Unemployment numbers keep dropping
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PITTSFIELD -- On the cusp of the summer tourist season, Berkshire County's unemployment rate continued to drop last month, falling half a percentage point to 8.6 percent, the lowest number since November. 

It was the fourth straight monthly decrease in the Berkshire jobless rate since January when unemployment reached a 17-year high of 10.4 percent. May was also the second consecutive month that Berkshire unemployment was lower than the state rate, which remained at 9.2 percent. The national rate is 9.7 percent. 

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

The local economy is beginning to mirror state and national trends, said Heather P. Boulger, the executive director of the Berkshire County Regional Employment Board. 

"From an employment perspective, it's an encouraging trend, and I hope it continues," she said. "The economy is starting to pick up, and the rate will continue to drop as the economy gets better. Four months in a row is what we like to see." 

In a telephone interview, Gov. Deval Patrick said the state has also experienced four months of job gains and that the increase in April was the highest in 17 years. He attributed the increase to a four-pronged strategy that focuses on education, innovation, infrastructure and regional equity spread throughout the commonwealth. 

Referring to the Berkshire County numbers, Patrick said, "Obviously, I'm very pleased. But I don't want anyone to be left with the impression that our job is done. We have a lot of people who are out of work." 

There are currently five people for every available job in Berkshire County, a decrease from last year's average of eight workers for each posting. 

The number of people collecting unemployment insurance in Berkshire County dropped by almost 300 workers to 6,265 in May, and has decreased by 1,200 workers since January. 

"We are seeing more jobs," said Michael Herrick, the executive director of the BerkshireWorks Career Center, which has branches in Pittsfield and North Adams. "But we're still seeing a lot of people coming in here." 

Extensions for many workers who have been receiving unemployment benefits expired on June 4, but those numbers won't be factored into the state statistics until next month, Boulger said. 

Following two months of gains, the number of employed county residents dropped by over 300 workers to 66,267. 

The county's total labor force dropped by 400 workers in April, but rose by 324 in May to 72,532. Those fluctuations could be due to graduates returning to the area who are looking for work or federal Census jobs that ended in mid-May, Boulger said. 

Unemployment in the Great Barrington, North Adams and Pittsfield labor market areas also decreased in May. In Great Barrington, unemployment dropped almost a full percentage point to 6.8 percent. Although unemployment in the city of North Adams remained in double figures at 10.4 percent, the jobless rate in North Berkshire decreased slightly to 9.8 percent to stay below 10 percent for the second straight month. 

In the Pittsfield area, unemployment fell to 8.9 percent, while the city of Pittsfield's rate dropped from 9.9 to 9.7 percent.

