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PITTSFIELD -- Since reaching double-digits in January and February, Berkshire County's unemployment rate has continued to decline. 

Local unemployment dropped for the second straight month in April, falling half a percentage point to 9.1 percent, the lowest level so far this year, according to figures released on Tuesday by the state Executive Office of Labor and Workforce Development. 

Berkshire unemployment was 8.8 percent in December, but shot up to 10.4 percent in January, the first time it had reached double figures in 17 years. The rate then fell slightly to 10.1 percent in February, before it dropped to 9.6 percent in March. 

April's local unemployment rate is also the same as the state rate, the first time it has been below the state average since January. 

"The fact that we're back at par with the state unemployment rate means I'm optimistic that the huge rollercoaster is over," said Heather P. Boulger, the executive director of the Berkshire County Regional Employment Board, referring to the recent local unemployment fluctuations. 

The numbers released by the state on Tuesday 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. 

Local April job gains were reported in the construction, leisure and hospitality, and the professional and business service sectors, Boulger said. She said a continued decline in the local unemployment rate is the "best case scenario" especially with Berkshire County on the cusp of the summer tourist season. 

"The Berkshires are known for seasonal leisure and hospitality," Boulger said. "It's just starting to gear up. I'm optimistic that the second and third quarters will be good for Berkshire County businesses. This is usually the time of year that our businesses do well because there's lots to do around here." 

"As I've said in the past, when the employer base starts to feel a little more confidence in the economy they start to hire more people," Boulger said. "A couple of months ago, people were holding off hiring people. Now, it's in full force. Instead of one, now they're hiring two." 

The number of Berkshire County residents who are collecting unemployment insurance dropped by 408 to 6,557 in April, while the total labor force fell by 324 workers to 72,284. Boulger said the decrease in the number of unemployed is due more to people obtaining jobs than to the expiration of unemployment benefits. 

"People are starting to get to the end of the number of weeks that they're collecting unemployment insurance," she said. "But it looks like they're finding jobs because there's still a good number of people in the labor force." 

The number of employed in Berkshire County, however, increased by only 84 workers in April to 65,727. Boulger said the monthly numbers for the employed and unemployed rarely match, because they don't take into account retirees who are not eligible for unemployment benefits, and those who move away to find jobs. 

"There's no way to know with the numbers that we're looking at," she said. 

Unemployment in the Great Barrington, Pittsfield and North Adams labor market areas also dropped by at least half a percentage point in April. In North Adams, the jobless rate dropped to 9.9 percent, the first time it has been below double figures this year. Unemployment in the Pittsfield area dropped half a percentage point to 9.3 percent, while the jobless rate in Great Barrington fell from 8.4 percent to 7.6 percent.
