
Jackson Hole has been called “The Last of 
the Old West,” and even today it has the 

wilderness, wildlife and rustic charm to prove 
it. Dirt roads wind through elk-filled forests. 
Banks and restaurants hide inside cabins. No 
one denies that Teton County is a special 
place, and all who live here have reasons to 
keep it that way—from preserving its fragile 
ecosystem to upholding its tourist economy.

Yet Jackson is also at the cutting edge of  
the new West, a rural epicenter of elegant  
homes and first-class resorts. The question 
has become: In a fragile valley with limited 
space, how can we make smart choices to  
live the way we want while safeguarding  
our surroundings?

In many ways, we already are. In 2006, 
Jackson’s Mark Barron was one of 436 mayors 
to sign the Climate Protection Agreement, a 
pact to reduce carbon dioxide emissions. New 
energy codes that incentivize efficiency are close to passing. And back 
in 2004, Teton County residents voted for special-purpose tax dollars 
to fund green building practices at the new Davey Jackson Elementary, 
located just east of Town Square. The result is a healthy and efficient 
building that respects the wild lands around us.

The school’s green elements, from its super-efficient heating systems 
to its recycled rugs, are successful in large part because the voter 
referendum specified LEED certification. 

“Because of where we live, people understand what clean air is, what 
nice lighting is, what open spaces are,” said Kevin Thibeault, facilities 
and operations director for Teton County School District. “And LEED 
is a way of guaranteeing that inside a building.” 

Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design (LEED) is a 
certification program that awards points 
for green building practices. Initiated 
in 1998 by the nonprofit U.S. Green 
Building Council, LEED certification is 
now the most widely accepted hallmark 
of a well-designed and constructed 
environmentally sustainable building. 

And in Teton County, it’s caught on. 
Though Davey Jackson is the first school 
in Wyoming to receive gold LEED 
status, there are plenty of other local 
LEED projects wrapping up. Glory 
View housing project was the first in 
Wyoming to receive a LEED for Homes 
certification. Hotel Terra in Teton Village 
is the first LEED-certified hotel in the 

intermountain West. Laurance S. Rockefeller 
Preserve in Grand Teton National Park is 
not only the first LEED platinum project in 
the state of Wyoming, but also in the entire 
National Park System. 

LEED and its practices aren’t just for lavish 
hotels, 1,100-acre preserves and schools 
that cost $23 million. Almost any structure 
– from a new home to an office undergoing 
renovation – can apply for certification 
under one of LEED’s eight categories. When 
the project is complete, specific efficiencies 
are tested and the building’s LEED level 
(certified, silver, gold, platinum) is awarded. 

Pursuing LEED, even at the residential level, 
is no easy process. It requires extra time, 
money and a dedicated “green team” of 
builders, architects, engineers, contractors and 
third-party LEED consultants to investigate, 
design and institute smart building practices – 

from site sustainability to indoor environmental quality. When LEED 
certification alone can cost more than $20,000 for commercial and 
$8,000 for residential buildings, plus the extra cost of materials, every 
project is treated as a masterpiece. 

But at that cost, why bother? 

“People want more energy-efficient buildings, and LEED helps 
to legitimize that,” explained Doug Staker, project manager at 
Stephen Dynia Architects. Lower heating bills and operating costs 
in an energy-efficient building can result in huge savings. Because of 
the third-party evaluation process, every green measure is followed 
precisely, every seam is sealed. 

“LEED has incredibly high credibility,” said Arne Jorgensen, an 
architect involved in designing Davey Jackson and the eco-conscious 

Journeys School. As a result, LEED 
gives a home or business perceived 
value in a market that will always 
welcome efficiency. Certification then 
becomes a smart investment.

For some, LEED is about more than 
quality and low operating costs. There 
are four major arguments in favor of 
the program, Jorgensen said, and they 
span the political spectrum: economic, 
national security (with regards to 
dependence on foreign resources), 
moral and environmental. But no 
matter the motive, each has the same 

result: greater sustainability for the valley, 
which imports the great majority of its 
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Recycled materials and multipurpose  
spaces are prevalent in LEED designs.

The Davey Jackson Elementary project incorporates  
exterior building materials that are low maintenance  

and energy efficient.
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energy and food, and eco-consciousness that has both tangible and 
intangible benefi ts.

According to the U.S. Energy Information Administration’s 2008 
Annual Energy Review, residential, commercial and electric sectors 
consume 51% of our energy. And according to the Environmental 
Protection Agency’s 2009 U.S. Greenhouse Gas Inventory Report, 
energy-related activities release 86% of all greenhouse gas emissions. 
What LEED says is: They don’t have to.

As the program has grown, it’s had a profound impact on the building industry.

“Until a few years ago the word ‘green’ was fairly loosely applied,” said 
Lisa Carranza-Habib, senior associate at Stephen Dynia Architects, 
“and hopefully the LEED process has put some quantifi cation 
toward what is really green and what’s worth striving for … . We as 
architects like having those constraints because it gives us a good 
challenge and helps us in the long run.”

The folks at Davey Jackson have taken this understanding a step 
further. For them, the new school is more than a LEED-certifi ed school 
– it’s also a teaching tool. 

“It’s been worth it,” Thibeault said. “LEED is a long process and it 
requires a lot from all of the partners. But one of the things that we’re 
using LEED for is helping to educate our kids.” Teachers at the school 
have integrated the building into their lesson plans, allowing children 
to take off their shoes to feel energy-saving radiant heat, for example. 
And the county has brought students from across the district to tour its 
unique sustainable construction and design. 

“We recycle just about everything,” Thibeault said. “And kids get it. 
They understand that the carpet they are walking on is recycled.” Smart 
building is a fi rst step in nurturing a new generation of children who 
will have to navigate the old West and new West themselves.

And as LEED continues to grow, locally and nationally, toward better 
systems and true sustainability, said Kevin Burke at Carney Logan Burke 
Architects, it may point to a solution that those youngsters may already 
know: need less. 

“I think people are going to become more creative with what they 
have,” Burke said, “to build less and build smaller, and that’s where we 
in the design profession can help.” hs

Specialized lighting designs utilize tubes and
 shelves to store and dispense natural daylight.
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