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OPINION
Editor ¾ David C. Olson ¾ 978-338-2531 ¾ dolson@gloucestertimes.com

The University of Massachusetts announced 
the other week that it’s putting together a group 
of trustees to size up the system’s financial health 
and, promises President Marty Meehan, study ways 
to avoid hiking tuition and fees next year. At the 
very least, he says, they’ll hold costs to the rate of 
inflation.

Too bad Meehan and UMass leaders weren’t as 
concerned about the pocketbooks of students and 
families this year.

Instead they dished up an increase — 2.5 percent 
for tuition and fees charged to undergraduates who 
live in state, or $360 per student per year. Those 
trekking in from out of state will pay a bit more. 
Grad students from Massachusetts won’t see a 
tuition increase at all.

It may sound like small dollars until one consid-
ers just how much taking classes full time at the 
flagship UMass campus in Amherst costs these 
days. Tuition, fees, room and board for an in-state 
kid runs $29,400 per year. That’s the bottom line 
for a student from Beverly, Gloucester, Amesbury 
or Methuen.

That it costs so much to study at the state’s public 
colleges is astounding. That UMass leaders seem so 
cavalier about the price tag, assurances of a task 
force notwithstanding, is something well beyond 
frustrating. Had holding the line on tuition and fees 
been so important to Meehan and chancellors of 
the UMass campuses, maybe they wouldn’t have 
upped everyone this fall. Instead they continue to 
squeeze a captive audience whose members have 
little recourse and not enough sway on Beacon Hill 
to force UMass to live within its means.

Was this predictable? Sure it was and not just 
because a “modest” tuition hike is a well-worn 
maneuver by UMass. Heading into long negotiations 
over the state budget, some in the Senate wanted to 
impose a fee and tuition freeze on the system — a 
plan to protect students and their families that Mee-
han et al wanted no part of. The Merrimack Valley’s 
former congressman got his way, and the forced 
austerity measure didn’t survive budget talks with 
the House.

Instead, UMass got $558 million from Beacon Hill 
— 3% more than last year, though not as much as 
Meehan sought — to apply toward an overall budget 
of $3.5 billion — more than 4% more than last year. 
And, oh yeah, there’s more from students and their 
families too.

Still, cries from within UMass, especially a group 
representing professors, staff and others, remain 
that the Legislature and state “underfund” the uni-
versity system. In this parallel dimension, Beacon 
Hill is responsible for the tuition and fee hikes, not 
the people with their hands on the levers of the uni-
versity system’s budget.

So, don’t hold your breath that anyone else at 
UMass will pause very long to consider just how 
painful $30,000 a year is to students and families 
from Massachusetts. Robert Manning, president of 
the trustees, called the increase “reasonable” and 
“manageable.” Other UMass officials, according to 
Meehan, are looking for ways to reign in costs and 
so are unlikely to be sympathetic to those who can-
not afford the increase.

And that cohort of people who cannot afford to 
pay is growing. “Enough is enough — both legisla-
tors and UMass officials have a shared responsibil-
ity to ensure that all UMass students have access 
to an affordable, high-quality college education,” 
Bahar Akman Imboden, managing director of the 
Hildreth Institute, which advocates for making col-
lege attainable, told MassLive.

She’s right. This out of control price of attend-
ing UMass should be squarely before Meehan, the 
UMass trustees and lawmakers. It’s long past time 
for Beacon Hill to take a more forceful approach in 
figuring out where this will end, if it will end.

For the rest of us and our kids, reciprocal rates 
at public colleges in other New England states are 
looking much more interesting. You can get a much 
better mascot --like maybe a wildcat, catamount 
or bear -- and you don’t even have to leave Hockey 
East.
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If you sit out in your back-
yard on a warm summer night 
during the half hour after sun-
set, you may see, highlighted 
against the twilight sky, flying 
creatures darting and div-
ing in what appears to be a 
random pattern. Here in Mas-
sachusetts, those creatures 
are most likely the species of 
flying mammals known as 
little brown bats.

Over the years, I have had 
that experience many times 
during each summer, and 
I would look forward to it. 
Three or four bats would per-
form their aerobatics over our 
back lawn as they used their 
echolocation capabilities to 
identify the insects they crave, 
and then dive on them to 
catch and consume their prey.

Sometime during the night, 
one or more of those bats 
would fly onto our upper 
back porch, and perch, upside 
down, in one corner. They 
would stay there, taking a 
rest, and, at some point during 
the night, leave the porch to 
return to their daytime lair, 
wherever that was. We knew 
this because in the morning 
we would find that corner of 
the porch filled with bat drop-
pings -- known as bat guano 
-- but the bats themselves 
were nowhere to be found. 
However, the cedar-shingled 
wall and ceiling of the porch 
showed the scratch marks 
where the small mammals 
held onto the wood with their 
sharp little claws.

