Job losses, grief, and lots of rain

By Tony Dobrowolski, Berkshire Eagle Staff
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KB Toys closed in the spring after a liquidation... (Darren Vanden Berge / Berkshire Eagle Staff)
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Sunday, Dec. 27

The economy was the major issue nationally in 2009. It was no different locally. 

In January, Berkshire County's unemployment rate jumped to its highest level in 16 years, then hovered between 7 and 9 percent as major employers initiated significant layoffs and KB Toys officially went out of business after filing for Chapter 11 bankruptcy protection in December 2008. 

Cuts in state aid to cities and towns caused several Berkshire municipalities to slash their budgets and led two school districts to close their middle schools as cost-saving measures. The Shakespeare & Company theater group in Lenox also announced that it was in a financial hole. 

Meanwhile, elections played a major role in the Berkshires in 2009. In North Adams, the state's longest-serving mayor lost his job, while Pittsfield's chief executive barely held on to his. A North Adams native took a giant step toward becoming the first woman in Massachusetts history to serve in the U.S. Senate. 

Barack Obama's inauguration as president resulted in elation in most of heavily Democratic Berkshire County. The deaths of U.S. Sen. Edward M. Kennedy and the wife of Pittsfield Mayor James M. Ruberto resulted in an outpouring of memories and sorrow. 

Zebra mussels were discovered in Lee in July during the county's fifth-wettest month on record. 

After 10 years of stops and starts, Pittsfield's long-awaited downtown cinema complex opened a month ahead of schedule. 

In separate trials conducted six months apart, the same Berkshire Superior Court judge found an elderly Great Barrington man not guilty of killing his wife by reason of insanity, and a former North Adams police officer guilty of assaulting an intoxicated man who had been taken into police custody after defecating on a welcome mat. 

North Adams Regional Hospital and the union that represents most of its health-care workers narrowly avoided a strike, while Berkshire Medical Center sued the state over discrepancies in Medicaid reimbursements. 

Those were the top Berkshire County stories of 2009. The list below, compiled from recommendations by Eagle reporters and editors, ranks the stories in order of importance. 

We'd like readers to tell us whether we're right. To choose the top story of 2009, visit www.berkshireeagle.com. The voting deadline is noon Thursday. 

1. THE RECESSION. Fueled by the layoffs at KB Toys, Berkshire County's unemployment rate jumped over half a percentage point to 8.3 percent in January, the county's highest mark since 1993. The jobless rate topped out at 8.6 percent in February, then began a gradual descent to 7.7 percent in May before rising to 8.3 percent in September and hitting 7.9 percent in November. 

In March, Crane & Co. cut 70 hourly and salaried jobs in its stationery division, and implemented a 9 percent wage reduction for the remaining employees. In separate actions in June and September, Berkshire Health Systems, the county's largest employer, cut the equivalent of 130 full-time positions. 

KB Toys closed in the spring after several months of staggered layoffs that cost some 270 employees their jobs. 

2. LOCAL ELECTIONS. Facing his first real competition in years, North Adams Mayor John Barrett III, the state's longest-serving chief executive, was ousted after 26 years in the position when he lost by 880 votes to City Councilor Richard J. Alcombright in November. 

In Pittsfield, Mayor James M. Ruberto edged Ward 6 Councilor Daniel L. Bianchi by 207 votes to became only the fourth chief executive since Pittsfield began electing mayors in 1891 to gain a fourth term. 

In December, North Adams native and Williams College graduate Martha Coakley finished first among four candidates in the Democratic Party primary for Kennedy's U.S. Senate seat. 

On a personal level, Ruberto lost his wife of 39 years, Ellen, to cancer in July. 

3. OBAMA AND KENNEDY: Elation and grief. President Barack Obama's inauguration in January was a festive occasion for Berkshire County residents. The West Side Neighborhood Resource Center in Pittsfield, along with students from Williams College and MCLA, organized bus trips to the ceremony in the nation's capital, and the ceremony was broadcast live at the Mahaiwe Performing Arts Center in Great Barrington. 

