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Three new grants address Fall River's health promotion priorities
If you live in Fall River, you're more likely to smoke, suffer from substance or mental illness and to die of cancer than people living in other parts of the Commonwealth. In most cases, Fall River residents are twice as likely to experience these conditions when compared with others in the state. While there are many factors that contribute to these rates, including our high unemployment rates and stress associated with poverty, the most important question to ask is what are we doing about it. In the last month, three major grants have recently been announced that specifically target these conditions and, in time, could begin to bring these high numbers down.

On November 1st, the City of Fall River announced that it was one of only three cities in the country to be awarded a grant of 1.4 million dollars per year for the next four years by the federal Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration (SAMHSA) for substance abuse prevention, mental health promotion, and short-term therapies for depression and anxiety. Led by staff from Stanley Street Treatment and Resources (SSTAR), the grant will provide screenings for people who may be in the early stages of substance use or who show early signs of depression or other mental illnesses. These conditions are well known to be associated with unemployment and poverty, but few efforts have been funded to head off the conditions early enough to prevent people from developing more chronic conditions that are more difficult to treat.
"We think we have the ability to prevent brief periods of drinking, drug abuse or depression from becoming life-long conditions if we intervene early," commented Nancy Paull, Executive Director of SSTAR. "The focus of our efforts over the next four years will be to identify people with early symptoms and to get them into brief treatment," she said. "A lot of people we see in treatment have sought help years after problems first developed," she added, " when it's much more difficult to turn around." Substance abuse, including the use of tobacco, alcohol and other drugs, and depression not only create substantial health problems on their own, they often lead to the development of other health problems when people fail to attend to their physical health.

A second grant to address one of these conditions in Fall River and other nearby communities was announced on November 18th. The Massachusetts Department of Public Health  began a new media campaign that targets smokers in the Southcoast region of the state. Funded by the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRS) through the federal Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), the funds will address the high smoking rate with positive ads that encourage smokers to seek help with quitting. 
Ads in newspapers, on billboards and on SRTA buses, as well as on radio stations, in Fall River and New Bedford feature local people who have quit smoking. Their stories encourage smokers to speak with their physicians about medicines and counseling covered by their insurance, as well as the use of the free Smokers' telephone Quitline (1-800-Quit-Now or 1-800-784-8669). Southcoast Hospital has already been recognized by DPH for their efforts to encourage smokers to quit through the use of the Quitworks program for healthcare providers.
"There has never been more help available to help smokers quit," commented Judith Coykendall, who runs the Partners for Clean Air program for the Southcoast out of Seven  Hills Behavioral Health. "We are hopeful that our smoking rates, which are double that of the rest of the state, will start to come down as people take advantage of these resources."
A third new major prevention grant was also recently announced by DPH to address the health of Southcoast residents. The Massachusetts Cancer Prevention Policy Initiative brings $750,000 over the next five years to address the some of the environmental and lifestyle factors that frequently lead to the development of cancers. 

Rates of lung, stomach and colon and other cancer have been higher in Fall River and other Southcoast communities for years. Cancer is now the leading cause of death in Massachusetts, surpassing heart disease several years ago. The higher rates in Fall River can be attributed to greater rates of smoking and alcohol use, while factors such as diet and sedentary lifestyle have also been implicated in research studies over the past decade.
In order to lower the rates of cancer in our area, project staff will be working closely with participants in VOICES for a Healthy Southcoast, a coalition of seventeen towns from Swansea to Wareham that is focused on policy and environmental changes that will encourage healthier lifestyles. The goals of lowering rates of smoking, increasing physical activity and eating healthier diets will be achieved by changing laws and regulations that affect these behaviors and by making it easier for people lead more active lives by increasing opportunities for walking and purchases of fruits and vegetables.
"Years ago we thought that educational programs would motivate people to change certain behaviors for a positive impact on their health," suggested Maria Evora-Rosa, the DPH staff member who will be coordinating the project. "Now we realize that we have to make the healthy choice the easy choice; we have design our communities in ways that provide convenient and cost-effective opportunities for healthier living. We also know that making the unhealthy choice the more difficult choice through local legislative change has worked in many communities, especially pertaining to the access of tobacco products. Through local initiatives, we can have a significant impact on our community’s health." she added.  
"We now see some cancers – lung, skin, colorectal and some breast, just to mention a few, as more of a chronic disease that may develop over a lifetime," noted Gail Merriam, Director of the Massachusetts Comprehensive Cancer Prevention and Control Program. "In order to prevent these diseases from occurring, we have to address the environmental and behavioral factors that lead to their development," she said.

Clearly, the combination of these three major grants in Fall River and nearby communities has the potential of beginning to bring our numbers down.
For more information about these program, contact Dr. David Weed, coordinator of the Healthy City Fall River initiative, at 508-324-2411.
