Berkshire County jobless rate dips to 7.7%

The decrease of more than half a percentage point in the county is the largest drop in over a year.
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PITTSFIELD -- Berkshire County's unemployment rate fell by more than half a percentage point to 7.7 percent in October, following a similar increase the month before. 

The drop from 8.3 percent in September represents the biggest decrease in the local jobless rate since before the recession hit last fall, and it is the county's lowest rate since May when it was also 7.7 percent. The local unemployment rate was 7.8 percent in August before it jumped by half a percentage point last month. 

The county rate, however, remained under the state unemployment rate for the sixth straight month. Unemployment in Massachusetts dropped from 9.3 percent to 8.4 percent in October, the first monthly decline since June 2007. The national unemployment rate is 9.5 percent. 

The figures that were released on Tuesday by the state Executive Office of Labor and Workforce Development are not seasonally adjusted, which means they take into account short term employment such as seasonal construction jobs, or positions in the travel and tourism industry. 

"It's good news," said Heather P. Boulger, the executive director of the Berkshire County Regional Employment Board, referring to the decrease in October's unemployment rate. "But it's still a little high." 

She compared last month's figure to October 2008 when the county's unemployment rate was 4.9 percent. Because the state figures include seasonal employment, Boulger said the spike in September could be attributable to students leaving summer jobs to go back to school, and second-home owners leaving the county. 
"I think spiking is part of the natural cycle of the economy," she said. "There are peaks and valleys, highs and lows. Because the numbers are comparable to what's going on in the state, I wouldn't say it's due to anything out of the ordinary. 

"I'm not an economist," Boulger said. "But based on the training that we have with the numbers, it's normal." 

Berkshire County's labor force declined for the third straight month in October, although the decrease of 635 workers to 71,267 was the smallest during that time span. The number of employed dropped by 44 workers to 65,782, while the number of unemployed decreased by 491 to 5,485 workers. 

Boulger attributed the decrease in the number of unemployed workers to people who have either found work, or have stopped receiving unemployment benefits. 

"I know people like to say that the recession is ending, but there's still 5,500 people looking for work in this region," she said. 

Unemployment also declined in 20 of the state's 22 labor market areas, including Pittsfield, which represents central Berkshire. Unemployment in the Pittsfield area dropped from 8.6 to 8 percent. In the North Adams area, unemployment fell from 9.5 to 8.8 percent, while the jobless rate in the Great Barrington labor market dropped from 6.4 to 5.8 percent. 

The labor force in both North Adams and Great Barrington has increased slightly since October 2008, while it has decreased by 20 workers in Pittsfield. 

In the city of North Adams, where unemployment was above 10 percent between January and March, the jobless rate dropped slightly from 9.8 to 9.6 percent in October. In the city of Pittsfield, unemployment dropped from 9.1 to 8.6 percent in October. September's unemployment rate was Pittsfield's highest of the year. 

To reach Tony Dobrowolski:tdobrowolski@berkshireeagle.com, or (413) 496-6224.

