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I have a love-hate relationship with the concept of sustainability.

I love it because, at a gut level, it just feels right.  How can we not embrace using resources
wisely, living within our means, supporting local agriculture, and the like?

I hate it because the term “sustainability” has been so over-used, mis-used, and abused that it no
longer has any real meaning.

Google “Jackson Hole” and you get 2.5 million hits; Google “sustainability” and you get 26.5
million, over ten times as many.  Google “sustainable” and you get more than twice as many again – 61
million, about the same number as if you Google “confusion.”  Coincidence?  Perhaps.  But I foresee a
not-so-distant day when the term “sustainability-washing” is as commonplace as “green-washing.”  And
for good reason.  Like “beauty,” “sustainable” and “sustainability” have become concepts which lie in the
eye of the beholder.  Or the huckster.

Given that I helped develop and lead Sustaining Jackson Hole, this raging ambivalence may seem
weird.  Instead, I see it as a result of the fact that, having put so much effort into trying to approach
sustainability in a thoughtful fashion, it tears me up to see the concept losing any rigor it might once have
had. 

And it’s only getting worse.  Thanks to the Bush recession (or “Bush-cession,” as I like to think
of it), “sustainable” and “sustainability” are becoming even more broadly used, as in “We weren’t
sustainable” (2008-speak for “we’re broke”) or “We need to focus on sustainability” (“We’re going
broke”).

The problem is that, in its purest sense, “sustainability” is about more than just revenues. 
However, because advocates have not clearly or rigorously defined this larger view of sustainability, it’s
sunk to the lowest common denominator: money.  As a result, most prominent sustainability efforts fall
into one of three categories: increasing efficiency (i.e. producing the same or a better outcome using
fewer resources); decreasing toxicity (i.e. producing the same or a better outcome doing less harm); or
supporting local agriculture (with an emphasis on organics).

Why?  Because these are about the only types of sustainability efforts whose results can be
quantified.  Once they’re quantified, they can be monetized; once monetized, they can generate revenue. 
Again, it’s the lowest common denominator: money.

So that’s the state of sustainability.  Put this way, it sounds horribly simplistic, if not downright
cynical.  But the simple reality is that advocates of a broader approach have failed to meet the two-part
challenge necessary to raise the dialogue: defining sustainability with such rigor that it can withstand
“sustainability-washing;” and developing an equally rigorous way to pursue this broader approach.  Until
both these facets are met, the pursuit of sustainability will inevitably revert to where it is now: a focus on
increased revenues.  That, and sustainability-washing.

It’s not that increasing revenues isn’t important – it is; hugely so.  So are increasing efficiency,



decreasing toxicity, and eating as much local food as possible – that’s why each is making inroads.  It’s
just that, while each is necessary, even combined they aren’t sufficient to make a community truly
sustainable.

For instance, let’s suppose that, a few years from now, without compromising our living
standards, Jackson Hole is able to use 50 percent fewer resources, produce 50 percent less pollution, and
eat 50 percent more locally-raised food.  While that would be a huge accomplishment, we could do all
this and still destroy our wildlife habitats, sense of community, personal safety, or any of the other
qualities that make us distinctive.  Would we then have sustained ourselves?  “Yes,” in the narrowest
sense; “of course not” when thought of more broadly.  Yet most approaches to sustainability don’t
address these less-tangible community qualities in any rigorous way.

Why does this matter?  Because, for as much havoc as it is going to wreak, the Bush-cession
offers us a remarkable opportunity to think creatively about Jackson Hole’s future.

Over the last 20 years, Jackson Hole’s economy has changed from one driven by tourism to one
driven by lifestyle: in increasing numbers, those with the freedom to live anywhere have chosen to live
here.  With this shift has come an equally profound transformation in how we earn our money.  In 1986,
we earned roughly a third of our income from investments; a third from tourism, construction, and real
estate; and a third from everything else.  Today, we earn over half from investments alone (Graph 1).  

As this shift occurred, real estate and construction became relatively more important, and tourism
less so (Graph 2).  As a result, today we earn nearly two-thirds of our income from a combination of
investments, real estate, and construction. 

