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By JACK KATZANEK
The Press-Enterprise

Unemployment rose to a 5-year high in August and the nation's employers cut 84,000  jobs, increasing worries about the economy.

The national jobless rate for August was 6.1 percent, up from 5.7 percent a month earlier, the U.S. Department of Labor reported Friday.
Unemployment is approaching a 12-year high of 6.3 percent but still lower than that of the Inland Empire.

Unemployment in San Bernardino and Riverside counties in July was as high as it was in the mid-1990s, 8.9 percent, according to the state
Employment Development Department. California unemployment and job numbers for August will be released Sept. 19.

Both the job loss and unemployment numbers were worse than analysts had anticipated.

The 84,000 layoffs across the country in August means there have been job losses every month this year, and more than 600,000 jobs have
been eliminated since January. Job losses in June and July turned out to much steeper than the government had initially estimated.

Most economists are calling this downturn a recession, although that designation has not been formally determined. A recession is defined as
two consecutive quarters with a contracting gross domestic product, and it can also be determined by the National Bureau of Economic
Research, a panel of the nation's top economists.

Economists are predicting the situation will continue to deteriorate.

"It's accelerating, and that's the worrisome thing," Chapman University economist Esmael Adibi said. "I think we'll surpass this in the next
couple of months. There's no impetus for improvement. Who in any one industry is going to hire large numbers of people?"

Adibi said employers are cutting payrolls that were lean to begin with. After the nation went through a brief recession in 2001, many
companies were slow to rehire workers. That makes this current round of job cuts especially painful.

Across the Board

Inland Southern California has lost an estimated 25,700 jobs in the last 12 months, with cuts in the construction, manufacturing and financial
sectors.

Inland economist John Husing said the nation's economy will feel some of the pain the Inland area has felt all year. "We've already gotten
there, because we were so dependent on the housing industry."

August's job losses were across the board for most private-sector employers, with manufacturing taking the biggest hit at 61,000 jobs, the
Labor Department reported.

Other losses were in the retail, financial and hospitality sectors. Governments added 17,000 jobs.

The economic slowdown is taking a toll on Inland workers who are in long lines at unemployment and job service offices.

David Gonzales, 34, of Moreno Valley, said he tried to access the state's job assistance services over the telephone, and was kept on hold
because 120 callers were waiting ahead of him.

Gonzales said he was laid off from his stock clerk job at the Goodwill Industries'  store in San Bernardino a month ago. He moved in with his
roommate's family because they could not make the rent.

"Right now I'm looking for work everywhere, but none of the major companies are hi ring. It used to be you could always get a job around
here," said Gonzales, who had been waiting at the Riverside County Economic Development Agency offices for four hours Friday. "I'm
willing to take something at $8 an hour right now."
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Consumer Spending

Gonzales said the Goodwill store he worked at was taking in about $1,500 a day when he was let go, a paltry sum for a retailer of that size.

Economists say the economy and the job markets are not going to be bailed out by consumers because they have no spare cash in their
pockets.

Christopher Thornberg, of Los Angeles-based Beacon Economics, said Americans have essentially been spending imaginary money for more
than a decade. First they were enriched by stock market gains from the dot-com bubble, and then by the sharp run-up in the equity on their
property.

"That's where the U.S. economy is right now," Thornberg said. "We weren't as rich as we thought we were. It was going to blow up on us at
some point."

Some of the damage was forestalled when economic stimulus checks were sent out in the spring and early in the summer. That money is
spent and gone, economists say, and consumers and business have little cash left for new investment.

"We're in a recession," Thornberg said. "Basically it's here, it's now and it's go ing to get worse."

The Associated Press contributed to this report.

Reach Jack Katzanek at 951-368-9553 or at jkatzanek@PE.com

 


