Article for the July 17, 2008 edition of the Fall River Herald News Living Well Section 

Fall River preparing for its own summer Olympic Games
As the 2008 Summer Olympics get underway next week in Beijing, children in Fall River will already be competing in their own Olympic-style games through a Community Development Recreation program funded by the City’s Healthy Lives project.
Working in combination with the summer Park & Lunch program previously announced by Mayor Robert Correia, CD-REC staff are currently offering young people a chance to compete in a series of events that will culminate with a city-wide competition at B.M.C. Durfee High School in mid-August. "It is extremely important to me that we provide our children healthy, safe & productive activities that will nurture their physical and emotional growth" said Mayor Correia.

“This program will make physical fitness as important as good nutrition in the free program that the City offers to children from six to sixteen,” noted Healthy Lives coordinator Michael Ramos. “Summer has become a time of inactivity for too many children who spend long days in front of a television, computer or video game,” he added. Ramos is currently working on developing a number of fitness opportunities for children and adults in the City through the state-funded Healthy Lives project. 
While much of Ramos’ time has been devoted to setting up ten designated walking routes throughout the Fall River, Ramos is also working with the CD-REC staff to promote the weekly activity program for hundreds of young people who come to thirteen parks to eat a free lunch provided daily by the Summer Food Service Program (SFSP) funded by the United States Department of Agriculture and the Massachusetts Department of Education.
The Olympic-style competition will offer a 40 yard dash, 100 yard hurdles, a 4 x 100 relay, a tug of war, a basketball shootout, a soccer shootout, a kickball game, Nerf javelin and discus throws, and a kick, punt and throw competition. Children are working on different event each week in nine of the larger park locations throughout the summer. The program is similar to recreational activities that CD-REC has offered in past years but had to eliminate due to funding cutbacks. Funds for this year’s program were provided by the Massachusetts Department of Public Health through a Community Wellness grant that the City received last November.
Though the program is entirely voluntary, and no child will be required to participate in order to receive a free lunch, a point system in effect this summer awards program staff who encourage the most children to get involved. “Once you start getting some kids to participate,” noted CD-REC program director Jamison Souza, “they all want to take part. Participation becomes infectious.”

Staff will be providing equipment and training to the youth on a different event each week, rotating through the nine parks. Not to leave adults out of the competition, the point system rewards staff who get a parent, police officer, or local politician to be part of their park’s kick ball team!
“The competition keeps the kids active,” reported second-year CD-REC staff member Nicholas Camara. “We’re teaching them about teamwork, too.” First-year staff member Ashley Motta noted that the kids get to try out sports for the first time that they might want to pursue in school. “It’s a real learning experience,” she added.
The program is running all summer at North Park, Lafayette Park, Maplewood Park, Griffin Park, Father Diaferio Village, Abbott Court, Pulaski Park, Kennedy Park and Ruggles Park. No registration is required and all children have to do to participate is to show up each day at 10:00 a.m. Children can join the fun anytime right up to the August games. 

The program will conclude on August 13th at 1:00 p.m. with a city-wide Olympic-style competition currently scheduled to be held at B.M.C. Durfee High School. Transportation will be provided from each of the participating parks, and prizes will be awarded to the winning teams, including a trip to a Paw Sox game for the winning team.
“We don’t mind if the children watch the Beijing Olympics on television this summer,” stated CD-REC executive director Grace Gerling, “as long as they also get outside every day and participate in their own games. This is the perfect way to do just that.”
