



Small actions bring individual fulfillment

It’s all about getting a job
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Part three in a three-part series on unemployment in our area
 

At a small coffee shop called the Steamin’ Bean in Blue Springs, Mo., a customer paid for her morning coffee one day last month and then told the cashier she wanted to perk up Monday morning for the next person in line by treating for a cup of coffee. Instead of accepting the free java, the next customer opted to pass it on to the next person in line, and so it went. 

Maryellen Brett, the executive director of the South Coastal Workforce Investment Board (WIB), recalled the pay-it-forward coffee story she saw on the evening news a couple of weeks ago and recounted a litany of goodwill undertaken by business owners, government officials and volunteers throughout the region as the nation continues to combat the worst economic downturn since the Great Depression.

Brett pointed to Dependable Cleaners, a family-owned dry cleaning company headquartered in Quincy that is offering three free suit cleanings for people who are unemployed to keep their interviewing attire pressed and tidy. Maryann King-Beebe, the executive assistant and office manager at Dependable Cleaners, said that by the end of July more than 190 suits had been cleaned for free. King-Beebe said the program, the Clean Suit Stimulus Package, was the brainchild of company President Christa Hagearty.

“She felt like there was so much bad news so she wanted to roll out something to let people feel like someone was out there to help them,” King-Beebe said.

The program started in April and will continue until 2,000 gift certificate cleanings are used. To use the service, people only need to show proof they are collecting unemployment compensation by showing a pay stub, bank statement, or electronic payment confirmation.        

Brett also pointed to one of her staff members who is volunteering in her own community, giving free career counseling to people who have been laid off. She mentioned a local hairdresser she read about that works on her day off providing free hair cuts to those unemployed.

“Whether it’s a company or an individual, there are some excellent supports for individuals seeking employment,” she said. “There’s a lot of good will out there.”            

For those who can volunteer, Brett said that donating individual services will keep skills sharp, resumes updated, and help instill a sense of purpose particularly for those who have experienced a layoff. Brett said people can even look into helping other job seekers at career centers where staff members are doing what they can to meet the dramatic increase in need for services.

The One Stop Career Centers in Quincy and Plymouth are currently hiring additional staff and designing new programs to accommodate those seeking employment with funds from The American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA) part of the $787 billion stimulus package.

“The WIB is working to align workforce resources in the region to effectively respond to the current economic recession while also planning for future opportunities,” Brett said. Those opportunities include working with Plymouth Rock Studios, in Plymouth, to identify jobs such as acting, hairdressing, construction, lighting, and catering professions that the film center will need. The WIB is also tracking the development of other local film industry ventures including a studio at Southfields, the former naval air base in Weymouth, and another studio planned for South Boston.

“We have to look at the overall picture and not get mired in the moment,” Brett said. “The South Shore region has many strengths including a skilled workforce and a diverse economy with sectors like health care, finance and insurance, education, retail, hospitality and more. The region is not overly reliant on one or two industries, and that has helped us.”

Massachusetts Secretary of Labor and Workforce Development Suzanne Bump agrees.

“Massachusetts is in a good position to bounce back from this. We are not Michigan. We are not Arizona. That gives us reason to hope,” she said, referring to states overly reliant on single industries – automobiles and housing in these cases.

Bump said that unlike the dot-com recession in the 1990s, when “the ripple effect didn’t extend that far out” and job losses were largely concentrated in the area of high technology, this recession has been fueled by a number of factors. The financial and housing industry collapse affected construction jobs and access to capital borrowing, and consumers cut back their spending.

“This is indeed a worse recession in those respects. This is more widespread. Many more industries are being affected,” she said.

“In retrospect the recession came to Massachusetts in late June, early July 2008,” the secretary said, and by the third quarter of 2008 “jobs just fell off a cliff. The magnitude of job loss that started in October took us by surprise so we were in a catch up mode for a number of months. It frankly took state government and economists by surprise.

“We’re now in a much better place. We think that with the decline in the weekly numbers of people filing, we have adequate staff, but it really has been a struggle. Economists have to be monitoring on a day-by-day basis so we can make sure we are maximizing benefits during a prolonged recession like this. A lot of balls are in the air that have to watched and caught to allow people to keep getting benefits. There’s nothing simple about a recession and economic indicators or unemployment laws.”

Bump estimated that an economic recovery will take place throughout 2010 and extend to 2011. “We have seen a lot of good indications that give us hope,” she said. “Fewer initial claims filed each week, companies bringing back workers. We know there are new jobs being created. The reality is with the large number of folks who are unemployed it’s going to be a long time before the economy grows again to absorb all those people.”

