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Jonathan Schechter – “Corpus Callosum” Column
Jackson Hole News&Guide – April 6, 2011

The US Census Bureau just finished releasing initial 2010 Census population and housing data for
every county in America.  What do the data tell us about the four counties in the Tetons region: Teton WY,
Teton ID, Lincoln WY, and Sublette WY?

Table 1 packs a lot of information; here are some highlights.

The big take-away is that Teton County, Idaho is punching way, way above its weight.

Going back to the 1990 and 2000 Censuses, “apples-to-apples” data are available for 3,080 US
counties.  On percentage basis, during the 2000s Teton County, Idaho ranked 12  in population growthth

among all US counties, and 2  in housing growth.  In the 1990s, Teton ID ranked 21  nationally in populationnd st

growth and 30  in housing growth. (Table 1)th

During the 20 year span between 1990 and 2010, Teton ID ranked 12  in the nation in populationth

growth, and 6  in housing growth.th

Multiplying percentage population growth by percentage housing growth produces a crude “magnitude
of change index.”  By this measure, during the 1990s Teton ID, ranked 25  in the nation in how dramatically itth

changed; during the 20000s it ranked 6 .   During the 20 years between 1990-2010, Teton ID ranked 8  inth th

the nation, changing more than any county west of Denver, including Las Vegas, St. George, the Phoenix
area, and all the other rapidly-changing counties in Nevada, Utah, and Arizona.  Pretty impressive for a place
which currently accounts for three one-thousandths of one percent of the nation’s population.

Which is almost exactly the same percentage of the nation’s population as currently lives in Sublette
County, Wyoming, the region’s other phenomenal boom story.

During the 1990s, Sublette County saw both its population and housing stock increase by about a
fifth.  During the past decade, though, Sublette’s population grew 73 percent – 10 -fastest in the nation – andth

its housing stock by 62 percent – 20 -fastest in the nation.  Not quite Teton ID’s pace, but awfully close. th

Combine Sublette’s numbers into a magnitude of change calculation, and two of the nation’s 13 most rapidly-
changing counties abut Teton WY.

From that perspective, things have hardly changed at all in Teton WY during the last decade:  We
ranked “only” 369  in magnitude of change.  Of course, to put a little perspective on that figure, if we wereth

grading America’s counties on a curve, Teton WY would get a B+ for its magnitude of change, while Teton ID
and Sublette would both get A+s.  And if we take the 20 year view, the grades would be: Teton WY – A;
Sublette – A; Teton ID – A+.

What about Lincoln County?  At first blush, the numbers there are not as impressive as those of Teton
WY’s other two neighbors: Although still in the top 10 percent of the nation’s counties in both population and
housing growth, Lincoln County didn’t crack the top 200 in either category.  Here’s the thing, though.  During
the 2000s, 91 percent of Lincoln County’s population growth occurred in the northern half of the county (i.e.
between Alpine and Afton).  More remarkably, between 1990-2010, literally all of Lincoln’s population growth
occurred in the Star Valley area, as there are fewer people living in the southern half of the county (i.e.
around Kemmerer) today than there were 20 years ago.  So if Lincoln County were split in two, its northern
half – i.e. that part which has become a defacto bedroom community for Jackson Hole – would join Teton ID
and Sublette County among America’s top 100 most rapidly-changing counties.

Looking out over the next decade, while Jackson Hole’s future is somewhat murky, the general
parameters are reasonably clear.  The nation and most states will raise income taxes, which will turn wealthy
people into tax migrants as they seek to preserve their capital.  As a result, Wyoming’s lack of income tax will
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look increasingly attractive to the well-to-do, which means Jackson Hole should see modest gains in
population and a slow-but-steady amount of high-end home construction.  These factors will combine to give
us a solid economic floor not shared by too many other places.

Looking at our neighbors, the only thing that’s clear is that they won’t continue to grow as they have
been.  Sublette’s growth will slow because their boom has been due to gas well drilling, and as drilling gives
way to production, much of the need for labor will go away.  The result?  A relatively stagnant economy.

Teton ID and Lincoln will also be slow, but for a very different reason: They’ve crammed several
decades’ worth of building into the last 10-20 years.  Hence the data in Table 2.  As it shows, the primary
occupancy level in the region’s housing stock is lower than the national average in all four counties. 
However, what the table does not show is the underlying reasons.  In Teton WY, the low primary occupancy
level is primarily due to second homes; in Teton ID and Lincoln, it’s primarily due to a dramatic over-supply of
homes (Sublette’s gas boom makes its occupancy rate issue more complicated).  Then throw in all the platted
undeveloped lots in both Teton ID and Lincoln, and it’s pretty easy to forecast that, while things may change
a great deal in both places over the next 10 years, it will be a very different change than they’ve experienced
during the past 10 years.

