Despite layoffs, hope springs

There are local jobs for the 124 people let go from BHS, the business community says.
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PITTSFIELD - The 124 people being laid off at Berkshire Health Systems can still find other health care jobs in the area, local employment officials said Friday. 

BHS announced on Thursday an across-the-board work force reduction of 3.7 percent of its work force as of Sept. 10, with the majority of the layoffs occurring at its flagship operation, Berkshire Medical Center. While the announcement has sent shock waves through the county, the area business community is holding out hope for the newly unemployed. 

"Although the news is devastating to those losing their jobs, there are opportunities for them elsewhere," said Heather P. Bulger, executive director for the Berkshire County Regional Employment Board. "The health care sector is still the largest industry in the county." 

The BCREB survey released in May indicated the health care/social services fields accounted for 14 to 15 percent of the Berkshires work force - or more than 11,000 jobs in 2009. Despite fewer jobs at BMC, Bulger said nursing homes, physicians' practices and other health care operations do have job openings. 

No 'hiring freeze' 

"We're not in a hiring freeze," said CEO Holly Vannucci of the Lee Regional Visiting Nurse Association, which currently has 74 full- and parttime employees. 

"We're looking for a registered nurse/case worker, physical therapist, and we're always looking for home health aides," she said. 

BHS issued the layoff notices on Thursday to 20 registered nurses, about 15 technicians, and the rest in administrative and support services positions, company officials said. The reduction represents 94 fulltime equivalent positions. 

The county's largest employer with 2,700 workers, BHS' latest work force reduction is the third such cutback in 14 months. The company let go of more than 130 full- and part-time employees in July and September 2009, most of them also at BMC. Nevertheless, some of those workers did land jobs at other local health care providers. 

"We benefited from last year's layoffs by hiring for the long-term care arena," said Lisa Gaudet, vice president of marketing for Berkshire Healthcare Systems. 

Help for displaced workers 

The state's largest nonprofit nursing home company operates 16 nursing and rehabilitation facilities, including six in Berkshire County. The long-term care company, which is independent of Berkshire Health Systems, may once again help out displaced workers. 

"If they are qualified candidates, we can assist in finding them a job," Gaudet said. 

BHS officials said they are also assisting the 124 workers being laid off find new work by bringing in career counselors. Furthermore, the BCREB operates a pair of Berkshire Works Career Centers at 160 North St. in Pittsfield and 37 Main St. in North Adams, to assist the BHS employees and anyone else seeking new employment in the county. 

The BHS layoffs, primarily at BMC, among a growing list of hospitals in Western Massachusetts announcing work force reductions this year. 

In January, North Adams Regional Hospital announced more than 20 layoffs followed by staffing reductions at Mercy Medical Center in Springfield and Cooley Dickinson Hospital in Northampton. 

They joined Baystate Medical Center in Springfield, the region's largest hospital, which announced major cutbacks last year. In all, more than 2,000 hospital positions have been eliminated statewide since 2008, according to the Massachusetts Hospital Association. 

Bucking the trend have been Fairview Hospital in Great Barrington and Noble Hospital in Westfield. Fairview, also under the BHS umbrella, wasn't part of the latest layoffs, while Noble is actually hiring to fill several vacancies, both medical and non-medical positions. 

"We do evaluate each position as it become available, but we try to fill them all," said Joanne Ollson vice president for human resources at Noble. Ollson said a wage freeze instituted in February 2009 has allowed Noble's payroll to remain at 600 employees. 

