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Jonathan Schechter – “Corpus Callosum” Column
Jackson Hole News&Guide – August 24, 2011

The State of Wyoming just released its July employment data.  For Teton County, the news is a mixed
bag.

The good news is the unemployment rate was 4.6 percent, lower than both the statewide level of 5.2
percent, and the local July 2010 rate of 5.3 percent.

The bad news is that this lower unemployment rate is a function of statistics rather than an improving
economy.  In particular, in July Teton County’s workforce was smaller than a year ago – 15,250 versus
15,463 – and we offered fewer jobs: 14,553 versus 14,648.  As a result, our unemployment rate is lower only
because the economy continues to contract.

Taxable sales reflect the same basic message.  For the most recent 12 months, overall taxable sales
totaled around $920 million, about where they were when our local economic collapse stabilized at the
beginning of 2010.  It’s also about the same level as six years ago, when we were in the middle of the boom
years.

Interestingly, if you tear apart the data,
segments of the taxable economy are actually doing all
right.  In particular, retail is actually rebounding, up 7
percent from its nadir a year ago.  Ditto the catch-all
category of “All Other,” which is up 5 percent from a
year ago.  (Graph 1)

What’s most striking, however, is that the
region’s restaurants are enjoying all-time record sales:
Never before in history have Teton County’s
restaurants generated as much revenue as they have in
the past 12 months.

What’s killing us is a combination of lodging and
restaurants.  At its peak in the fiscal year ending in
September 2008, Teton County’s lodging industry
generated $265 million in sales.  During the most recent
12 months, that figure dropped to $201 million, a 24 percent decline in just three years.  The more disturbing
issue is that, despite the uptick in retail and restaurants, and despite high occupancy levels the past couple of
months, lodging revenues continue to drop.

Compared to construction, though, lodging is looking good.

Construction-related taxable sales peaked at $149 million in January 2009.  In contrast, during the last
12 months they totaled $73 million, a decline of 51 percent in just 30 months.  Do the math, and on a
compounded basis, construction-related taxable sales have dropped 2.4 percent per month for the last two
and one-half years, and show no sign of hitting bottom.

Why is this significant?  Because over the past decade, lodging has employed more workers than any
other sector of the local economy; construction has ranked second.  And because both of our two largest
employment sectors are continuing to decline, the chances of seeing much growth in jobs is minimal.  Hence,
barring major changes in the overall economic climate, any improvement in our unemployment rate over the
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foreseeable future will likely be a function of a declining worker pool rather than any real improvement in the
job market.

So what can be done to improve our jobs outlook?  In just the next couple of weeks, three events will
occur which hold the potential to make a difference.  Unfortunately, though, all three will likely be long on
promise and short on delivery.

First, this weekend the Kansas City branch of the Federal Reserve will hold its annual international
economic policy symposium at the Jackson Lake Lodge.  The world’s financial markets will pay close
attention to Fed Chairman Ben Bernanke’s keynote address on Friday, wherein he will likely discuss the
Fed’s options for stimulating the nation’s economy.  However, for variety of reasons – ranging from a
relatively empty tool box to the virulently anti-Fed political stance of both Congressional Republicans and
those running for President – don’t expect any pronouncements from suburban Moran to make more than a
marginal difference in the nation’s financial outlook.

Second, around Labor Day President Obama will announce a new economic stimulus plan.  However,
since the President seems even more cowed by the current political climate than does the Fed, whatever he
proposes will be labeled a jobs program rather than a stimulus.  

But that’s just labels.  What really matters is that, during this time when bold leadership is called for,
the President will likely continue to lead from the rear by offering another of his hopelessly modest, grossly
inadequate speeches and proposals.  Worse still, even if he does remember that he made his reputation by
claiming to be audacious, whatever program he proposes will be dead on arrival in Congress.  So whether
audacious or timid, there’s not much to look forward to there.

Which leaves the third occurrence: next week’s presentations by companies vying to spend our
lodging tax dollars.

Five firms are in the running to develop and execute a marketing campaign to promote Jackson Hole,
funded by the roughly $4 million in lodging tax sales that will be collected per year.  Regardless of who is
selected, the interesting question is how the money will be targeted.

One solution is to target increasing summer tourism.  The dirty little secret undermining that approach
is that it will be hard to cram more people into either Grand Teton or Yellowstone during the summer: from an
infrastructure perspective, both are operating at about their carrying capacity.  (Table 1)

Complicating matters further is that Jackson
Hole is also just about maxed out: Short of building a lot
more hotels, we simply can’t handle too many more
people during the summer.  Worse still, if we do build
more hotels, it will make things that much harder for the
lodging industry during the 10 months when we aren’t
packed to the gills.

Worst of all, though, is the demand side: Big
picture, the public is losing interest in national parks.

As Graph 2 suggests, between 1994 and 2010,
visits to the nation’s national park sites essentially
stayed flat, up 0.3 percent in 16 years.  In contrast,
during that same period, America’s population grew 17
percent.  Do the math, and on a per capita basis, every Graph 2
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American has gone from visiting an established national
park site 1.02 times/year to 0.87 times/year.  Then
throw in the fact that, during that stretch, foreign
visitation to the United States has surged, and the
macro picture for increasing park visitation during the
summer doesn’t seem too bright.

So how about throwing the lodging tax dollars at
boosting winter tourism?  There’s a dirty little secret
there, too, namely that growing skier days doesn’t seem
to do all that much for the local economy.

The core question underlying the lodging tax is
“Why are we doing it?”  Presumably the answer is to
boost tourism, which will in turn boost the local
economy.  And how do we measure that?  Through
sales taxes; a flawed economic indicator, but the most
sensitive one at our disposal.

Here’s what the sales tax data tell us about tourism promotion.  Regarding summer, while the last two
years have shown record increases in visits to Grand Teton and Yellowstone, taxable sales during that time
have decreased.  So even if we were able to significantly boost summer tourism, there’s no guarantee that it
would result in an improved economy.

Looking at winter, it’s a similar phenomenon.  Over the past decade or so, the Jackson Hole Mountain
Resort and its partners have spent millions promoting winter tourism in Jackson Hole.  And at a certain level,
it’s paid off: between 1994 and 2011, skier days increased 75 percent.

Yet what’s striking is that, despite all those expenditures and such a huge boost in skier days, the four
winter months of December through March continue to generate roughly as much taxable sales as the four
shoulder months of October, November, April, and May.  (Graph 3).

So if neither increasing skier days nor increasing national park visits translate into more taxable sales,
it begs the question of how best to spend the lodging tax dollars.  Bigger picture, it also raises the question of
how best to go about improving Teton County’s overall economy.  These subjects will be fodder for future
columns.

Table 1
Grand Teton and Yellowstone National Park Recreational Visitations: 1994, 2010, 2011

% Change

1994 2010 2011 1994-2010 1994-2011 2010-2011

Grand Teton Entire Year 2,629,588 2,682,572 2%

Through July 1,402,665 1,416,645 1,409,619 0% 0%

Yellowstone Entire Year 3,044,166 3,640,184 20%

Through July 1,754,456 2,011,565 1,859,128 6% -8%
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