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Jonathan Schechter – “Corpus Callosum” Column
Jackson Hole News&Guide – May 6, 2009

In today’s column, I’d like to update two subjects I examine occasionally: local income and the local
real estate market.

In the last few weeks, the federal government released its two annual rankings of the income earned
by residents of each county in the United States.  One is by the Internal Revenue Service (IRS); the other is
by the Bureau of Economic Analysis (BEA).  Both are alike in that they measure income earned in 2007. 
They differ, however, in two important ways.  

First, the IRS measures income reported on tax returns, while the BEA uses a broader measure of
income which takes into account a county’s property values.

Second, the BEA reports their income measurements on per capita basis, while the IRS reports theirs
on a per-return basis.  As a result, in order to get an “apples to apples” per capita comparison, the IRS per-
return figure has to be divided by the average number of people covered by each return; i.e. the number of
exemptions.

By both measurements, in 2007, Teton County was, on a per-capita basis, the wealthiest county in
America.

What’s truly striking about this is that we were ranked first by the BEA.  In past years, more often than
not we’ve topped the IRS’s per-exemption income category.  But in the BEA rankings, for nearly 20 years the
island of Manhattan (each of New York City’s five boroughs is also a county) was hands-down the wealthiest
county in America.  Why?  Because real estate is so expensive there, and the BEA methodology places a big
premium on real estate values.

Using that same methodology, on a per-capita basis, Teton County has supplanted Manhattan as the
wealthiest county in America.  And we’ve done it now for the third straight year.  

What makes 2009's rankings different is that this year, the BEA and IRS agree that, in 2007, on a per-
capita basis, Teton County was America’s wealthiest county.  (Table 1)  Only once before has there been this
same alignment: Two years ago, Teton County also held both titles.

Two decades ago, when I moved to Jackson Hole, the great concern was that we would become
another Aspen.  Today, we’ve left Aspen in the dust.  (Table 2)

For a propellor head like me, the income data are endlessly fascinating.  Recognizing, however, that
not many share my obsession, just three quick points.

First, in both tables, the final column shows BEA per-capita income divided by IRS per-exemption
income.  The higher this number, the bigger the gap between a county’s income and its property values.  It’s
striking that Teton County’s value is the same as New York’s, for it suggests that, in 2007, there was as big a
class divide in Jackson Hole as there was in New York City.  Both places have incredible wealth, and in both
cases property values are stunningly high.

Put another way, except for New York, no other county in America has anything near our income;
except for New York, no other county has anything near our gap between what we earn and what our
property costs.
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Like it or not, New York and Aspen are the best analogs for where Jackson Hole is and where we’re
heading.  If we’re smart, we’ll try to learn from both places.  If we’re not, we’ll continue to do things in our
traditional go-it- alone fashion, and ultimately be worse off for our obstinance.

Second, in 2007, the natural gas boom in Sublette County made it one of the wealthiest counties in
America: number 40 on the IRS list; number 25 on the BEA list.  For that one year at least, on a per-capita
basis, Sublette County was wealthier than Steamboat Springs, Park City, Sun Valley, Vail, and Breckenridge. 
Throw in property values, and it was also wealthier than Telluride and Nantucket.

Why is that noteworthy?  Because with so much money to be made from hydrocarbons, we’re
delusional if we think that Wyoming – whether its government, industry, or most residents – will do anything
but fiercely defend the state’s current approach to energy extraction and use.  As a result, any carbon
footprint reduction efforts we take here will almost certainly put us at odds with the rest of the state.

Third, looking at income alone, the typical Teton WY resident’s annual income is roughly three times
that of our neighbors in Teton ID or Lincoln WY.  Throw in property values, and the gap gets even greater.

Which, coincidentally, leads us to the local real estate market.

Every week in Brand X, Art Hazen Real Estate publishes its invaluable real estate scoreboard.  The
data in Graphs 1-3 are taken from this source.

Graphs 1 and 2 show the same information for the two Teton counties: 12 month running totals of
how many real estate transactions occurred, and the list price of those sales.  Graph 3 calculates the number
of years of inventory for sale in each county (the number of properties listed divided by the number sold in the
previous 12 months).