Kennedy, who had served in the U.S. Senate for 47 years, died Aug. 25 after a 15-month battle with brain cancer. His passing generated a slew of memories from Berkshires politicians and residents. 

4. ZEBRA MUSSELS. They were discovered in July in Laurel Lake in Lee, the first time that the invasive species had been found in a Berkshire County body of water. In an effort to stop the zebra mussels from spreading, the state closed Laurel Lake's boat ramp, a procedure that town boards in Stockbridge and Hinsdale repeated in the following days. 

In December, a report released by the Department of Conservation and Recreation found that zebra mussels had been detected in the Housatonic River as far south as Stockbridge, that they have resided in Laurel Lake for two to three years, and that 10 county water bodies were at high risk for infestation. 

5. SOGGY SUMMER. After 6.6 inches of rain fell on the Berkshires in June, 11.68 inches followed in July, making it the wettest month since 1982, and the fifth-wettest month since record keeping began in 1939. 

In Richmond, six roads were washed out in two days of heavy rain. In Cheshire, the heavy rain softened paving material that crews had laid down along a section of Route 8, causing the chemical to coat hundreds of cars. The state Highway Department received more than 600 complaints. 

6. BEACON CINEMA. It took 10 years from conception to completion, but Pittsfield's $23 million, six-screen Beacon Cinema finally opened in late November, 12 months after construction began. 

Located in the 91-year-old Kinnell-Kresge building on North Street, the Beacon is the city's first movie complex since the 10-screen Pittsfield Cinema Center on West Housatonic Street closed abruptly in March 2001. 

City officials see the Beacon as a major piece of downtown development, along with the Colonial Theatre (which reopened in 2006) and Barrington Stage Company (which moved to Pittsfield in 2007). 

7. SHAKESPEARE & COMPANY. The theater company announced in October that it was more than $10 million in debt and needed to raise $2.3 million by March -- and millions more in long-term funds -- to avoid dissolution or bankruptcy, according to an independent report compiled at the Lenox nonprofit's request. 

The report, by the Nonprofit Finance Fund, found that the 32-year-old theater company had a $4.75 million operational deficit over the past five years, and has more than doubled its debt since 2007. 

8. BUDGET CUTS. Gov. Deval Patrick's decision to cut $128 million in state aid to local communities in January in order to plug a $1.1 billion budget hole created a $1 million shortfall in Pittsfield's fiscal 2009 spending plan. 

Officials plugged the hole with a combination of budget cuts and transfers from the reserve fund account. The state cuts also created a budget shortfall in North Adams, where the City Council approved a $200,000 cut in April. 

Adams Middle School and Conte Middle School in North Adams were closed in June as cost-saving measures by their respective school districts. 

9. COURT PROCEEDINGS. Great Barrington resident Henry Dozier Sr., who in 2007 had been charged with killing his wife, the Rev. Esther Dozier, was found not guilty by reason of insanity in May during a jury-waived trial in Berkshire Superior Court. 

Judge John A. Agostini made the legal determination based on the medical consensus of several psychiatric experts. Dozier was sent to Bridgewater State Hospital, a secure psychiatric facility, for evaluation. A hearing on whether Dozier will continue to be evaluated at Bridgewater will take place in Superior Court early in 2010. 

In another jury-waived trial in December, Agostini found former North Adams Police Officer Joshua Mantello guilty of assaulting North Adams resident Matthew Trombley in 2008. Mantello received a six-month jail sentence followed by two years of probation. 

10. HEALTH CARE. After more than six months of tension, Northern Berkshire Healthcare and the union that represents most health-care workers at North Adams Regional Hospital narrowly avoided a strike in December by agreeing to a two-year contract. 

Meanwhile, Berkshire Medical Center joined five other Massachusetts hospitals in filing a lawsuit in Suffolk Superior Court that alleges the state Executive Office of Health and Human Services violated state statutes regarding Medicaid reimbursements. 
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