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Exhausting their options
 
More than 400 Skagit County workers have used up their 99 weeks of unemployment
benefits after being out of work for nearly two years
 
By WHITNEY PIPKIN Staff Writer

 

    Afoot-tall stack of job applications, résumés and “Don’t call us, we’ll call you” letters testifies to
Jerry Damron’s relentless job search over the past two years.

    But — with his machine operator skills growing more and more stale — it seems the longer
Damron looks for work, the harder it is to find.

    And he could really use a job right about now.

    Damron, 48, received the last of his 99 weeks of unemployment benefits two weeks ago, leaving
him and his wife Christine to live off her disability checks and bill payment programs for low-income
residents — unless they too go away as part of the proposed state budget cuts.

    “We’ve got plenty of food and stuff. We’re not gonna go hungry,” said Damron, who lives in Cape
Horn. “But if the state cuts any of her benefits, then, yeah, we’ll be in trouble.”

    By the end of November, 434 Skagit County residents like Damron had run out of their 99 weeks
of unemployment benefits, according to the state Employment Security Department.

    These “exhaustees” have not only used up their lifelines, but also have an even slimmer chance
of finding work again due to how long they’ve been out of their respective fields.

    Unemployment insurance lasted about six months before the recession, but state and federal
programs extended the payments to last nearly two years for those in the hardest-hit states.

    In December, about 6.4 million Americans were considered long-term unemployed, having been
out of work for 27 weeks or more, according to the U.S. Department of Labor. Workers filing
unemployment claims in Washington state were collecting benefits for an average of 41.5 weeks at
the end of November.

    After a spike in mid-2010, national long-term unemployment continues to hover at the highest
rate since 1948, when records began being kept.

    While the jobs picture seems to be improving for those who are employed — and are less likely
to get laid off at this point — it remains dismal for those still looking.
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Looking for work that doesn’t exist

    With two master’s degrees and a list of other certifications to his name, Jim Perry thought a new
job would come quickly after he was laid off as a civil engineer at Skagit Surveyors and Engineers.

    At 64 years old and with decades of experience in his field, Perry said the thought of retraining
for another career only briefly crossed his mind.

    “I certainly felt that within the first year I should be able to get a job...Then it just keeps on
going and going and time has gone.What should I have done? It’s hard to know,” he said.

    Over the past two years, Perry watched long-standing engineering firms like Leonard Boudinot
and Skodje, Inc. in Mount Vernon close their doors for lack of work. It didn’t bode well for his job
search.

    Perry reached the end of his unemployment benefits — and the end of his patience — in October.

    With the energy and drive of someone half his age, Perry decided to start his own venture in
November, figuring that things could only get better from there.

    “In my situation, where I’m unemployed and can work out of my house with no employees and
no overhead, it just made sense,” Perry said.

    He’s landed three small gigs so far by expanding beyond land development engineering to offer
services like inspections for mobile homes. Perry runs the business, Engineered Solutions NW LLC,
out of an office in his home.

    When things are slow, he pours himself into the continual renovation of his 100-plus-year-old
house, known by many as the former Hansen House. Perry and his wife bought the Victorian home
from the Burlington-Edison School District for $1 and had it moved to a plot off Maiben Road in
Burlington.

    On the bright side, Perry said, being unemployed has afforded the time to fix it up himself,
instead of paying someone else to do the work.

Retraining

    Damron has found some hope at the end of his job search, too. He got an interview with an
Everett company last week that he thinks could pan out.

    As an out-of-work machine operator, Damron said the first job counselor he saw told him
“there’s just nothing for you” in the job market. His skills set matched those needed by some
manufacturers in Skagit County, but many of them were laying off workers, not hiring them.

    Looking back, Damron wishes he had retrained for another field. His Cape Horn home is an ode
to his hobby of tinkering with computers and electronics — one that he thinks could translate into a
new career.

    His wife Christine is convinced he should have been classified as a dislocated worker and
qualified for state-funded retraining. She said she qualified for a similar program after being laid off
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from Boeing in 2001. She didn’t take advantage of it then because she stopped working after an
auto accident landed her on disability.

    Dislocated workers are those who are unlikely to return to their occupation or industry because
of a permanent plant closure, substantial layoff, foreign competition or lack of demand for skills,
according to the Worksource website.

    The Damrons said they couldn’t afford to put Jerry through a Computer Information Systems
program at Skagit Valley College on their own.Tuition costs for the course, which usually takes a
year and a half to two years to complete, run up to $7,000, not including the cost for books and
other fees, according to the college’s website.

    The Damrons already owe about $2,500 on credit cards they let go delinquent to keep paying
their mortgage. They have $68,000 left to pay on their home and had their car repossessed by the
bank soon after Jerry Damron lost his job.

    Now that the unemployment checks have dried up, Damron said they’ll start to fall behind on
other bills.

    “When you get to the point where I’m at now, what are you gonna do? What can you do?”
Damron said.

Frank Varga / Skagit Valley Herald Jerry Damron has been unemployed for two years and has
received the last of his 99 weeks of unemployment benefits. Damron and his wife Christine sit next
to the stack of job applications and paperwork he’s amassed during his job search.
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Frank Varga / Skagit Valley Herald Jim Perry, an unemployed civil engineer, has decided to
start his own business at age 64 after exhausting his 99 weeks of unemployment benefits.
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