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PITTSFIELD -- Berkshire County's unemployment rate hit a 16-year high in 2009. Several major employers instituted layoffs. National retailer KB Toys went out of business. It wasn't a great year for the local job market. 

Will 2010 be any different? The economic recession that began in the fall of 2008 has lingered longer than expected, but there are some encouraging signs nationally. In its 2010 Job Forecast, CareerBuilder.com, the country's largest online job site, states that 20 percent of employers nationwide plan to increase their number of full-time, permanent employees this year. That's an increase from 14 percent last year. 

Heather Boulger, the executive director of the Berkshire County Regional Em-ployment Board, said she's optimistic about the local employment situation, but expects 2010 to be another difficult year. 

"I think it's going to a tough year, a tight year," Boulger said. "But I'm cautiously optimistic, as many employers are." 

It takes longer for Berkshire County to get into a recession then other areas of the state, and longer to come out of it, she said. 

"I don't know how long it will take to come out of the total unemployment cycle," Boulger said. "I hope we stay under a double-digit unemployment rate. 

"As long as consumer confidence will increase, Berkshire County should be OK in 2010," she said. 

Fueled by the initial layoffs at KB Toys, which filed for Chapter 11 bankruptcy protection in December 2008, the county's unemployment rate jumped from 6.6 to 8.3 percent last January, the county's highest mark since 1993. It topped out at 8.6 percent in February, then dropped gradually to 7.7 percent in May. But the unemployment rate rose again, hitting 8.3 percent in September, before it dropped to 7.9 percent in November. The local figures for December won't be released until late January. 

Boulger said she expects there will be spikes in the local unemployment rate again in 2010. But how the local unemployment rate fares between December and January could determine the direction it takes for the rest of the year, she added. The fiscal year for most companies ends during this time period, Boulger said, which is also when the holiday season comes to an end. A lot of temporary workers get laid off in January. 

"If the jump is not as high as it was last year," Boulger said, referring to the 11 2 percent increase in the county's unemployment rate between Decem-ber 2008 and January 2009, "the economic outlook may be more optimistic." 

"Most of the national surveys that I've read say that many companies are going to hire during the first quarter," she added. 

According to CareerBuilder's 2010 forecast, 21 percent of the employers surveyed in the Northeast said that they plan to add full-time workers this year. The only region with a higher percentage is the West with 24 percent. The online site surveyed more than 2,700 hiring managers and human resource professionals across the country. 

"I'm sure it will have an impact on Berkshire County," Boulger said, referring to CareerBuilder's findings. "Usually, when you do surveys like that you don't do it by communities, you do it by the state." 

However, Boulger said local companies tend to be affected by the national numbers. "It's definitely encouraging," she said. 

When asked to assess the prospects for different sectors of the local job market this year, Boulger said, "manufacturing has been taking a beating for the last one or two years. Even if a small company opened [here], it would be huge in Berkshire County." 

She said the retail and travel and tourism sectors will improve when consumer confidence goes up. 

"When people feel better, they tend to spend more," Boulger said. 

Berkshire Health Systems, the county's largest employer, cut the equivalent of 130 full-time positions last year in two separate job actions. But Boulger said there is still room for growth in the local health care field. 

"Even though Berkshire Health Systems laid off people, long-term care has openings, and it continues to expand," she said. 

Boulger said she tells people looking for work in the health care field to keep their options open. If someone believes they are ideally suited for one position, such as a registered nurse, there are several related occupations they can choose from, she said. 

Will there be major layoffs in the county again in 2010? Boul-ger said that's hard to predict. 

"It's a difficult question to answer," she said. "The reason is a lot of companies don't release their forecasts until February. I haven't seen any signs that it's happening. Usually, you hear rumors that companies are going to downsize or close." 
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