Fortunately for us, the 
little guys were responsible 
for catching thousands of 
mosquitoes, moths and other 
night-flying insects. Accord-
ing to Massachusetts Audu-
bon, each bat can, amazingly, 
catch 600 insects per hour. 
In fact, a Boston University 
scientist estimated that all the 
bats living within Route 128 in 
the Boston area consume 13 
tons of insects each summer. 
If you are lucky enough to 

have them in your backyard, 
you should be grateful to 
them for helping you to be 
mosquito-free.

The most remarkable 
characteristic about bats is 
how they track and pursue 
their prey. Like our most 
advanced, military aircraft, 
they have an amazing, radar-
like capability, called echolo-
cation. The small creatures 
are continuously emitting 
high-frequency (above human 
hearing) sounds at up to 500 
pulses per second, which hit 
an object and bounce back 
to their sensitive ears that 
behave like a sophisticated 
radar receiver. Their little 
computer-like brains can 
instantaneously interpret the 
return signal with the position 
and speed information they 
need to locate their prey in 
the air. And then they swoop, 
with just the right amount of 
flight controls, to make the 
intercept.

Unfortunately, there are still 
many myths about bats that 
cause people to be unneces-
sarily afraid of them. For 
example, some believe that 
bats get tangled in women’s 
hair. Not true; bats use their 
skills to keep well-clear of 
people.

There is one thing, however, 
to be concerned about with 
bats. They can carry rabies. 
Less than 5% of them get 
infected, so it is relatively rare. 
The bat’s teeth are sharp, but 
tiny, so you many not even feel 
a bat bite. To avoid the risk of 
rabies, do not touch the little 
creatures. But, if you think 
you may have been bitten, it is 
important to carefully capture 

the bat, and have it tested.
Last night, I was sitting 

on my porch and looking for 
that familiar sight in the back 
yard. I waited and waited, 
but there was not a sign of 
the bats. After 40 years of 
seeing them in that location, 
I was disappointed that none 
appeared.

Yet I wasn’t completely 
surprised. I had read that 
little brown bats were being 
affected by a strange, new 
disease. It’s called white-nose 
syndrome (WNS), and it has 
severely threatened their 
population. So, the absence of 
the bats from my back yard 
caused me to assume that 
WNS had caught up with our 
little local hunters.

WNS first made its appear-
ance in February 2006. 
Researchers were checking 
the bat population in a cave 
near Albany, New York, and 
noticed that many bats were 
behaving strangely, and 
dying. They were found to 
have a white, powdery sub-
stance on their faces, thus 
the name. It turned out to be 
a newly discovered fungus 
that grows best in cool, high-
humidity conditions, such 
as those found in the caves 
where the bats hibernate for 
the winter.

Many thousands of our 
Massachusetts little brown 
bats used to hibernate in the 
abandoned emery mines 
located in Chester, Massachu-
setts. The emery rock that 
came from the mines consists 
of the mineral corundite, 
which makes an abrasive 
powder that’s used for emery 
boards and emery cloth. 

Chester is only about 50 miles 
southeast of Albany, so it 
didn’t take long for the fungus 
to appear there.

The aggressive fungus 
rouses the bats from their 
hibernation and increases 
their metabolism. This causes 
the bats to run out of stored 
body fat that was intended to 
take them through the winter. 
So, they start to look for food 
outside the cave. But, unfor-
tunately, since it is winter and 
there are no active insects, 
the bats starve to death.

In the winter of 2007-08, 
there were estimated to be 
about ten thousand little 
brown bats in the Chester 
mine. By the end of the next 
winter, only 14 bats were 
found alive. Since then, the 
number has increased to 30 
individuals. So there has been 
some recovery. And those 
bats likely have a natural 
immunity to the fungus. But, 
since little brown bats only 
have one pup per year, it will 
take decades for the popula-
tion to build back to previous 
levels.

According to Massachusetts 
Audubon, the population of 
little brown bats has dwindled 
to less than 1% of what it once 
was in our state. As the fun-
gus spreads around the coun-
try, about 1 million bats are 
dying each year. So, by 2030, 
scientists believe the total 
population in the country will 
be down to the 1% level.

While little brown bats 
were the most numerous, 
there are several other spe-
cies of bats in Massachusetts. 
Some of the others, like large 
brown bats, haven’t been 
affected by the fungus. Since 
they don’t hibernate in caves, 
they are not exposed to the 
deadly disease.

So, if you should see a bat in 
your neighborhood, don’t be 
afraid of it. In fact, be thank-
ful that the little guy is still 
around, helping to keep your 
property pest-free.

Anthony J. Marolda is a 
resident of Annisquam.

