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PITTSFIELD -- The summer employment outlook for young workers is suffering a severe slump: Despite the distribution of economic stimulus funds, more young adults are unemployed now than at the start of the recession. 

And as schools let out for summer, young workers likely will find it increasingly challenging to secure seasonal employment. 

"The employment rate for youth workers is the lowest since World War II," said Heather L. Shogry, youth director for the Berkshire County Regional Employment Board on Tuesday. 

A new report by the U.S. Congress Joint Economic Committee, "Understanding the Economy: Unemployment Among Young Workers" shows that one in five young workers was unemployed last month. Prior to the recession, one in eight young workers was jobless. 

According to the federal Bureau of Labor Statistics, the current teen unemployment rate is 25.4 percent for 16- to 24-year-olds. In 2008, that rate was at 15.8 percent. Overall, the national unemployment rate in April 2010 was 9.9 percent. 

On a more local level, Lynn Myers, an account clerk for Pittsfield Public Schools, said she's noticed a decline in the number of work permits she's processing for students. 

"In 2009, I only issued 398 work permits. In 2006, I issued 817," said Myers, who tracks her own data. "I think that's a significant decline." 

Experts say the biggest challenge for young job-seekers is an increase in competition for jobs. Teens, recent college graduates and unemployed adults are now all competing for many of the same positions. 

"I've been doing a lot of work permits now for summer camps and places like Tanglewood. It used to be for fast food jobs for the summer. But when the recession hit a few years ago, I lost quite a few of those young workers," Myers said. "There are so many grown-ups out of work that are looking and can work any hours that, in a way, kids are getting short-changed for jobs." 

Still in Berkshire County, some youth summer work programs are holding strong. 

BerkshireWorks and Berkshire Regional Employment Board have been partnered since last year to run a stimulus funds-based youth work program. Remaining funds from last year's efforts will offer paid employment to 60 youths this summer. The program received roughly $290,000 to be distributed to youth workers by December 2010. 

In addition, Shogry said the YouthWorks program for disadvantaged youths living in Pittsfield will also offer approximately 25 jobs this year. 

"Last year, we had more applicants than we had slots for," said Michele Boyer-Vivori, a job training specialist and internship coordinator at Drury High School in North Adams. The Drury stimulus-funded program will hire 16 students for 100 hours of work this summer. 

Other agencies participating in the stimulus-funded program are Youth Center Inc. in Adams, Hillcrest Educational Centers Inc., Lenox Public Schools, South Berkshire Educational Collabor-ative and Berkshire Community Action Council.

