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Jonathan Schechter – “Corpus Callosum” Column
Jackson Hole News&Guide– October 19, 2011

Halloween is 12 days away.

This year, October 31 carries unusual significance,
for it marks the day when the United Nations Population
Fund believes the world’s population will hit seven billion
people.

Seven.  Billion.  People.

How many is seven billion?  To cover the Town
Square in a layer of silver dollars would require around four
million coins.  Seven billion silver dollars would require
roughly 1,750 layers of those coins, filling the square to the
top of the elk antler arches.

Getting to seven billion people has been a textbook
case of exponential growth.  As Graph 1 shows, when Jesus
Christ was born, there were around 285 million people on earth.
Growing to 310 million – a bump of nine percent – took the world
the next 1,100 years.  In contrast, it took the United States just
ten years – from 2000 to 2010 – to grow from 285 million to 310
million people. 

The world finally cracked 1 billion people around 1830.
Since then, population has exploded: adding the second billion
took 93 years; the third billion 33 years; and each subsequent
billion fewer than 20.  This means that if you are currently 37
years old – in other words, if you are the median age of a Teton
County resident – the world has added three billion people in your
lifetime.  If you’re 56, the world has added four billion people.
(Table 1)

Looking ahead, when a Jackson Hole girl born today starts
having her own kids, there will be around two billion more
people on earth.

Since its founding, the US has grown at about the
same pace as the planet as a whole. (Graph 2)  Why?

One key reason is that United States came into
existence just as the Industrial Revolution was beginning
to transform the world.  The resulting increase in
mankind’s ability to understand and harness the natural
world produced extraordinary improvements in humans’
quality of life, including both longer lives and higher birth
rates.  Looking ahead, the exponential growth of
technological innovations suggests population growth will
continue apace.  (Graph 3)

Graph 1

Table 1
World’s Population

Year in which successive billion people
was/will be reached

(Source: US Census, United Nations, and estimates)

Total World
Population

Year
Reached

Years to add
one billion people

1 billion 1829

2 billion 1922 93

3 billion 1955 33

4 billion 1974 19

5 billion 1986 12

6 billion 1998 12

7 billion 2011 13

8 billion 2027 16

9 billion 2043 16

Graph 2
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Jackson Hole has not been immune to this boom,
although it took a while to reach us.  The valley’s
geographic and economic isolation meant that, during its
first few decades, Jackson Hole was also relatively
isolated from a good deal of technological advancement.
As a result, in the four decades between its founding and
1960, Teton County grew by only 1,000 residents.

With the opening of the Jackson Hole ski area,
though, Jackson Hole was thrust into the modern age,
and its population growth curve started to resemble that
of the nation and world.  (Graph 4).

In fact, since 1960, Teton County’s population
growth rate has been far greater than that of our rapidly-
growing planet.  And if the current Comp Plan’s
assumptions hold true, we’ll continue our faster-than-the-
world growth: The plan assumes one percent annual
population growth, meaning we’ll hit 30,000 residents in
the mid-2040s, and reach our growth cap of 40,000
people around 60 years from now.  (Graph 5)

Why mention all this?  Because if we do things
right, history will look back upon this as Jackson Hole’s
second, albeit collective, John D. Rockefeller Jr. moment.

In the 1930s, the population of America and the
world were about one-third of what they are today; Teton
County’s was about one-tenth.  Despite those smaller
numbers, John D. Rockefeller Jr. realized that population
growth threatened Jackson Hole’s essential qualities.
Coupling his vision with a willingness to act boldly and
decisively, he initiated the effort that resulted in much of
the Jackson Hole valley being added to Grand Teton
National Park.

Today, we face a somewhat different situation, for
future population growth will be slower, and few major
land-use decisions remain.

But at a fundamental level, Teton County faces
the same basic question today that Rockefeller faced 80
years ago: Will Jackson Hole protect its most crucial
asset?  80 years ago, that asset was open spaces.
Today, it’s the ecosystems underlying the region’s
environmental bounty.

Why are our ecosystems our most crucial asset?
Because in the face of rapid global population growth,
relatively intact ecosystems will become increasingly rare.  And while technological advances will make it ever-
easier to simulate any reality, among the last things humans will be able to replicate are the vast vistas and
functioning ecosystems which hallmark the Tetons region.  As a result, Jackson Hole’s long-term trump card is
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environmental quality: It not only provides our current economic foundation, but is an asset which, over time, will
grow only more valuable.

Unless, of course, we screw it up.

In Rockefeller’s day, protecting land from development seemed adequate to secure long-term
environmental quality.  Today we know that while protecting land is necessary, it’s not sufficient: preserving the
region’s ecological processes requires far more than simply locking up our parks and forests.  We also know that
accomplishing this goal will require more than just the heroic actions of one person acting alone.

Hence our collective Rockefeller moment.  If we can figure out what it will take to keep our ecosystems
intact, and then have the courage and stamina to act accordingly, history will bestow upon our generation the
same profound gratitude and respect it gives John D. Rockefeller Jr.  Reaching that goal will not be easy, but the
moment is clearly at hand.  That’s the treat we should hope for this Halloween.


