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PITTSFIELD -- Berkshire County's unemployment rate jumped a full percentage point in December to 8.8 percent -- the county's highest level since the early 1990s, according to the executive director of the Regional Employment Board. 

It is the biggest increase in the local jobless rate since unemployment jumped from 6.6 percent to 8.3 percent in January 2009, the month after national toy retailer KB Toys of Pittsfield announced that it was going out of business. Last month's unemployment rate is also the county's highest since it reached 8.6 percent last February and March. 

Unemployment in the Berkshires reached 10.7 percent in 1991 when General Electric completed the five-year shutdown of its transformer plant, and 10.9 percent in 1992 when the industrial giant sold its aerospace division to Martin Marietta. It also hit 8.6 percent in 1993. 

Unemployment in the North Adams labor market area increased from 9.2 percent to 10.1 percent last month, while the rate in the Great Barrington area went from 6.2 percent to 7.1 percent. 

The increase in the county's unemployment rate in December corresponds to a similar jump in the state rate, which went from 8.3 percent to 9.1 percent last month. The numbers 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. 

The national unemployment rate increased slightly in December from 9.4 percent to 9.7 percent. 

Heather P. Boulger, the executive director of the Berkshire County Regional Employment Board, said the increase in the local rate mirrors the jump in the state rate. 

"I'm not surprised when it keeps going up," she said. "Until employers feel more comfortable about the economy to hire more people, the rate will continue to go up. 

"We're still below the state, which is a good thing," she added. 

The local labor force dropped by 218 workers in December to 71,686, following an increase of 664 workers in November. The number of employed dropped by 776 workers to 65,395, while the number of unemployed increased by 658 workers to 6,291. Fluctuations in the number of employed, and unemployed from month-to-month are normal, Boulger said. 

There is nothing significant in the numbers that points to such a large increase in the local unemployment rate, she added. 

"It's just the ripples of the economy that we're in," Boulger said. 

Despite the significant jump in the local rate, the Pittsfield labor market area was one of only three of the 22 such entities across the state where the number of jobs increased in December. The labor force increased by 51 workers, but the unemployment rate for the Pittsfield area jumped from 8.0 to 8.9 percent in December.

