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Jonathan Schechter – “Corpus Callosum” Column
Jackson Hole News&Guide – November 3, 2010

Yesterday was the election, one which
ostensibly revolved around the economy and jobs.  I
say “ostensibly” because, as with most elections,
lurking underneath the ostensible reason is an effort by
both parties – fully aided and abetted by the media – to
bring voters to the polls not by laying out a coherent
vision of the future, but by whipping up fear and anger. 
The proximate cause of that fear and anger is far less
important than the mere fact of whipping it up, for high-
minded policy discussions rarely draw people to the
polls (or economics columns in newspapers, for that
matter).

This year, the proximate cause happened to be
a lousy national economy and messy jobs situation. 
But in response to that mess, what did we get?  The
same-old same-old.  From the Republicans, it was a
combination of astonishingly simple-minded platitudes
on the constitution and thinly-veiled variations of the
same philosophies and programs that got us into the
mess.  The Democrats countered with their usual
combination of spinelessness and message
incoherence, best captured by a recent headline in The
Onion: “Democrats: ‘If We're Gonna Lose, Let's Go
Down Running Away From Every Legislative
Accomplishment We've Made.’”

Meanwhile, grids continue to be locked, the
economy continues to stagger.  In response, the only
effective economic stimulus coming out of Washington
seems to be courtesy of the Supreme Court which, in
equating money and corporations which speech and
individuals, has given rise to a huge increase in attack
ads.  In the future, historians and satirists will have a
field day with this era, while our children will be forced
to deal with the consequences of our politics having
become seriously unmoored from reality.

Locally, what’s going on with the economy? 
Earlier this year, I debuted an occasional series
examining snapshot indicators of the local economy.  In
creating it, I concluded there are only three worthwhile
indicators; i.e. indicators which are both meaningful and
timely: real estate sales, sales tax collections, and
column inches of classified ads in the Jackson Hole
News&Guide.  It’s been a few months since I last
examined them, and a few days ago I was caught off-
guard by someone in the grocery store who asked:
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“How’s it going with your call that the real estate market
has hit bottom?”  Not having a ready answer, I return to
those indicators for today’s column.

As it turns out, my call that the real estate
market hit bottom around a year ago continues to look
pretty good.  As Graphs 1-3 show, in both Teton
counties, the number of sales and total dollar volume of
sales bottomed out last fall, and have shown slight
increases since.  Nothing of note, but at least the
decline has stopped and shows no signs of returning.

This is particularly true for Teton Wyoming,
where sales numbers and prices have clearly
rebounded, particularly at the high end.  Not to previous
levels – Teton Wyoming is not even close, and it will be
a long, long time before Teton Idaho awakens from the
nightmare it created for itself by thinking supply-and-
demand would never catch up with their decade-long
over-building fantasy.  But on the positive side, at least
the free-fall is over, and both sides of the hill can start
thinking about a “new normal.”

Teton Wyoming’s sales tax revenues also
continue to be stable, with all major categories except
construction having stayed more-or-less flat for the past
9 months or so. (Graph 4)   The good news is that the
non-construction sectors seem to be showing enough
life to overcome construction’s woes.  However,
construction is in such a world of hurt that it could still
drag the rest of the economy down should other
spending categories start to stumble.  So while it
appears things have more-or-less stabilized overall, we
are still vulnerable to withdrawal symptoms from having become so addicted to construction over the past
decade.  And this applies much more strongly to the Teton Valley than it does to Jackson Hole.

Classified ad data are similarly not awful.  Newspapers may be a dying industry nationally, but locally
help wanted ads have been rebounding for around six months.  Similarly, rental housing ads have been in
slight decline, adding further evidence to the argument for a stabilization of the real estate market.  (Graph 5) 
Create a ratio of column inches of help wanted ads divided by those of rental housing ads, and there’s clear
– subtle, yet clear – evidence of a local economy which has stabilized and is likely slowly growing again.

Graph 4

Graph 5


