accomplish going forward.  To make this case, I’ve relied on information provided by the TTB, as well as
input from others who support the TTB’s efforts to help boost our local tourism economy.

Context

The TTB was appointed about a year ago.  Initially, the board grappled with start-up practicalities such
as budgets and fiscal oversight.  At the same time, it began developing a strategic plan to support a year-
round sustainable economy, with an emphasis on the slower, non-summer months.  In these efforts, the
board felt it important to highlight what it refers to as “Jackson Hole’s outstanding activities and amenities,” as
well as the community’s “stewardship of its unparalleled natural resources.”

Once it had addressed its fundamental organizational issues, the board next sought help with
promoting Jackson Hole in a strategic and effective way.  Two of the five finalists were local firms, but in the
end, the TTB chose Cactus. 

The board’s choice was grounded in the fact that, even though $2.4 million sounds like a lot for
promotion, it’s not.  Advertising is expensive, especially when the goal is targeting tourists to come to an
isolated mountain valley.  Ranging from the most expensive advertising medium (television) to the least
(online/digital), the board felt Cactus had superior knowledge not only of “traditional media” such as
television, print, and outdoor, but also of digital and social media such as online advertising on targeted web
sites, Facebook, and Twitter. 
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Big Picture

During this first winter of lodging tax expenditures, the TTB simultaneously focused on two objectives. 
Short-term, the goal was to boost local winter visitors, with a specific focus on skiers.  Long-term, the goal
was to lay the foundation for a marketing effort which, with each successive winter, would grow on itself and
complement the work done, and gains made, in previous years.

Short-term: Winter 2011-2012

This season, the Jackson Hole Mountain Resort had its earliest-ever opening day: November 26.  This
was only a couple of weeks after the TTB signed its contract with Cactus, meaning that, during this first
winter, Cactus’s efforts had to be more tactical, and not as strategic as they will be in future winters.

Historically, the Jackson Hole Mountain Resort views December as the bellwether for the entire ski
season: good December skier counts bode well for the next several months; poor skier counts suggest the
mountain is in for a lean year.  

In December 2011, neither snow nor guests came.  As a result, by the end of the Christmas season,
business at the Jackson Hole Mountain Resort was down 30 percent.  More ominously, the lack of snow was
affecting not just Jackson Hole, but ski resorts throughout the west.  The problem a regional lack of snow
caused was that, in low snowfall years, people looking to take a winter vacation won’t necessarily choose
between Jackson Hole and Vail, but between Jackson Hole and going on a Carribean cruise.  Hence, coming
out of December, things looked ominous for Jackson Hole’s winter tourism season.

Fortunately, unlike during the past 15 or so winters, this year Jackson Hole had lodging tax resources
available to help address the problem.  In particular, by the end of December Cactus’s efforts were in full
swing, and both anecdotal and statistical evidence suggests those efforts turned a potential debacle into a
modest success.

Winter 2012 data

To put this past winter in context, nationally the ski industry saw a 15 percent drop in skier days.  In
contrast, Jackson Hole Mountain Resort saw a slight bump up, recording its second-highest ever skier day
count, trailing only the winter of 2007-2008 (i.e. the last winter before the recession).  In addition, Central
Reservations saw a 15 percent increase in its bookings, which generally represent new visitors to Jackson
Hole.

How did these gains come about?  Thanks to lodging tax dollars, Jackson Hole was featured in 60
million advertising impressions and 41,244 social media mentions.

Anecdotal evidence supports these data.  Jim Waldrop, General Manager of the Wort Hotel, states,
“My business improved measurably.”  Owners of other Jackson Hole lodging properties, retailers, and
recreation outfits reported similar results.  Thanks at least in part to thoughtful lodging tax expenditures, the
bullet was dodged, and the big problems plaguing most other western US resorts were averted.

Long-term: 2013 and beyond

The lodging tax authorization is up for renewal in November 2014.  Even if it is defeated, state
statutes are such that it will continue to be collected through March 31, 2015, meaning there will be promotion
money available into the 2015-2016 ski season.

Given this longer-term time horizon, from the beginning the TTB has been looking beyond just the
season lying immediately ahead.  Instead, it is working with Cactus to develop longer-term strategies to
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promote all facets of Jackson Hole’s non-summer months – not just skiing, but other winter sports and
activities occurring in the spring and fall months.

For example, this year grants totaling $173,000 were given to 22 local organizations to market their
shoulder-season events.  These included Town Downhill, Fire Festival, Jackson Hole Marathon, Plein Air
Festival, Pole Peddle Paddle, Old West Days, Stage Stop Dog Race, Winterfest, Teton Wellness Summit,
and Raptor Fest.

Bigger picture, so far Cactus has placed $599,600 in winter advertising, and projects placing an
additional $118,700 this spring.  More importantly, this advertising has strategically complemented efforts
ranging from free local social media workshops to supporting a greater Jackson Hole presence at meeting
planner trade shows focusing on shoulder-season types of events.

In addition, actions such as supporting the Jackson Hole filming of “Modern Family” and placing
mobile billboards next to I-70 between Denver and Vail have helped spread the Jackson Hole brand and
image to literally millions of people, both regionally and nationally.  While it is unclear whether such efforts
translated into direct tourism increases this past winter, such steps are not intended to produce immediate
results.  Instead, these types of tools raise awareness of  Jackson Hole, which is a key first step in bringing in
more tourists over the long run.

Finally, this winter commercial airlines serving Jackson Hole enjoyed a load factor of 73 percent,
which in the airline industry defined Jackson Hole as a “top performing ski destination.”  Such a status
provides JH AIR, the local air service support organization, tremendous leverage in its negotiations for future
service.  As a result, right now it seems probable that Jackson Hole will realize double-digit increase in seats
next year, including new routes and more non-stop service to major cities.

Final thoughts

As representatives of the Town Council and County Commission, the TTB’s meetings and process are
open to the public.  They meet every second Thursday from 2-5pm at the Public Health Office, and want
Teton County residents to know that diverse views are always welcome, respected, and appreciated.


