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Jonathan Schechter – “Corpus Callosum” Column
Jackson Hole News&Guide – October 5, 2011

Three basic facts about Jackson Hole’s economy shape today’s column.

First, an ideal economic indicator would both represent the entire economy and be measured in a
timely and consistent fashion.  Unfortunately, no single such indicator exists for Jackson Hole.  Instead, to get
a general sense of how our overall economy is performing, we need to look at a combination of taxable sales
(reported monthly) and jobs (reported quarterly, with a six month lag).

Second, whether measured in jobs or taxable
sales, Teton County’s economy today is about where it
was in the fall of 2005.  The major exception to this “six
years ago” rule is inflation-adjusted taxable sales, which
are currently about where they were in 1999.  Since
local government’s revenues are highly dependent
upon taxable sales, this means that, from a purchasing
power perspective, local government today is
addressing its issues with about the same amount of
money as its predecessor had 12 years ago.  (Graph 1)

Third, whether measured by jobs or taxable
sales, Jackson Hole’s economy peaked roughly three
years ago.  Since then, we’ve experienced one year of
cratering, a second year of slow decline, and a third of
stagnation.

The economy is not a monolith, however, as seen by segmenting the economy into its constituent
parts.  Graph 2 breaks taxable sales into its six biggest categories; Graph 3 does the same for jobs.

Four interesting points jump off of Graph 2. 
First, local retail sales actually peaked in 2006, pre-
dating the overall economy’s decline by over two years. 
The recession accelerated retail’s fall, but didn’t start it.

Points two and three have to do with the very
different fortunes of two industries directly linked to
tourism: lodging and restaurants.  Over the last three
years, the local lodging industry has experienced a 20
percent decline in its total revenue.  In contrast, during
that same stretch local restaurant sales reached a
record high: up five percent since the fall of 2008, and a
whopping 41 percent since the fall of 2005.

The final interesting point is, of course, the
collapse of Jackson Hole’s construction industry.  Since
peaking in 2008, construction’s taxable sales have
fallen 47 percent.  More ominously, of the six major
sectors of Teton County’s taxable sales, construction is the only one still in decline.
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Jobs data reflect a similar pattern.  At its peak,
construction rivaled retail in the number of people it
employed.  Between 2008 and 2010, however,
construction jobs declined 36 percent; between the first
quarter of 2008 and the first quarter of 2011, the
decline was 42 percent.

Construction-based wages have followed a
similar plunge, with total payrolls down 37 percent
between 2008 and 2010.  Looking at just first quarter
data, total construction payrolls dropped 43 percent
between 2008 and 2011.

Making matters worse, the construction
economy includes not just nail-bangers, but also
ancillary professions such as architects and engineers. 
Between 2008-2010, those two professions alone saw
a drop of one-third in both total jobs and total payroll.

Add it all together, and between 2008-2010,
Teton County lost nearly 2,000 jobs (a decline of 10
percent) and nearly $90 million in total wages (12
percent).   Of this, the collapse of the construction
industry accounted for at least 52 percent of our total
job losses, and 53 percent of our total lost wages. 
(Graph 4)

How do we make up for these losses?  I see
four possible answers.

One is to simply do nothing.  This would mean
coming to a community consensus over three points:

• Construction has collapsed, leaving a
huge void in the middle of Jackson
Hole’s economy;

• Construction is not coming back; and
• Whatever happens next, we either can’t influence the outcome (because our economy’s future

will be a function of national and international forces), or shouldn’t influence the outcome
(because ideologically, we should not interfere with the market).

In essence, this approach would say that, for the foreseeable future, the status quo will be basically
what we have right now: an economy with high tourism numbers but low per-tourist spending, overlaid with
infusions from wealthy people attracted here as visitors, second-home owners or, in increasing numbers,
primary residents.  And since we wouldn’t take any active steps to change the status quo, this is what we
could continue to expect until something fundamental happens to the world and national economies.

While arguments can be made for such an approach, throwing up our hands seems contrary to our
spirit as both a community and a nation.

A second alternative is to hope construction will revive, or act to help it do so.  Neither makes
economic sense, so there’s not much to be said about either.
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A third alternative is to look to tourism to fill in the gap left by construction’s collapse.  Given that
tourism employs about as many people as the next two largest sectors combined, and given that lodging tax-
funded marketing has yet to kick into place, at first blush this alternative seems to hold promise.

The problem, though, is that a job is not a job.  In particular, the average wage of a hospitality industry
job is half that of the average construction job.  As a result, replacing the wages of the 1,000-plus
construction-related jobs we’ve lost over the last two years would require over 2,000 new hospitality-related
jobs, an increase of 30 percent over current levels.  Making that scenario even less likely is the fact that, even
though tourist counts are up, the hospitality industry employs fewer people today than it did at its peak.  Net
result?  Even when lodging tax expenditures fully kick in, it’s fantasy to think tourism can fill the void left by
construction’s collapse.

The final possibility is for us, as a community, to take two related actions: collectively decide what our
economic might look like, then act to achieve that vision.

This would mean, rather than ringing our hands over construction’s collapse, or otherwise hoping for
an economic miracle to fall upon us, we would instead embark upon a three step process: Decide to shape
our own economic future; decide what that should be; act on that decision.

I think there is great potential for this approach, for many of the same forces which have caused
Jackson Hole to grow and change so rapidly over the last 20 years – especially changes in the economy and
technology – also offer the potential to shape an economy which complements – and perhaps even
enhances – our values, character, and natural environment.  Whether we will choose to capitalize on this
opportunity isn’t clear to me, but I’m firmly convinced it’s there.


