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To set the stage for today’s column, I’ll start with two quick, grossly over-simplified  history lessons.

First, the evolution of Teton County’s economy.  Since humans started coming to the Jackson Hole valley,
there have been essentially four economic phases: hunter-gatherer; agriculture; tourism; and lifestyle.  Each has
informed its successors, and the last 50 years or so have featured elements of all four.  With each passing
decade, though, lifestyle has become increasingly dominant.

Second, roughly paralleling Teton County’s economic evolution has been an evolution of local leadership.
During the hunter-gatherer and agricultural phases, and into tourism’s early years, Jackson Hole was sufficiently
small, remote, and sparsely-populated that an individual could more-or-less impose his (or, occasionally, her) will
on the community.  John D. Rockefeller Jr. and Paul McCollister are the two most obvious examples of this
phenomenon, but our history of human settlement and real estate development is a testament to how a single
individual could shape the valley’s future.

That era has passed, however, for over time, too many people and too little land led to too many conflicts.
As those conflicts intensified, local leadership passed into phase 2: individuals banding together to act
collectively.

Initially, this “barn raising” approach to influencing the valley’s future took the form of temporary alliances
advocating for or against individual proposals.  Think of the Cliff Hansen-led posse opposing the expansion of
Grand Teton National Park, or the efforts by those in the local building trades  to stop the first comprehensive
land use plan.  By the mid-1970s, though, these collective advocacy efforts started to become institutionalized.
The first comp plan was one example.  Another was the explosion of cause-oriented non-profits during that era,
including the Community Children’s Project, the Jackson Hole Alliance for Responsible Planning, and the Jackson
Hole Land Trust.

The current proliferation of non-profits affirms the preeminence of this second, “coalitions of individuals”
generation of leadership.  However, generation two has itself morphed to produce the third generation of
leadership: coalitions of organizations, including strange-bedfellow groupings opposed to proposals such as the
expansion of Teton Village and the Town.  But as with the early-generation individual alliances, these alliances
of organizations have rarely been permanent, instead featuring temporary partnering to advocate for or against
a particular issue.

What’s next?  The arc of history strongly suggests that Teton County’s fourth generation of leadership
will be permanent coalitions of individuals and organizations coming together around a larger vision.  Arguably,
this is what was supposed to happen during the current Comp Plan process, but four years in, it’s clear the plan
will never transcend its fractious genesis.  And while there are situation-specific reasons the Comp Plan has failed
to unify the community, there’s also a larger phenomenon at play here: Our ignorance.  As a community, we have
little knowledge of, or experience with, successfully creating a common vision, much less supporting it.  As a
result, when the going gets tough, we revert to that which we know best and feel most comfortable doing: tearing
each other apart.

Call it “Eating Our Young” or “Ready, Fire, Aim” or “Not Invented Here” or what have you.  Regardless of
the label, the simple reality is that our collective DNA seems almost hard-wired to immediately criticize any new
proposal, regardless of who presents it, how it’s presented or, most importantly, its actual merits.  Sometimes this
criticism is harsh and personal; sometimes it involves subtle digs.  Regardless of how it comes out, though, our
almost-instinctive reaction when we hear about something new, different, or innovative is to immediately opine
and almost always condemn, even if – most especially if – we know nothing about it.
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The consequences of this phenomenon are manifest, ranging from the reluctance of qualified individuals
to serve in a public capacity to the continuation of practices which make no sense.  Little of this serves the
community well, save perhaps enhancing community character – it certainly adds color to the community to know
we have a long tradition of people who not only vociferously fight change, but vilify those arguing for it.

But such behavior doesn’t necessarily make Jackson Hole a better community.  And perhaps the most
distressing result of this “I’m Agin It; What Is It?” instinct is that it has left us without an important set of tools at
a time we really need them.

As was made clear in my recent “22 in 21: Jackson Hole’s Economy in the 21  Century” forum, thest

economy of the Tetons region has hit an inflection point.  For the past 45 years, our economy has been driven
by real estate development.  That vein has been pretty well tapped out, though, and it’s not clear what will take
its place.  

Something will, of course, for not only does nature abhor a vacuum, but the region features far too much
money and talent for something not to arise.  The question is what that something will be. 

In fact, it’s a three-part question.  Part one is what that something will be.  Part two is whether that
something will be of our own choosing or, as has been the case in the past, something imposed upon us, whether
by larger market forces or the vision of a few individuals.

Question three is the most critical, for the answer to it will determine our long-term economic health: Will
Teton County’s next economy be one which complements our values, character, and resources, especially our
natural resources?  If the answer is “yes,” our economic future is bright.  If it’s “no,” history will not judge us kindly.

For the simple reality is that no other place in the world has Jackson Hole’s combination of resources:
human (one of the highest percentages of college graduates in the nation), financial (the highest per-capita
income in America), and natural (the healthiest ecosystem in the lower 48, if not in any populated region of the
world).  Combined, these resources mean our potential to shape our economic future is greater than that of any
other community in the world .  We also enjoy an unsurpassed potential to not just shape our future, but do so
in a way that can serve as a global model for how a human community and its surrounding environment can
successfully co-exist.

What might keep us from fulfilling that potential?  Not capacity, for we have oodles of that.  Indeed, over
the years we’ve shown ourselves great at pulling together during a crisis.  We’ve also learned to be not half-bad
at coming together around a particular cause, especially if it’s one we can throw  money at.

Instead, if something is going to keep us from fulfilling our potential, it’s the fact that we have essentially
no experience at: a) defining a community-wide, long-term goal, and then b) pursuing it in a concerted, on-going
fashion.  When we’ve tried such efforts in the past, our usual pattern has been first to flounder, and then to revert
to tearing each other down.  And every time we do that, we fall even shorter of fulfilling our extraordinary
potential.

The challenge we face is three-fold: Learning how to define a mutual goal; learning how to act collectively
toward achieving that goal; and learning all this quickly enough to take advantage of the once-in-a-generation
opportunity presented by the current economic inflection point.  22 in 21 was a step in that direction, and you can
learn more about what we did by going to our website: 22in21.com.  For the Tetons region to truly fulfill its
potential, though, we’ll not only need to do a lot of work in a short period of time, but be willing to embrace a lot
of trial and error.  And to succeed in that, we’ll need to learn skills we currently don’t have.  These include being
far more patient, and far less reflexively destructive of one another than we’ve ever demonstrated.  Comity is not
our specialty, and it will be an interesting indeed to see whether we can embrace it.