The beneficent bat is in trouble
Anthony J. Marolda

Before 
his memory 
fades, it is 
imperative 
to remember 
Bruce For-
tier. Ricky 
Funkhous-
er’s Times 

profile on her through-the-
woods neighbor left a won-
derful impression of what a 
thoughtful, old-fashioned, car-
ing, family-oriented man he 
was. I’m sure those that knew 
him felt the same way. A 
picture showed Fortier in his 
mad-scientist style workshop 
with her young kids staring 
wide-eyed at him working 
away on whirring, spinning 
machines from another 
era. He showered them 
with knowledge, affection 
and attention -- and caution 
among all those gizmos -- that 
they have never forgotten.

In a way, this writer is 
jealous, because I never met 
Bruce Fortier. But he had a 
big impact on the cross-Cape 
me as the loudmouth you 
know today. In the beginning, 
he was on the very Essex 
boards that he later ques-
tioned. He helped write many 
of the regulations concerning 
land use and building code 
-- setbacks, frontage, that 
stuff. It was said that he usu-
ally knew more than anyone 
else in the room. Also, that he 
knew the actual wording of 

the bylaws and regulations by 
memory. Why not, since he 
wrote most of them?

That early Bruce Fortier 
didn’t reach out to Times 
readers as much. But time 
marched on. At some point, 
we political junkies began 
to notice Cape controversies 
other than Gloucester’s. Some 
were the same pressures 
forming by development 
of our formerly not-so-in-
demand assets, now under 
assault or threat.

Essex’s issues were more 
closely held, with less pub-
licity. Gloucester’s were 
splashed all over the front 
pages near the end of the 
investigative political reporter 
era. It was in your face and up 
close.

But Essex’s were not. 
A front-page article often 
reported the boilerplate 
info from a board or town 
official. A meeting summary, 
etc. Besides, sorry, but who 
cared back then - it was the 
80s, then the 90s. Most of us 
weren’t thinking about the 
subtle shades of the Essex 
bylaws.

That is, until Bruce began 
writing letters to the editor.

This guy was not afraid 
to question authority. He 
attended all the meetings, 
probably sat in the back and 
wrote down everything. Then 
he would write these screeds 
to fairness, rules, rule-break-
ing, intent, history and result. 
Both of the projects and the 
boards.

He would shine light 
on absolutely everything. 

Everything we thought we 
didn’t need to know about 
Essex politics -- he would per-
suade us that we did.

Not sure if Fortier set out 
to embarrass officials, but he 
did. Wasn’t sure if they liked 
Fortier downtown, but he 
didn’t seem to care. His let-
ters were incisive, declaratory 
and evidentiary. He didn’t pull 
punches either.

Did it seem he was paint-
ing some boards as fools? 
Sometimes. Did he cause 
delays but improve projects? 
Some thought so. Did he ever 
outright stop a project or deci-
sion dead-in-its-tracks?

From across town, it sure 
seemed so.

Perhaps because he knew 
the numbers and facts so well, 
it made him more fearless but 
he never seemed to pull back 
and protect his “reputation” 
or not get involved the way 
so many people do. They/
we have a fear of getting 
involved; of going along with 
the crowd, the conventional 
wisdom and, most important, 
not be seen as a trouble-
maker. Many folks want you 
to take up their cause in a col-
umn but are afraid to be seen 
saying it themselves. “This is 
your issue, you should write 
it,” say I.

“I can’t,” they say.
But not Bruce Fortier. He 

knew he had right on his side 
most of the time and was like 
a charging knight on a white 
stallion. But his steed was the 
newspaper -- which loved the 
controversies -- and in those 
days, everyone in town read 

the paper every day. There 
were no mobile news feeds 
or distracting cable TV news 
dominance -- the paper was 
huge. The editorial page was 
read closely. A loaded letter -- 
as his always were -- was like 
a glove thrown down to Essex 
leaders, a gauntlet even. 
It stood out like a dropped 
tray of dishes -- you couldn’t 
ignore it or pretend it didn’t 
happen. It was now out there.

When you go public in 
print, you can redefine the 
conventional wisdom. If it’s 
never addressed or answered, 
it becomes “the facts” in 
many people’s heads. Also, 
not everyone sees the rebut-
tal, so it stands as the conven-
tional wisdom. Bruce taught 
me that. He taught not to be 
afraid to speak out. You have 
to have the cards in your 
hand, yes, but you also have 
to be brave enough to play 
them. Say out loud what you 
see happening.

What’s so bad? Memories 
are short. They’ll get over it. 
People judge you by your next 
record, as Mick Jagger used 
to say.

Bruce forged ahead over 
what he thought was right. 
He caused a bunch of trouble 
but he did the right thing. He 
hasn’t written in years so I 
already missed him. He was 
the Paul Revere of Essex. We 
owe him a lot.

Gloucester resident Gordon 
Baird is an actor and musi-
cian, co-founder of Musician 
magazine and producer of 
“The Chicken Shack” commu-
nity access TV show.

The Paul Revere of Essex
Fishtown Local

Gordon Baird

A little brown 
bat with 
white-nose 
syndrome, in 
an October 
2008 photo.

Courtesy U.S. Fish 
and Wildlife Service
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