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The Special Committee on flood damage in Berkshire County was
established pursuant to House Order No. 5950 on March 28, 1977. The

(Thomas W. McGee) appointed Representative Joseph S.
Scelsi, Representative Dennis J. Duffin and Representative Sidney Q.
Curtiss. The Committee met and decided to hold three hearings in the
county, North Adams for northern Berkshire, Pittsfield for central
Berkshire and Great Barrington for southern Berkshire for the
purposes of hearing local officials present detailed estimates of
damages to public property, i.e., highways, roads and bridges, caused
by the thaws, rains and floods of March, 1977.

The meetings with local officials showed the Committee the
following:
1. The rains, thaws, and floods were not the same throughout the

county.

2. The Housatonic River and its branches overflowed only in the
western sections of Pittsfield. The eastern part of the city, (actually
containing more lowlands) sustained very little flooding. The
western part of the city sustained severe flood damages, where
bridges and roads were washed out by the heavy rains and floods.

3. Great amounts of damage were incurred to private property in
western Pittsfield. When totalled, nearly twice the amount of
damages was sustained by private property owners than public in
the county.

4. The swollen Housatonic River spilled over its banks down county
causing lowlands to fill up and flood surrounding areas. The rains
were not that heavy in southern Berkshire but the rising crest ofthe

* river due to the heavy rains in the central part of the county caused
9 the cresting down county, especially in Sheffield.

5. In Mt. Washington, severe road damage was sustained when heavy
rains hit the frozen ground, wouldn’t soak into the ground and came
flowing down the steep mountain gorges in the southwestern corner
of the county. For some reason the frost left the ground suddenly
and the surface soil was washed away causing great pieces of the
road to give way and wash into the river.

6. In north Berkshire, extensive road wash out damage occurred in the
Hopper Brook area of Williamstown. The debris in the brook
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causing the torrents of water to veer from their normal course and
find new channels washing the roadway completely out.

7. In North Adams, a section of the Hoosac River swollen by rains in
an area never flooded before, washed away several feet of
riverbanks bordering the backyards of a section containing new
homes. Several thousand feet of river bank washed into the river
and went down stream. Residents here are most concerned tha
future high water will continue to erode their back yards, coming
very close to their homes. Some action will be necessary to stop the
erosion.

8. A common complaint throughout the county and repeated at the
hearings was the lack of continuous maintenance of river beds.
They said that a regular program on an annual basis of removing
fallen trees, clearing silt and sand bars built up by previous storms
and hurricanes could prevent much of the damage sustained. They
said the lack of Chapter 91 waterway projects over the last few years
has caused the debris and silt pile-ups to build up in the streams and
rivers causing the waters to seek new courses and leave their beds.
There was strong support for reinstating the Chapter 91 type work
on a limited basis until the accumulated debris from several years
could be cleaned up.

I. STATE FEDERAL OFFICIALS CONSULTED
The Committee also had meetings with various state and federal

officials who administer water related programs
A. On April 26, 1977. the Committee met with John J. Hannon.

Chiei Engineer, Division of Waterways, Department of
Environmental Quality Engineering.

His agency administers the following laws:
Chapter 595, 1970, transferring dam responsibility from the
county commissioners to the State Department of Public
Works.

2. All Chapter 91 inland water and harbor activities. The
responsibility of the state extends to all watersheds that drain
into a pond which exceeds one square mile, or if the dam is 10
feet or more in height, or if the capacity exceeds 1,000,000
gallons. The division has entered into an agreement with the
Department of Public Works to provide part-time field
service inspection. Inventories ofall dams have been made in
all the counties. 3,000 dams are listed with the division, 800 of
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which are in Worcester County. All inventories have not been
completed.
The Committee was made aware that the heavy rains put
severe strain on several of the 245 dams in the county. Mr.
Hannon was very serious about the lack of legislative support
and attention to the problem of divided authority and
responsibility over the inspection process, the lack of
competent personnel in his division, (he has only one
hydraulic engineer in the division) and complete lack of a
coordinated system of records and inspections. He has filed
legislation to make individual dam owners responsible for
inspections. The bill (House 5436 of 1977) is currently in the
House Committee on Ways and Means

On March 29, 1977, the Committee met with Donald C.
Madden, Administration and Finance Deputy Commissioner,
who is the clerk of the Flood Relief Board. The Flood Relief
Board was established by Chapter 684 1968. The board consisted
of four state officials, the director of civil defense, the director of
accounts in the department of corporations and taxation, the
Commissioner of Administration, and the Commissioner of
public works. The Legislature authorized them “to reimburse or
allocate funds for the benefit of the political subdivisions...

B,

affected by ... rains, thaw and floods.” He indicated that bond
issues had been passed on previous occasions by the Legislature
passing the necessary authorization, damages verified by the
District Highway Engineer’s Office and then payment made to
the municipality as reimbursement. Chapter 684 also authorized
local assessors to grant abatements on real estate tax for an
equitable adjustment for losses to land and buildings or on
personal property from repairs caused or damages sustained
from the floods. The Commonwealth would then reimburse the
municipalities for the abatements. The Commonwealth would
then float bond issues to defray these expenditures.