All of which are cratering.  Thanks to the Bush-cession, we are about to find out how sustainable
– in the revenue sense – our current lifestyle economy really is.  But beyond that, we will also have a
chance – if not the obligation – to examine most of our bedrock assumptions about where we live, what
we do, and how we do it.  Most critically, we will have the chance to ask what kind of place we want to
leave to future generations.

A simple reality drives our lifestyle economy: Because there is a ton of demand for Jackson Hole
property, there is a ton of money to be made from developing, building, and selling it.  This isn’t a bad
thing: Another simple reality is that this ton of money has created a lot of good jobs for good people,
folks who give a lot back to the community.  But we’ve basically just stumbled into this lifestyle economy
– it hasn’t resulted from any active choice, but instead from forces that conspired to bless us
economically.  By extension, once the economy rebounds, those same forces will return, pushing us
further down a path that has led to a doubling of both population and housing in just 20 years.

Unless we choose to take a different route.  Which raises two questions.  Going forward, do we
want an extension of our lifestyle economy?  And if so, is it sustainable?

From a sustainability-equals-revenue perspective, a resurgence of our development and real estate
economy would clearly be sustainable.  Better still, it would also spare a lot of residents from financial
hardship.  But nothing in life is an unadulterated good, and the impending slowdown gives us the chance
to ask some basic questions such as: “What effects would thousands of more people and homes have on
Jackson Hole?” and “Is this something we want?”



These questions are fundamental to the larger view of sustainability, one which Sustaining
Jackson Hole has been modeled around.  This larger view aims for a more rigorous definition of the
concept; at its core are four foundational elements.  From the Sustaining Jackson Hole perspective, a
truly sustainable community:

a. Clearly identifies the qualities it wants to pass on to future generations;
b. Unambiguously defines those qualities in a way they can be measured;
c. Systematically act to pass on those qualities (i.e. systematically act to sustain them); and
d. Directly link those sustainability efforts to the community’s economic self-interest.

Measurement is the key to this process, for if you can’t measure something, you can’t evaluate it. 
Want proof?  Think of how we deal with development today.  Since we don’t have a clear idea of what
we want the community to be, we aren’t able to place any given project in context.  And since we don’t
have any sense of whether we’re getting closer to or further from our goals, all we have is opinions about
how that project might affect us.  The result?  Groundhog Day: the same pitched opinion-based battle
occurring over and over again.

However, in a happy coincidence, the Bush-cession is occurring just as we’re revising the Comp
Plan.  Between the two, we have the opportunity to think about what we kind of community – in all its
facets – we want to bequeath to future generations: what it looks like, what it doesn’t look like, and the
process we use to get there.

If we embark on this route, at the end of the day, we may choose to encourage the same sort of
real estate and development economy we’ve seen the last couple of decades; alternatively, we might
choose something else.  Whatever we decide, though, two things are clear to me: first, regardless of our
choices, there will be trade-offs; second, if we don’t actively choose a future for ourselves, we will
default to one shaped by the same incredibly powerful forces that have resulted in the ascendency of real
estate and development.

Looking backwards, in the early 1960s, Jackson Hole had an economy based on agriculture and
tourism.  It left something to be desired though, so when a major ski area was proposed, community
leaders chose to double-down on the tourism side.  

The benefits resulting from that decision continue to this day, both economically and in the many
amenities we’ve built over the years.  However, tourism depends on encouraging both consumption and
development, and in our embrace of tourism (and its offspring: lifestyle), we have become the apotheosis
of a consume-and-develop culture, something clearly at odds with a larger view of sustainability.  As a
result, heading into the Bush-cession, we find ourselves facing an interesting choice: Once we get through
this slowdown, do we want to once again link our fate with a consumption- and development-based
economy?  If so, what will be the costs?  Equally important, what will be the costs if we do not?

Whether we will seize this opportunity isn’t clear to me.  Even less clear is what conclusions we
might reach.  What is clear, however, is that we have a combination of wealth and assets enjoyed by few
other communities; we also are actively trying to figure out our future.  As a result, we have a singular
opportunity to try to figure out how a lifestyle economy can both thrive and be sustainable.  In turn, if we
can make this happen, we can provide a model for the world.  

Such an opportunity is clearly at hand; I fervently hope we choose to embrace it.
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