The secretary pointed to collaborative efforts with Plymouth Rock Studios and the educational and training assistance provided at local schools and colleges to capitalize on jobs that will become available. She said the state is also working in New Bedford developing clean energy jobs, and in Fall River, Meditech, a health administration software company, has located a satellite campus and is working with Bristol Community College in hiring 300 people.

Three other local companies – Sullivan Tire, King Collision and The Fours restaurant – have recently expanded and opened in new locations. Sullivan Tire, with corporate offices in Norwell, recently opened stores in Peabody, Kingston, Fairhaven, and Brewer, Maine. Mark Gillard, who does marketing for the 53-year old employer of almost 1,000, said the new stores, “Are all doing well. We hired some new staff.”

King Collision, of Plymouth and Pembroke, opened a new location in Raynham at the end of June, and The Fours restaurant with locations in Quincy and Boston recently expanded to Norwell.

Richard Lord, president and CEO of Associated Industries of Massachusetts (AIM), an organization representing the legislative interests of about 7,000 diverse employers including manufacturing, retail and education, said employers aren’t feeling all that differently from employees. “Obviously it’s been a tough 12 months for employers,” he said.

“This recession has had a pretty wide-ranging impact on businesses and consumers,” he said, citing the drops in the stock market, pension plans, and the auto industry for causing consumer spending to decline impacting retail sales. “Even health care and education have been impacted by this recession. Endowments are taking a hit. That’s why this one has been so widespread. Lots of things happening at one time.”

In order for employers to start hiring, Lord said, “Economic activity needs to pick up. Employers have to survive as well in this tough economy. And they’re very cautious about doing any hiring and most want to hang on to what they have.”

Each month AIM conducts a member survey to gauge business confidence levels. Though “June is down just a little,” Lord said, the month-to-month figures are not as important as the overall trend, which seems to have bottomed out. A confidence-level figure below 50 is bad, Lord said, and AIM started seeing declines to 48.9 in June 2008. That number steadily declined to 33.3 in February, but has been crawling back up since March and is currently at 38.2 for June. Lord expected things will “bump along for a while” and said, “Our members’ confidence in the economy is still low.”

Earlier this year AIM conducted a member survey and found that 46 percent of businesses had either conducted a layoff or were planning to do so. Fifty-five percent had frozen salaries for 2009, and 42 percent reduced employee work hours.

With those things considered, job seekers must utilize all resources available to them in finding an employer that is hiring, Bump said, including networking, cold calling employers, online services, and using the career centers.

“There is no one best way to search for a job in this economy,” she said. “You have to be fully engaged in your job search. People need to use every means available and get out of their comfort level. Use this time of unemployment to take advantage of the training available.”

Bob Viera, of Rochester, has done just that by signing up for a three-week long computer class at the New Bedford Career Center. Laid off in December, the former shipping supervisor decided a few weeks ago to tune his computers skills. Despite the anxieties associated with learning new skills and taking chances exploring new directions, Viera is adjusting well, though he has met an unexpected challenge.

“I am the only male in the class, and I think the only one that doesn’t know how to type,” he said. “Every day we take a typing speed test, and I hear all the girls chuckle when I tell the teacher how many words a minute I did. But I am learning.”

Kerri Cattabriga, of Wareham, was laid off in May from her environmental monitoring job at Otis Air Force Base. She holds bachelor degrees in chemistry and engineering but decided to challenge herself by taking an eight-week film workshop in Plymouth through the New England Institute of Art. “It’s fun, entertaining, and I’m learning a lot about film making,” she said.

And James John Kemmett, of Plymouth, who has been unemployed since April 1, has decided to go back to school and pursue a trade that is in demand.

While the three job seekers have been unsuccessful in finding work, they have been successful in capitalizing on the opportunities that their layoffs have provided, including personal growth, exploration, and fulfillment. Though the classes they are taking may be small steps in overcoming the many obstacles in their career paths, it’s often the little things in life that end up becoming the greatest acts of all. Like buying someone a cup of coffee.

“We are now over 3,100 and going strong,” Garin Bledsoe, owner of the 1-1/2 year-old Steamin’ Bean coffee shop, where customers continue to pass along the free cup of Joe, said. The movement has become so strong, Bledsoe said, that customers have donated more than $1,000 to his shop to be distributed throughout the local community, with $400 set aside to fill backpacks with school supplies to donate to families that might be struggling to afford back to school gear.

Bledsoe said this sort of generosity is unique for a coffee shop. “People are now contributing through their dollars, pennies, and quarters, and that is where it really helps out,” he said.

When asked how a small store with little financial backing in a tough recession is pulling off such a feat, Bledsoe quickly set the record straight. “I have backing,” he said. “I have the best customers in the world. An army of thousands is doing this.”
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