Two final notes.  First, it was surprising to see Teton WY’s proportion of occupied homes drop from 75
percent to 70 percent.  According to the Census, this is because fully half the homes added during the last
decade are either for sale or being used as second homes.  If local government wants to raise a challenge to
the Census counts, the accuracy of this figure strikes me as a place to start.

Second, a hot button issue in the current comp plan debate is whether the county should have a
growth cap.  That got me wondering about where our population and housing stock might be headed.  My
findings are shown in Graph 1.

Since the Jackson Hole ski area was founded in the 1960s, Teton County’s population has grown in a
stair-step pattern: relatively steep growth in the 1970s and 1990s, and relatively flat growth in the 1980s and
2000s.

Extending this pattern, the 2010s should be another period of relatively sharp growth.  However, given
Jackson Hole’s current land availability, land use regulations, and attitudes toward growth, as well as the
economic realities of real estate development, for the foreseeable future we’ll be fortunate to see a
continuation of the compounded annual growth rates of the 2000s: 1.6 percent in population, and 2.2 percent
in housing.  More likely is growing at half those rates.

Graph 1 uses these rates to project future
growth.  If Teton County’s population continues
growing at 1.6 percent per year, we’ll hit 30,000
permanent residents – the number being bandied
around as a prospective growth cap – around 2035. 
If the population grows at half that rate – 0.8 percent
– we’ll hit 30,000 permanent residents around 2055.

Since housing has been growing more
rapidly, at the 2000's rate of 2.2. percent annual
growth, we’d hit the psychologically-significant level
of 20,000 homes in the early 2030s; at half that rate,
we’d go above 20,000 homes in the early 2050s.

Graph 1
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Table 1
Teton County, Wyoming & Teton County, Idaho

Population and Housing Growth: 1990-2010
Source: US Census Bureau

Teton, WY Teton, ID Lincoln, WY Sublette, WY

Population
Housing

Units
Population

Housing
Units

Population
Housing

Units
Population

Housing
Units

1990 11,172 7,060 3,439 1,645 12,625 5,409 4,843 2,911

2000 18,251 10,267 5,999 2,632 14,573 6,831 5,920 3,552

2010 21,294 12,813 10,170 5,478 18,106 8,946 10,247 5,770

1990-2000 Growth

Number 7,079 3,207 2,560 987 1,947 1,422 1,077 641

Percentage 63% 45% 74% 60% 15% 26% 22% 22%

Magnitude of Change 29% 45% 4% 5%

Rank Among
3,080 US Counties

41 102 60 21 30 25 905 421 634 539 638 542

2000-2010 Growth

Number 3,043 2,546 4,171 2,846 3,533 2,115 4,327 2,218

Percentage 17% 25% 70% 108% 24% 31% 73% 62%

Magnitude of Change 4% 75% 8% 46%

Rank Among
3,080 US Counties

431 331 369 12 2 6 227 208 222 10 20 13

1990-2010 Growth

Number 10,122 5,753 6,731 3,833 5,481 3,537 5,404 2,859

Percentage 91% 82% 196% 233% 43% 65% 112% 98%

Magnitude of Change 74% 456% 28% 110%

Rank Among
3,080 US Counties

101 149 122 12 6 8 447 267 339 60 94 76
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Table 2
Teton County, Wyoming & Teton County, Idaho

Population and Housing Growth: 1990-2010
Source: US Census Bureau

Housing Status

Occupied Vacant Total Occupied/Total National Rank

US

1990 91,947,410 10,316,268 102,263,678 90%

2000 105,480,101 10,424,540 115,904,641 91%

2010 116,716,292 14,988,438 131,704,730 89%

Teton WY

1990 4,568 2,492 7,060 65% 186

2000 7,688 2,579 10,267 75% 358

2010 8,973 3,840 12,813 70% 303

Teton ID

1990 1,123 522 1,645 68% 233

2000 2,078 554 2,632 79% 540

2010 3,651 1,827 5,478 67% 227

Lincoln WY

1990 4,137 1,272 5,409 76% 466

2000 5,266 1,565 6,831 77% 455

2010 6,861 2,085 8,946 77% 551

Sublette WY

1990 1,834 1,077 2,911 63% 155

2000 2,371 1,181 3,552 67% 170

2010 3,906 1,864 5,770 68% 245


