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As the pandemic recession eases, a mystery ren

Where are 2,000 missil

By LARRY PARNASS
The Berkshire Eagle

PITTSFIELD — What’s going on
when thejoblessrate falls? Of-
ten, it’s a sign of an improv-
ing economy, as increasing
employment powers growth.

That’s not what’s going on
in Berkshire County.

The county’s jobless rate
dropped in April to 4.2 per-
cent, new figures show, com-
pared to 7.3 percent in April
2021.

Sounds good, right? Not
when you look at a few more
numbers.

The state reports month-
ly on beth the jobless rate
for each county and the full
civilian workforce, which
includes people with jobs as
well as those out of work.

In April, there were 1,993
fewer unemployed people in
the county, compared to the
same month a year ago. But
there were also 69 fewer em-
ployed people, state numbers
show.

A recap, since we're talking
about numbers: That’s nearly
2,000 fewer jobless folks from
one year to the next in the
Berkshires. But also fewer
people holding jobs. So where
did those unemployed work-
ers go (or at least the total
number of them)?

Simply out of the labor
force, it seems: From one
April to another, the civilian
labor force shrank in Berk-
shire County by 2,062.

As a result, two years into
the pandemic, Berkshire
County employers still face
a dramatic shortage of work-
€ers.

Heather Boulger, execu-
tive director of the MassHire
Berkshire Workforce Board,
estimates that there are two
openings for every jobless
worker in the region.

We spoke with Boulger to
learn more.

labor market get back
to normal?

CNC Machlmsts
Operators

EAGLE FILE PHOTO

A routine sight across the Berkshires: Pleas for job appllcants as here at Sinicon Plastics in

Dalton.

We’re doing everything

in the MassHire system
to rescale and retool people
and get them back into the
1abor force. We have a highly
competitive labor market
right now, and a shortage of
available workers. We have
more than 3,500 jobs listed in
the Berkshires on our state
database. That’s huge. That’s
double what it was pre-pan-
demic. There’s about two job
openings for every unem-
ployed worker.

It’s definitely a job seek-
ers market. We have some
unique challenges here in
the Berkshires — with an
aging population, a decline in
population and an outmigra-
tion of the working-age pop-
ulation. And those factors all
existed before the pandemic.

What happened to

all these people who
moved into the Berkshires
beeanse 1t was seezmngly

AWe Te stﬂl trymg to col-

of populations to begin with
in Massachusetts.

Are those missing

2,000 people just out

he workforce for good?
They can’t be persuaded
to come back?

More than likely, that’s

true. But for those who
might have retired early, as
they start to use their retire-
ment funding, they might
come back in some type of
part-time capacity, orin a
consulting or gig capacity.

Do you know of em-

ployers who are reach-
ing out to retirees or peo-
ple who want te work part
time?

In Berkshire County, em-

ployers are resilient.
They are pulling out every
avenue possible. We've spo-
Een o more than 700 com-

g
workers.
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grams to bring in foreign
staff.

We need to figure out the

whole immigration con-
cern. That's another huge
population that the Berk-
shire has relied on. And
that’s also hindering some of
our leisure and hospitality
sectors. They’re slowly gear-
ing up, but it’s not like be-
fore. It’s probably a third of
what it was before the pan-
demic.

Do special circum-
stances affect women
who work?

Female workers have

been greatly impacted
during the pandemie, more
than men, mainly because
they are primary child care
providers, There'’s been a lot
of child care organizations
that have closed or down-
sized or don’t have the staff-
ing Soalot of female em-
E5 had to leave their
employinetit to be abie to
care for thelr chlldren
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A whole lot has changed,

even though the unem-
ployment rate is pretty sim-
ilar to what it was pre-pan-
demic. The biggest thing
that I see from a workforce
perspective is a drop in the
number of people in the l1a-
bor force in the Berkshires
... and it’s consistently been
about 2,000 people under
pre-pandemic levels. We've
come to conclude that those
2,000 people are mostly peo-
ple who have taken early re-
tirement. People who were
working and just decided to
leave the workforce.

What can be done to
address that?

OI1 TNOSE 101KS, DUL IT1ally Peo-
ple who permanently moved
here, or resided in their sec-
ond home here in the Berk-
shires, either were already
retired, or they were doing
remote work. Their com-
pany was allowing them to
work from anywhere and
they chose the beautiful
Berkshires.

Of all state counties,
9 from March 2021 to
arch of this year, only
Berkshire and Nantucket
counties saw their work-
force numbers fall. Sur-
prise?

I’'m not surprised. The
Berkshires has the oldest

creauve as ey possibly can
and are recruiting younger
people. We’re hoping that our
youth employment will get
better and they're starting

to hire more 16- and 17-year-
olds, even down to 14-year-
olds for some of the work
that can be done.

How are area hospital-
ity businesses coping
the need for summer
workers? Historically,

they’ve relied on visa pro-

education ana traiming pro-
viders to try to create new
opportunities for child care.
So folks can actually end up
returning to work and get
trained to go into that indus-
try sector.

What’s the chance that
people will come back
into the workforce?

People are slowly return-
ing, those that were sit-
ting on the sidelines, who
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“Yeah, we're baffled. We don’t know where
the people who want to work are””
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were afraid to go to work, or
had compromised immune
systems or who couldn’t find
child care. They're start

ing to trickle back into the
workforce. The economy is
crazy, but atleast the work-
force numbers are looking
more favorable. We just need
about 2,500 more people.

What businesses are
feeling the worker
shortage most acutely?

Every industry is strug-

gling, but especially
health care, where you can’t
work remotely. And our hos-
pitality sectors. They're
struggling to find folks.
Manufacturing companies
are finding it hard to find
skilled workers. Every in-
dustry sector has been hit
by that.

During COVID-19, people
had a chance to reevaluate
what their priorities are
personally. If they weren’t
happy in their job, they
Jjumped out— and hopefully

switched to another career.

But there’s people that just

don’t want to work full time
or are job hopping between

companies.

Last fall, when ex-

tended federal jobless
benefits ran out, people
thought that might be the
nudge to get people back.

We're still waiting for
that nudge. Six months
later. Yeah, we're baffled.

We don’t know where the
people who want to work
are. The Career Center [in
Pittsfield] has been open for
in-person business since Jan-
uary. People are not coming
through the doors. We're
trying really hard to connect
all the dots for job-seekers or
companies.

We’re also trying to
provide support for people
who have been working right
along — the people who are
working two or three times
what they normally do.
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