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In my last column, I wrote the first of two parts about what I believe to be the future of
conservation in the greater Yellowstone region.  Rather than run part two today, I’ll put it off until next
time, choosing instead to focus on a more time-sensitive issue: the recently-reported 19 percent decline in
Teton County’s October taxable sales.

Here are the facts.  In October 2007, the Wyoming Department of Revenue reported receiving
$8,797,615 in sales tax receipts from local merchants.  In October 2008, they received $7,106,467, a
decline of 19 percent.

Those are the facts, but what do they mean?  According to many folks, it means the Bush
recession is starting to wash over Jackson Hole.  That may be the case, but the decline in sales tax
numbers isn’t the smoking gun.  In fact, it’s essentially a meaningless number.

Before explaining why, let me first offer a few observations.  For starters, the October data
actually represent sales in September: merchants collect the taxes in September, send them to the state in
October, and the state reports them in early November.  For those inclined to worry, this makes the
October decline especially worrisome, as September is usually Teton County’s third-busiest taxable sales
month.  

But why worry over sales tax figures?  The figure gets a lot of attention for three reasons.  First,
taxable sales is the only local economic indicator measured on a regular and consistent basis.  Therefore,
even though taxable sales accounts for no more than one-quarter of our entire economy, people
interested in tracking the economy (e.g. business groups and the media) follow it because it’s the only
number out there.  It may not be representative, but something’s usually better than nothing.

Second, taxable sales are the largest single component of local government’s income.  As a result,
local elected officials pay close attention to whether taxes are up or down.  And because the media pay
attention to what local officials focus on, the story gets reported.

Third, while taxable sales may not be representative of our entire economy, they are pretty
representative of the Chamber of Commerce’s membership.  As a result, the Chamber pays attention to
taxable sales figures.  And because the Chamber has a good relationship with the local media, the focus
on taxable sales is further amplified.

Hence, a lot of attention is being paid to the 19 percent drop.  But is that attention warranted?  In
a word, “no.”  No more so than when taxable sales dropped 22 percent last January.  Or 21 percent the
previous March.  We didn’t freak out then; nor should we today.

This is the second time in the past six months that conventional economic wisdom has screamed
“The sky is falling!”  Last spring, the concern was that high gas prices would cripple our summer tourism
economy.  Not quite: This past summer, airport enplanements were up 14 percent; combined
Yellowstone and Grand Teton visitation was essentially flat; and total taxable sales for May-September
were up 4 percent versus the same period in 2007, and 15 percent versus 2006.



The same alarm is sounding again; again I don’t think it’s warranted.

There are actually two alarms sounding right now.  One is based on the fact that advance winter
bookings are down.  This, too, is an essentially meaningless fact.  Why?  Because industry-wide, there is
an increasing disconnect between advance winter bookings and the number of skiers visiting a resort.

The reason for this disconnect is simple: skiers want to go where the snow is, and there’s no way
to predict that in advance.  As a result, the ski industry has become increasingly accommodating to skiers
waiting until the last minute to book their vacation.  A couple of decades ago, advance bookings were a
reliable indicator of skier days; today, not really.  So while winter advance bookings may in fact be down,
that’s nothing new: they tend to be down most years.  Bottom line: It’s a statistic without value.

As is the 19 percent drop in October’s taxable sales.

To understand why, we need three pieces of context.  First, the local taxable economy is
dominated by two categories: Retail and Lodging & Food Service.  Each accounts for about a third of all
taxable sales; everything else combined accounts for the remaining third (and things that are not taxable
include real estate, professional services and most other forms of labor, investments, and a host of other
economic activities, which is why taxable sales is such a non-representative indicator of our overall
economy).  (Graph 1)

Second, over the last several years, our taxable economy has been doing quite nicely. 
Specifically, during the 12 months ending in October 2003, Teton County’s merchants sold $824 million
of taxable goods.  Five years later, the total was just shy of $1.1 billion, a total increase of 33 percent,
and a compounded annual growth rate of around 6 percent.  (Graph 2)

Third, while taxable sales are measured regularly and consistently, that doesn’t mean any one
month’s data is very accurate.  That’s because there are too many variables, including the thousands of
merchants who have to mail a tax check in every month.  Sometimes they don’t get it done on time. 
Sometimes the mail gets delayed.  Sometimes forms don’t get processed correctly.  And sometimes life
just gets in the way of accuracy.

