December 24, 2009 edition of the Herald News Living Well Section

Healthy City Survey reveals progress, challenges for the next five years

The good news is that, as far as Fall River's health goes, things are getting better! A survey conducted between July and September of 613 people who live, work or attend school in Fall River revealed that improvements have been made in most of the fifteen goals that the Healthy City initiative set out to reach in the past five years. Conditions in the City were perceived to have improved in eleven of the fifteen measures that over 500 people throughout the City selected in the fall of 2003 as necessary to make Fall River a healthier place to live and work. The Healthy City initiative developed a five-year plan  to address those issues and began its work in the fall of 2004.
The greatest improvements were seen in recreation and environment, nutrition and diabetes education, tobacco education, physical fitness education, and alternative education programs.  More improvements were also seen in clean air and water, adult and out-of-school education, youth and senior employment, improved recreational facilities and waterfront access. Areas in which conditions were perceived to be worse than they were five years ago included community policing, substance abuse, gang activity, and affordable housing. 

“I think one can point to some important successes as well as some continuing problems that may explain the results,” commented Healthy City Coordinator David S. Weed, Psy.D. who designed the follow-up study of the project’s first five year results. “Many organizations, including Community Development Recreation, the YMCA,  the Boys and Girls Club, and the Diabetes Association have really stepped up the provision of recreation and fitness programs -- including the Fitness Challenge -- in the City,” he stated. “In addition, environmental efforts, such as the combined sewer overflow project, have made a big difference. Tobacco education in the schools and cessation efforts through the hospitals have also shown measureable results,” he added. 
The City has also been involved in major nutrition and diabetes prevention efforts through the Children In Balance project and the University of Massachusetts Nutrition Education program that operates in the City’s schools. Alternative education, including tutoring, drop-out prevention and after-school programs, has also been increased in the City with the addition of the SMILES program and after school programs in many schools.
Areas that were perceived by more people to be worse included public safety concerns and substance abuse and gang activity and continue to be seen as major impediments to improving the quality of life in the City. Recent cutbacks among the police force and Shannon grant gang prevention funding are likely to make addressing these concerns more difficult in the near future.

The survey also asked respondents to speculate on what would make life healthier in the City in the coming years. The top response, by far, was the need for better sidewalks and safe places to walk. “I think that people are beginning to see the importance of walking on a regular basis as central to maintaining good health,” commented Healthy Lives coordinator Michael Ramos. “Ensuring safety is the biggest concern.” Other top suggestions included increasing farmers’ market days and hours, planting more trees throughout the City, improving and adding to the number of parks throughout the City, and making more streets accessible for bicycles. 

“A surprise was the large number (over 50%) of respondents who said that the City needed more restrictions on smoking, such as in parks,” noted Weed. “I think the tide of public opinion has really begun to turn against smoking in this City,” he noted.  
Members of the Healthy City Design Team used the final quarterly meeting of the year held at the Kuss Middle School community room on December 4th,  to outline and review a draft of the 2010-2014 Action Plan.  At this time, the Plan includes the following elements:

• Reduce the likelihood that adolescents will become involved in gang activity through an aggressive program of education, diversion and engaging them in alternative healthy activities.

• Reduce lifetime substance abuse and the use of alcohol, tobacco and other drugs (ATOD) among youth through comprehensive individual, family and environmental strategies.

• Develop a robust city-wide, year-around youth recreation and adult fitness system that ensures access to at least 2,000 City residents below 200% of poverty

• Create and support the development of school-based and community vegetable gardens 

• Establish linkages between physical fitness providers and physician practice offices to permit physicians to verify participation in physical activity for their patients between visits 

• Modify built environment planning and construction standards to ensure active living environments throughout the City, including improved pedestrian and bicycle access.
A more detailed plan will be developed by the next Healthy City Design Team meeting to be held on March 5th, 2010. More information about both the survey and the draft 2010-2014 Action Plan can be found on the HealthyCityFallRiver.org web page. Design Team meetings are open to anyone who lives works, or attends school in the City. 
