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January Unemployment Drops To 9.7 Percent
Christopher S. Rugaber, AP Economics Writer
WASHINGTON (AP) — The unemployment rate dropped unexpectedly in January to
9.7 percent, while employers shed 20,000 jobs, according to a report that offered
hope the economy will add jobs soon.
The unemployment rate dropped from 10 percent because a survey of households
found the number of employed Americans rose by 541,000, the Labor Department
said Friday. The job losses are calculated from a separate survey of employers.
The department also revised its past employment estimates to show that job losses
from the Great Recession have been much worse than previously stated. The
economy has shed 8.4 million jobs since the downturn began in December 2007, up
from a previous figure of 7.2 million.
That's the most jobs lost in any recession, as a percent of total employment, since
World War II.
The figure for November was revised higher, however, to show a gain of 64,000
jobs. That was initially reported as a gain of 4,000.
Much of January's report offers hope that employers are starting to reverse course
and may start adding jobs soon. Aside from November's gain, January's job losses
were the smallest since the recession began and are down from the huge loss of
779,000 jobs in January 2009.
The manufacturing sector added jobs for the first time since January 2007. Its gain
of 11,000 jobs was the most since April 2006.
Retailers added 42,100 jobs, the most since November 2007, before the recession
began. Temporary help services gained 52,000 jobs, its fourth month of gains. That
could signal future hiring, as employers usually hire temp workers before
permanent ones.
The average work week increased to 33.3 hours, from 33.2. That indicates
employers are increasing hours for their current workers, a step that usually
precedes new hiring.
The number of part-time workers who want full-time work, but can't find it, fell by
almost 1 million. That lowered the "underemployment" rate, which also includes
discouraged workers, to 16.5 percent from 17.3 percent.
The federal government has begun hiring workers to perform the 2010 census,
which added 9,000 jobs. That process could add as many as 1.2 million jobs this
year, though they will all be temporary.
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But job cuts at the state and local levels canceled out those gains, as government
employment fell by 8,000.
The construction industry lost more jobs than other sector, dropping 75,000. Most of
that loss came from the commercial building sector, the department said.
Still, jobs remain scarce even as the economy is recovering: Gross domestic
product, the broadest measure of the nation's output, has risen for two straight
quarters. GDP rose by 5.7 percent in the October-December quarter, the fastest
pace in six years.
Many economists say businesses are reluctant to add workers because it's not clear
whether the recovery will continue once government stimulus measures, such as
tax credits for home buyers, fade this spring.
The debate over health care reform and the scheduled expiration of some Bush
administration tax cuts at the end of this year may also hold back some employers,
many economists said.
"Until some of these uncertainties from Washington get cleared up, businesses,
particularly small businesses, are going to be loath to do any additional hiring," said
Hank Smith, chief investment officer at Haverford Investments.
High unemployment could restrain consumer spending, which has led most
recoveries in the past. That's why many economists think the current rebound will
be weak.
Public concern about persistent unemployment has forced President Barack Obama
and members of Congress to shift their attention to jobs and the economy and away
from health care reform. The Senate will begin working Monday on legislation that
would give companies a tax break for hiring new workers, Majority Leader Harry
Reid said Thursday.
The budget plan Obama released this week projects unemployment will still be very
high — 9.8 percent — by the end of this year.
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