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PITTSFIELD -- Berkshire County's unemployment rate for July rose for the first time this year, but it was slight -- a tenth of a percentage point. 

July's jobless rate was 8.5 percent, up from June's 8.4 percent. The rate had been dropping moderately each month since hitting a 17-year high of 10.4 percent in January. 

For the last three months, the rate has hovered around 8.5 percent. May's unemployment rate was 8.6 percent. 

Albert A. Ingegni III, the chairman and president of the Berkshire County Regional Employment Board, said slight monthly increases result from normal fluctuations in the job market. The number of Berkshire County residents collecting unemployment insurance increased by 200 to 6,424 last month. 

"I think it's not really material," he said. "It is material if you're one of those 200, but it goes up a couple of tenths of a percent due to normal business activity, not a trend," Ingegni said. "I wouldn't put much stock in it. If it was half a point, I'd say something was going on." 

The state unemployment rate also increased in July from 8.8 percent to 9.1 percent. 

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

Berkshire Health Systems, the county's largest employer, announced earlier this month that it would lay off 124 full and part time employees -- 3.7 percent of its entire workforce. But those layoffs don't go into effect until next month, and won't affect the local unemployment rate until the state releases the September figures in late October. 

The county's total labor force, and the number of employed also increased by over 1,000 workers in July, following an increase of 2,000 in both sectors in June, according to the state figures. 

Ingegni said there are "pockets" of employment opportunity throughout the county, but that the Berkshires are still recovering from the recession. 

"Long-established companies that have been here for a while are still laying off or reducing hours," Ingegni said. "We're still recovering from the recession. We're doing it slowly." 

Unemployment in the Pittsfield and North Adams statistical areas also increased slightly in July, while it remained at 6.5 percent in Great Barrington. In Pittsfield, the rate rose from 8.5 percent to 8.6 percent. 

