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In my last column, I took a general look at what recently-released Census data tell us about Teton County.
Today, I’d like to hone in on one particular topic: ethnicity.

Teton County’s population has nearly doubled during the last 20 years.  However, each decade’s growth
patterns were very different.

During the 1990s, Teton County’s population grew by 63 percent, and most of that growth – 82 percent
– was in its white population. 

During the 2000s, however, Teton County’s population grew much more slowly: just 17 percent.  More
striking was that two-thirds of Teton County’s population growth was among its Latinos.  As a result, Latinos now
account for 15 percent of Teton County’s total population, up from 6 percent in 2000 and just 1 percent ten years
earlier (Graphs 2 & 3).

These ethnicity-related population shifts are even more striking when we divide the community into adults
and children.

In both of the past two decades, 85 percent of Teton County’s overall population growth came from those
ages 18 and older.  However, during the 1990s, 85 percent of those older new residents were white.  During the
2000s, that figure fell in half: During the past decade, only 43 percent of Teton County’s net new adult residents
were white.  In contrast, 53 percent were Latino, and 4 percent other ethnicities.

An even more dramatic change occurred in the population growth of Teton County’s children.  In the
1990s, roughly 2/3 of the population increase among residents under 18 years old occurred among the
community’s white population.  During the 2000s, however, there was actually a 9 percent decline in the number
of white children in Teton County, while the number of Latino children almost tripled.  The number of children of
other races doubled.

As a result, between 2000 and 2010, the proportion of Teton County’s children who are white dropped
from 85 to 72 percent, while the percentage of Latino children grew from 13 to 24 percent.  Children of other
ethnicities now make up 4 percent of the community’s total population of residents 17 years old and younger.
(Graphs 4 and 5).

While every ski county in the northern Rockies experienced a sharp rise in its Latino population during
the 2000s, on a percentage basis, Teton County’s increase was the biggest.  Of the region’s major ski counties,
Eagle County, Colorado (Vail) currently has the highest percentage of Latino residents at 30 percent; Routt
County, Colorado (Steamboat Springs) has the lowest at 7 percent.  Next door, 17 percent of the residents of
Teton County, Idaho are Latino, up from 12 percent in 2000.

A combination of the economic slowdown and increasing national antipathy toward immigrants makes in
hard to say whether the growth of Teton County’s Latino population will continue at the same torrid pace as it has
during the last 10 years.  What is clear is that Teton County is a much more ethnically diverse community than
at any time before in its history, and nothing is going to change that reality.  Indeed, going forward, just like the
nation  we’ll almost certainly continue to become even more diverse.  

As we do, the community will find that Schechter’s maxim – “Economies change faster than perceptions;
perceptions change faster than politics” – applies equally well to demographic changes as it does to economic
ones.  As a result, we’ll inevitably lag in addressing the challenges posed by a more diverse community and, even
more worryingly, be slow to identify and embrace the opportunities it creates.
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