Since the local real estate market peaked in the summer of 2007, the declines have been
breathtaking.  In Teton WY, the number of properties sold has declined 70 percent, and the value of those
sales has declined by 52 percent.  Those numbers pale in comparison to the freefall going on in Teton ID: an
85 percent decline in the number of properties sold, and a 78 percent decline in the value of those sales.

As Graph 3 shows, the years of inventory on the market is at record highs.  In Teton WY, in the
summer of 2007, there was barely half a year of inventory listed.  Today, that figure is 3.1 years.  Much more
striking is the situation in Teton ID.  Two summers ago, there was 0.8 years of inventory on the market. 
Today, it’s nearly 8 years’ worth, a ten-fold increase in under two years.

For over a decade, Jackson Hole’s personal income and real estate market have grown hand-in-
glove.  Although we won’t have 2009's income data for a couple of years, today it seems likely that, like
lovers locked in a suicide pact, they are declining together as well.

In a similar fashion, as Teton WY’s wealth has grown, our money has spilled over Teton Pass and
down the Snake River Canyon.  However, because they are less wealthy and because they have done a
much poorer job with their land use planning, our neighbors to the west and south are suffering much more
from the real estate collapse than is Jackson Hole.

Whether nationally or locally, no one can say for sure when or at what level the current recession will
bottom out.  It’s a positive sign that the stock market seems to be recovering, but as I’ve recently written,
we’re delusional if we think the profligacy of the last decade or two is coming back any time soon.  Arguably,
we’re equally delusional if we think that’s a pattern we really want to return to.
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What is clear, however, is that we’re all in this together.  Jackson Hole’s rising tide lifted all of the
region’s boats; our ebbing tide is lowering them as well, albeit at unequal rates.  Perhaps, if we’re wise, we
can take advantage of this opportunity and begin to think more regionally.  The more we do, the better off
we’ll be as we step together into our very uncertain future.

2007 US County Income
Top 10 US Counties for Mean Adjusted Gross Income per Exemption

Sources: IRS & BEA

IRS BEA BEA/IRS

Rank County State
Mean Income/

Return
Mean Exemptions/

Return
Mean Income/

Exemption
Per Capita

Income

1 Teton WY $126,998 1.81 $70,165 $132,728 1.89

2 Pitkin CO $107,094 1.62 $66,107 $93,465 1.41

3 New York NY $101,185 1.58 $64,041 $120,790 1.89

4 Goochland VA $137,045 2.17 $63,154 $58,642 0.93

5 Marin CA $116,094 1.87 $62,082 $91,483 1.47

6
Falls Church
(city)

VA $116,151 2.03 $57,217 $67,909 1.19

7 Fairfield CT $117,425 2.11 $55,652 $81,576 1.47

8 Arlington VA $86,490 1.59 $54,396 $68,270 1.26

9 Fairfax VA $99,413 1.85 $53,737 $67,909 1.26

10 Westchester NY $106,030 2.07 $51,222 $74,878 1.46

2007 US County Income
Major US Resort Counties v. US v. Tetons Area Counties

Sources: IRS & BEA

IRS BEA BEA/IRS

Rank County State
Mean Income/

Return
Mean Exemptions/

Return
Mean Income/

Exemption
Per Capita

Income

1 Teton WY $126,998 1.81 $70,165 $132,728 1.89

2 Pitkin CO $107,094 1.62 $66,107 $93,465 1.41

3 Nantucket MA $80,611 1.70 $47,358 $55,884 1.18

4 San Miguel CO $76,408 1.74 $43,971 $49,604 1.13

5 Routt CO $74,906 1.85 $40,522 $49,890 1.23

6 Summit UT $95,030 2.35 $40,473 $59,216 1.46

7 Blaine ID $84,186 2.14 $39,393 $64,207 1.63

8 Eagle CO $74,051 1.99 $37,211 $49,635 1.33

9 Summit CO $64,389 1.77 $36,344 $43,452 1.20

US $57,067 1.83 $31,269 $38,615 1.23

Sublette WY $87,123 2.13 $40,903 $61,411 1.50

Lincoln WY $59,034 2.39 $24,700 $40,373 1.63

Teton ID $56,703 2.34 $24,230 $29,112 1.20
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