The point is that, while tax data are accurate over time, in any given month they aren’t.  In
particular, over the past five years, when comparing the sales of one month to the same month the
previous year, there have been variations of 19 percent or more 25 percent of the time.  Lower that
threshold to 15 percent and we now include over 40 percent of all months; lower it to 10 percent – and a
10 percent month-on-month swing in either direction is a pretty big swing – and the figure hits nearly 60
percent. (Graph 3)

The five year average?  A monthly variation of 13 percent.

The net result is that any one month’s sales tax figures tell us essentially nothing of substance.  As
Tables 1-3 illustrate, October 2008’s figures tell us even less.

Table 1 looks at October’s remittances from the 3 basic tax categories: Retail, Lodging & Food
Service, and All Other.  Each was down; Retail especially so.

Table 2 then looks at the two biggest anomalies from the October remittance data.  For whatever



reason, the Grocery Store sub-sector of Retail had a swing of over $500,000 from October 2007,
apparently having dramatically over-remitted in some past month.  In addition, the tax revenues from one
or more utility companies apparently didn’t get processed, a normal occurrence but still quite a one-time
hit.

Back these two out, and October’s 19% drop falls to 13%, exactly the average monthly variation
over the last several years.  It also puts both Retail and All Other within their average range of variation:
leaving only Lodging & Food Service outside of its average range.  But here, too, “variation” is the key
word: since October 2005, nearly half of all months have had swings of 22 percent or more.  (Table 3)

My point in all this is not to gainsay concerns about the local economy.  Indeed, there is much to
be anxious about, starting with the fact that, if we have lousy snow, we’ll have a lousy winter.  Add to
that the fact that our economy has become increasingly linked with the health of the financial markets;
add to that the decline in consumer spending in general, and in real estate, construction, and cars in
particular.  All these sectors are ailing; all are significant components of the Jackson Hole economy.  So
there is reason to be concerned about the local economy.  There is not, however, reason to base “sky is
falling” predictions on any one month’s sales tax data.

No doubt because it confers a survival advantage, humans innately respond to fear.  Newspapers
long ago discovered this; so did politicians.  And as the “war on terror” has so richly illustrated, when
fear, politics, and journalism conjoin, it can dramatically affect how we see ourselves, our communities,
and our world.  Reporting facts is the job of a newspaper, and in my view, the News&Guide does this
very, very well.  But facts without context is a recipe for incorrect conclusions and, worse, faulty actions. 
Our ability to weather the economic storm will be based in large part on our ability to be clear-eyed about
our circumstances; fear – especially fear fed by context-free data – will only cloud that vision.
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Table 1
Teton County, WY

October Sales Taxes Remitted to WY Dept. of Revenue
Total, and by Major Industry

Industry 2007 2008
Difference

($)
Difference

(%)
Retail $2,793,022 $2,060,713 -$732,309 -26%

Lodging & Food Service $3,951,890 $3,072,717 -$879,173 -22%

All Other Taxable Items $2,052,703 $1,973,037 -$79,666 -4%

Total Taxes Remitted $8,797,615 $7,106,467 -$1,629,620 -19%

Table 2 
Teton County, WY

October Sales Taxes Remitted to WY Dept. of Revenue
Anomalies

Industry 2007 2008 Difference ($) Difference (%)

Total Taxes Remitted $8,797,615 $7,106,467 -$1,691,148 -19%

  Grocery Stores (Retail) $184,677 -$316,777 -$501,454 -272%
  Utilities (All Other) $137,192 $13,498 -$123,694 -90%
Total without Outliers $8,475,746 $7,409,746 -$1,066,000 -13%

Table 3 
Teton County, WY

October Sales Taxes Remitted to WY Dept. of Revenue
Total, and by Major Industry (removing anomalies)

Industry 2007 2008
Difference

($)
Difference

(%)
Normal
Range

Retail $2,608,345 $2,377,490 -$230,855 -9% ±14%

Lodging & Food Service $3,951,890 $3,072,717 -$879,173 -22% ±19%

All Other Taxable Items $1,915,911 $1,959,539 $44,028 2% ±16%

Total Taxes Remitted $8,475,746 $7,409,746 -$1,066,000 -13% ±13%


