This week, we had a new set of unemployment numbers released by the Bureau of Labor Statistics.  Essentially, the numbers came out on a "do-nothing week" for Wall Street.  As a result, despite being bad, the depth of their "badness" was not adequately explored in the local media.  It wasn't convenient.  This is vacation time for talking heads.

Still, we take it upon ourselves to read closely the "official" word about unemployment from BLS. It's not especially worrisome, unless you read between the lines:

The unemployment rate rose to 6.4 percent, the Bureau of Labor Statistics of the
U.S. Department of Labor reported today.  Payroll job losses continued in
manufacturing, but were partly offset by employment increases in other
industries.
   
Unemployment (Household Survey Data)
   
   The number of unemployed persons increased by 360,000 in June to 9.4 mil-
lion, and the unemployment rate rose from 6.1 to 6.4 percent.  Since March,
unemployment has increased by 913,000.  The rate for adult men edged up for the
third month in a row; at 6.1 percent, the jobless rate for this group was 0.8
percentage point higher than in March.  The teenage unemployment rate, at 19.3
percent, has trended up since the beginning of the year.  Over the month, the
unemployment rate for blacks increased to 11.8 percent.  Jobless rates for the
other major worker groups--adult women (5.2 percent), whites (5.5 percent), and
Hispanics (8.4 percent)--showed little change from May.  The unemployment rate
for Asians was 7.8 percent, not seasonally adjusted.  (See tables A-1, A-2, and
A-3.)
   
   In June, there were 2.0 million unemployed persons who had been looking for
work for 27 weeks or longer, an increase of 410,000 over the year.  They re-
presented 21.4 percent of the total unemployed, up from 18.8 percent a year
earlier.  (See table A-9.)
   
Total Employment and the Labor Force (Household Survey Data)
   
   The civilian labor force increased by 611,000 over the month to 147.1
million.  The labor force participation rate rose by 0.2 percentage point to
66.6 percent in June.  The rate is up from its recent low of 66.2 percent in
March.  Total employment in June was 137.7 million, and the employment-
population ratio was unchanged at 62.3 percent.  (See table A-1.)
   
Persons Not in the Labor Force (Household Survey Data)
   
   In June, 1.5 million persons were marginally attached to the labor force,
little changed from a year earlier.  These individuals wanted and were avail-
able to work and had looked for a job sometime in the prior 12 months.  They 
were not counted as unemployed, however, because they did not actively search 
for work in the 4 weeks preceding the survey.  There were 478,000 discouraged 
workers in June, up from 342,000 in June 2002.  Discouraged workers, a subset 
of the marginally attached, were not currently looking for work specifically 
because they believed no jobs were available for them.  (See table A-13.)

OK, go back up and read what they're saying in that last headline:  "Persons not in the Labor Force".  If you look it up in the table at http://www.bls.gov/news.release/empsit.t13.htm you'll see something that doesn't seem to square with "what going on on the street."  The table asserts that the number of people who what a job has dropped to 5,085,000 from 5,128,000 a year earlier.  On the other hand, the table admits that people who are so discouraged about employment that they have given up looking has increased from 342,000 last year to 478,000 this month.

The big lies, however, are in the details.  If you look at the A-2 table at http://www.bls.gov/news.release/empsit.t02.htm you would see that total unemployment has increased from 5.2% last year to 5.6% this year.  When you look at unemployment by industry, in table A-11 at http://www.bls.gov/news.release/empsit.t11.htm you'll see that unemployment for construction workers has popped up to 7.9% from 6.9% last year.  Ought to be a clue to take any "happy talk" stories about the health of the housing industry with several shots of tequila rather than a grain of salt by itself.

Leisure and hospitality jobs have had their ass kicked, too.  8.6% versus 8.5% this year doesn't seem like much, but remember, that baseline 8% number wasn't here before 9/11.    Even government worker unemployment is up - slightly - to 3.5%.  If you want a high security job, try being a government worker.

The A-12 table if always our favorite.  This is where the government "fesses up" to the number of people who are underutilized.  This is where you find surgeons making burgers and software engineers at the car washes.  The so-called "U-6" number at http://www.bls.gov/news.release/empsit.t12.htm shows the underemployment rate is 10.6, but if you don't see waste in having a Master in computer science washing cars, you can skip this number. 

Remembering our report from last week on goods producers, versus service jobs, there's no comfort in the continuing declines in real goods.  The B-2 table at http://www.bls.gov/news.release/empsit.t15.htm shows last week, goods producers in June worked 40.4 hours.  This year its down to 39.8, continuing the decline in real production here in the US.

We note with a certain cynicism from reading Elaine's article about the unemployment rate, in the latest edition of www.independencejournal.com that unemployment hasn't budged in 6-years.  If it had, instead of the $5.15 an hour, the rate would be closer to $5.90.  The Republican controlled congress is to blame on ths one, something that won't go unnoticed at election time, I'm sure.

Still, with all the worries about deflation, you'd think that someone with about a nickel's worth of brains would figure out that rewarding the unemployed just slightly better would be a good thing and they would spend in ways that would advance the entire economy.

