January 21, 2010 edition of the Herald News Living Well Section

Health is not only good for you, it's good for business, too!
While improving your health status may be something you or your doctor may desire, it is becoming increasingly clear that a healthy lifestyle is also good for business. Businesses in Fall River and across the Southcoast are looking for ways of keeping their employees healthier and offering healthier products to their customers. Some of our local restaurants are even looking to health as a way to bring in more customers.
A conference held at the Dartmouth campus of the University of Massachusetts last week brought representatives of dozens of South Coast employers together with experts from the Massachusetts Department of Public Health (DPH)  to talk about how helping employees to be healthier can be good for the bottom line.  DPH Commissioner John Auerbach and other DPH staff members addressed the group and described some of the ways that the Commonwealth is supporting businesses and organizations that want to keep their employees healthy. "DPH has been pleased to provide ongoing assistance in convening local businesses and organizations to form the Southcoast Worksite Health & Wellness Collaborative, which has planned [the] conference," stated Auerbach.
"The Department of Public Health launched 'Working On Wellness' in 2008," stated DPH Wellness Division Director Maria Bettencourt, "This initiative includes a toolkit available for free from the DPH website at www.mass.gov/massinmotion." The toolkit was developed to guide employers through a strategic planning process and to set up an internal infrastructure that can support the design and implementation of a worksite wellness program that meets the needs of the employer and employees to improve employee health. The Department also has a program in which employers can be trained to use the toolkit and guide them through the strategic planning process.

The Collaborative, chaired by Southcoast Hospitals Director of Occupational and Employee Health Janet Hathaway, meets monthly at the Charlton College of Business on the Dartmouth campus and is open to any local employer who wants to learn more about how to set up a wellness program. The group has identified dozens of low or no-cost resources in the area that can be offered to area employees to help them quit smoking, become more physically active or to eat a more nutritious diet. "Family Service Association has been able to offer weight loss and stress management programs to our employees for very little cost," noted Susan Potvin who heads an extensive wellness program for more than 300 employees in her organization.

A panel of presenters that included representatives of the Acushnet Company, Lightoier, Family Service Association and the Sylvia Group of Insurance Agencies, detailed how each of their organizations has designed programs to fit either large numbers of employees or smaller organizations. "Today's business climate presents a number of challenges, especially to the smaller employer," noted Vice-President of Employee Benefits, Julia Jennings, of the Sylvia Group. "We've been very creative in ensuring that our employees have a range of options that can help them maintain a healthy lifestyle without significantly impacting our bottom line," she added.
The Collaborative will resume its schedule of monthly meetings, starting on February 16th with a focus on Heart Wellness Month. Subsequent meetings will target other topics, including Return On Investment, Walking Programs, Farmers' Markets, Tobacco Cessation and Nutrition Programs. The group, which is open to any business from the South Coast area, meets on the third Tuesday of each month from 8:30 to 10:00 a.m. the first floor conference room of the Charlton College of Business at the UMass-Dartmouth campus. Further information is available from Collaborative chairperson Janet Hathaway, Director of Occupational and Employee Health at Southcoast Hospitals, at 508-679-7271.
In addition to the conference, a specific group of Fall River businesses, neighborhood markets, are also participating in a first-ever nutrition survey conducted this month by Healthy City Fall River. Agency volunteers and students from the UMass-Dartmouth LEADS program have teamed up to interview managers of nearly 100 smaller stores that sell food in the City of Fall River. Two-person teams are interviewing store staff and observing the kinds of foods that are sold to determine what is available to residents. "We're looking to see how available fresh, canned or frozen fruits and vegetables as well as whole grain products are in these stores," stated Julianne Kelly, Fall River Mass In Motion coordinator who helped to head up the project. "Our hope is to find ways to encourage more local stores to carry these products," she added. Only a small number of stores carry items that qualify for the new Women, Infants and Children (WIC) program guidelines that require such items to be available. " We have over 4,000 WIC recipients in our area and only a small number of stores that currently qualify," noted Fall River WIC Community Coordinator Lisa Alves.
A third example of local businesses paying more attention to health is the upcoming "Healthy Taste of Fall River" event to be held at the Narrows Center for the Arts on February 4th from 5:30 to 7:30 p.m. Fifteen local restaurants will be preparing one dish of healthy food  each for up to 200 guests to sample. The purpose of the event is to encourage people to eat healthier foods by showcasing good tasting and nutritious foods available at local restaurants. "People may not realize how many restaurants in the City offer healthy foods," said Fall River Healthy Lives coordinator Mike Ramos. "This event will give people a chance to taste what's available all in one place." A listing of healthy restaurants in the City is available through the HealthyCityFallRiver.org website.

An Azorean artist and live music will also be featured at the event. Tickets are $10 and any funds raised beyond expenses will be split between the Narrows Center for the Arts and Partners for a Healthier Community. Further information is available by calling the Narrows at 508-324-1926.
