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I’ve always been fascinated by the fact that an economic downturn is not considered official until it’s
declared to be so by an organization called the National Bureau of Economic Research (NBER).  Everyone
many know we’re in a downturn, but until the NBER says it’s so, it ain’t.  And because of the time lags
involved in data collection and subsequent analysis, this means it can be upwards of a year between the time
a downturn starts and when it is formally declared to have started.

In that spirt, Jackson Hole is formally in a recession.

According to the NBER, a recession is “a significant decline in economic activity lasting more than a
few months.”  In practice, this means two or more consecutive quarters of economic downturn.

In Teton County, sales taxes are the only economic data released frequently enough to be able to
judge phenomena such as a downturn.  As a result, even though sales tax figures are a wildly imperfect tool
for gauging our overall economy (e.g. taxable sales represent no more than one-quarter of all local economic
activity), they’re better than nothing.  So what do our taxable sales data tell us?

The best way to assess taxable sales is to look at 12 month running totals.  From this perspective,
Teton County has been an economic dynamo for nearly two decades.  Ignoring inflation, between January
1990 and September 2008, local taxable sales never really declined, growing at a compounded annual
average rate of 7 percent.  Even taking inflation into account, the annual growth rate was 4 percent, a pretty
remarkable track record. (Graph 1)

Things peaked a year ago though, and since then have become progressively grimmer.

Taxable sales disproportionately reflect our tourism economy and, anecdotally, over the past year a
number of people in high-end tourism businesses have related that, on September 16, 2008 – the day after
Lehman Brothers collapsed – their phones stopped ringing, and really haven’t rung since.  Sales tax data
confirm this: in the 12 months ending in September 2008, taxable sales reached their all-time fiscal year high
of $1.123 billion; last month they totaled $953 million, a drop of $170 million.

Particularly given a 20 year track record of unbroken growth, this is a pretty dramatic plunge, taking us
back to a level not seen since May 2006.  All the more striking is how quickly the plunge occurred: between
May 2006 and September 2008, total taxable sales grew around 6 percent annually; in the past year they
dropped 15 percent, 2.5 times faster than they rose.

Of course, we had down months before.  Because the NBER looks at things on a quarterly basis, and
because any one month’s local sales tax data are notoriously unreliable, I created Graphs 2 and 3 by
aggregating data into running quarters (e.g. the data point for March 1990 represents sales for January-
March 1990; the data point for September 2009 represents sales for July-September 2009).

As Graph 2 shows, over the past 20 years we’ve had 10 or so downturns in taxable sales growth;
Graph 3 looks at just the current decade.  For me, the take-away is that, even in the wake of major
occurrences such as the dot.com bust and the events of 9/11, from a running quarters perspective, until a
year ago we’d never had more than three consecutive months of taxable sales decline.  Since then, we’ve
had 11 consecutive months of decline.

Using the NBER standard and data from Cheyenne, this means that the local economy has officially
been in recession since April of this year.  Then take into account the one month lag between when sales
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occur and when Cheyenne reports them, and our recession actually, formally began in March.  Which, of
course, will elicit a big fat “duh” from anyone in local business – as they will tell you, things have been in bad
shape for about a year, and in some sectors longer than that.

Teasing apart the individual components of the taxable sales economy gives a better sense of this. 
Graph 4 uses 12 month running totals to show the performance of the taxable sales economy’s six major
sectors since May 2005; Table 1 looks at when these sectors peaked, and how far they’ve fallen since.

A few interesting points jump out of these data.  One is that local retail has been declining for over
three years, while every other major sector peaked last year.  Perhaps not coincidentally, lodging and
restaurants both peaked in September, 2008, the same month Lehman Brothers collapsed (again, given the
one month lag, this means they actually hit their peak sales in August, the month before the financial markets
imploded).  Since then, lodging revenues have plunged 19 percent in a year; restaurants have gone down
only about half as much; bad, but not as bad as lodging.

Local car sales are, of course, in the toilet, down 37 percent from their all-time peak in the spring of
2008.

Because local governments revenues are so dependent on sales taxes, however, what has to be
most worrisome to local officials is the recent decline in taxes from construction and building materials. 
Construction spending stayed strong through the first part of this year, but has since gone into free-fall, down
20 percent in the last five months.  This, when combined with the woes in every other sector, seems to have
finally broken the back of the last redoubt, the catch-all “All Other” sector.

Economic slowdowns are not new to Jackson Hole, but being in this kind of a recession is uncharted
territory for us.  The only thing that seems clear is that, given the lag times involved in any economic cycle, it
will be a while before we can view this recession in the rearview mirror, and even longer before the
consequences of the downturn will fully work their way through the system.

Table 1
Teton County Taxable Sales, by Category

12 Month Running Totals: May 2005 - August 2008

Current Sales 
(Sep. 2008 - Aug. 2009)

All-time Peak Sales
Decline from All-time

Peak Sales
Today feels

like

Category Amount Amount Date Amount %age

Lodging $252,639,311 $311,835,487 Sep.2008 -$59,196,175 -19% Sep. 2006

Retail - bldg.
mats.

$248,144,378 $310,550,972 July 2006 -$62,406,594 -20% N.A.

Restaurants $124,993,753 $138,280,950 Sep. 2008 -$13,287,198 -10% Sep. 2007

Construction
+ bldg. mats.

$109,768,545 $138,356,858  Jan. 2009 -$28,588,313 -21% June 2007

Car Sales $44,053,533 $69,443,533 Mar. 2008 -$25,390,001 -37% N.A.

All Other $177,110,773 $194,155,891 Apr. 2009 -$17,045,118 -9% May 2008

Total $956,710,293 $1,123,930,314 Sep. 2008 -$167,220,021 -15% May 2006
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