C On May 4, 1977 the Committee met with the U.S. Army Corps,
of Engineers, Paul E. Pronovost, Planning Assistant and
William Swaine. They explained the work of the corps in New
England and specific assistance on various types of projects.
They had visited Pittsfield at the request of the mayor. They
explained programs of the Corps relative to similar problems
which occurred in the Berkshires such as:
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1, Section 14 of the Flood Control Act, construction, repair,
restoration and modification of emergency streambank and
shoreline protection works to present damage to highways,
bridges, public works, churches, hospitals, schools, and other
non-profit public services.
Local cooperation is required.

2. Section 205 of the Flood Control Act authorizes the
construction of small flood control projects, complete within
themselves and economically justified. One million dollars i
the limitation on the Federal costs, except where the project
area has been declared a major disaster area during the last
five years; the Federal cost limit would be $2 million. The cost
limitation includes all expenses for investigations, inspec-
tions, engineering, preparation of plans and specifications,
supervision, administration, and construction.
Local cooperation is required.

3. Section 208 of the Flood Control Act authorizes clearing and
straightening of stream channels and the removal of
accumulated snags and other debris for flood control
purposes. Economic justification is necessary and federal
expenditures cannot exceed $250,000 per project. It must be
complete in itself and not require any additional work for
effective flood control.
Local cooperation is required. This means that all land-
taking, easements, rights-of-way and utility re-locations must
be done at local expense, no suits for damages can be brought
against the United States; the project must be locally
maintained after completion, local assumption of all project
costs over $250,000 and local reassurance that no future
encroachment be allowed in the future which might interfere
with the proper functioning of the project.

Mr. Swaineand Pronovost stated that municipalities desiring any of
the above type projects should contact the U.S. Army Corps directly at
424 Trapelo Road, Waltham, Mass., 02154. All initiatives must come 1
from the local communitv.

D. FLOOD PLAINS AND FLOOD INSURANT
Flood Plains are integral parts of a river system

rut bv the river itself to hold surplus wat
Continuous encroachments on the plain reduces the

lie efficiency of river channels and offsets any gams ma
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by flood control dams, flood walls, dikes and other im-
provements. Reducing future flood damages was a major
concern of the committee. Therefore wise use of flood plains is
encouraged so that communities in Berkshire County can help
themselves minimize future flood damage by a thorough
knowledge of how flood plains function in times of heavy rains.
thaws and floods

The Army Corps of Engineers provides a Flood Plain
Management Services Program for municipalities for assistance
and guidance in the following ways:
1. Flood Plain Information Reports includes identification and

mapping of areas subject to flooding, compiling hydrologic
flood frequency and flood- damage information, and

. establishing criteria for flood plain use by developing land-
use plans and regulations for using flood plain areas.

2. Technical services and guidance to local governments in
preparing flood plain regulations, interpreting flood data,
suggestions for floodway areas, evaluation of floodways on
flood heights, and assistance in preparing and adopting flood
plain regulations.

3. Comprehensive Flood Damage Prevention Planning is the
ultimate objective of managing flood plains by involving all
governmental levels into planning to insure reduced flood
damage. Focal officials are strongly urged to become
thoroughly familiar with the program and increase public
understanding of it locally. Focal support and local
administration and enforcement of zoning regulations are
most important.

4. Flood Insurance coverage is an important aspect of
protecting the public after damage has occurred and helping
to avoid financial hardship. Authorized by federal law in
1968, private insurance carriers are subsidized to make
available low-cost insurance to home owners in flood prone
land areas.
The Committee strongly urges that all communities in the
county take whatever steps are necessary to make this
insurance available to all its property-owners who reside in
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The Committee, after hearings in three locations in the County,
compiled a list of damages sustained by the towns and two cities to
public property in their respective communities. The estimated
damages as submitted by the localities was examined closely by the
committee. The reports were then submitted to the Engineering
Section of the State Department of Public Works, District I office in
Lenox, for consultation with local officials to authenticate the damage
from an engineering estimate point of view.

The individual communities and final recommendations are as
follows:

TABLE I

TOTAL PUBLIC
BERKSHIRE PROPERTYDPW ESTIMATE
Adams 3r,701.00 30,000
Clarksburg 11,343.00 10,000
Dalton 2,000.00
Egremont 7,000.00 7,000
Florida 10,750.00 10,000
Great Barrington
Lanesboro 5,600
Lee 15,000.00 15,000
Lenox 5,000.00 10,000
New Ashford 4,164.00 4,000
New Marlborough 10,000.00 8,000
North Adams 10.215.00 10,000
Mount Washington 6,500.00 30,000
Otis 3,500.00 3,500
Peru 4.800.00 4,800
Pittsfield 116,700.00 75.000
Richmond 8,600.00 8,600 *
Savoy 10,000.00 10,000'
Sheffield 21,500.00 10,000
Stockbridge 260,950.00 12.000
Tyringham 8,000.00 5,000
Washington 8,000.00 8,000
Windsor 3,300.00 3.300

11. CONCLUSION
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Williamstown 52,000.00 40,000
Monterey 2,750.00 12,500
West Stockbridge 12,000.00 8,000
Hancock 4,000
HAMPSHIRE
Middlefield 2,000
Huntington 16,600
Worthington 3,000

HAMPDEN
Chester 3,500
Blandford 20,000

628,773.00 384,800

The Committee recommends the Commonwealth reimburse the
cities and towns for the damages to public property so sustained and to
authorize assessors to grant abatements to private property owners for
flood damages to their properties.

Respectfully submitted,

Representative Joseph S. Scelsi
Chairman

Representative Dennis J. Duffin
Representative Sidney Q. Curtiss

I
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