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Locally-grown produce offers better nutritional value
One of the best things about summer is the abundance of fresh, locally-grown produce available at farmers' markets and roadside stands on quiet country roads. Bursting with fresh corn, tomatoes, peppers cucumbers, zucchini, beans and a whole host of other favorites, these wonderful alternatives to supermarkets beckon anyone with a love of good food to enjoy food at its very best.
For Fall River shoppers, we are fortunate to have three markets: one at Ruggles Park on Wednesday mornings from 9:00 a.m. to 1:00 p.m., one on Old Second Street just south of Government Center on Thursdays from 9:00 a.m. to 2:00 p.m., and the long-standing Saturday market at Kennedy Park along Bradford Avenue that runs from 7:00 a.m. to 1:00 p.m.
What is terrific about these markets is that produce that is picked at local farms is brought to each of the markets, ensuring that it is as fresh as can be. Unlike produce that is grown often hundreds or even thousands of miles from the market and picked days or even weeks before it is ripe, locally-grown produce has matured on the plant and is full of the nutrients that each plant delivers. Taste is also at its best as the plants' sugars and other components are at their maximum when picked, ensuring that flavor is also at its best.

While prices are sometime lower than in supermarkets, local produce prices may be equivalent or even slightly higher than in supermarkets to cover the cost of producing smaller amounts of produce with less mechanization of large scale farming. However, the nutrient or "brix" value of the produce is frequently higher than in produce cultivated on more highly mechanized farms where the quantity of the yield often takes precedence over its quality. 
Author Barry Easterbrook has recently described what has happened to commercially-produced tomatoes that are now grown to look good but lack both flavor and nutritional value. In his recent book, Tomatoland, Easterbrook describes the history of how a fruit with both terrific taste and superb nutritional value has been reduced to a pale shadow of itself in most supermarkets in an effort to produce a fruit that ostensibly looks good and is seemingly available year-round. What we learn from this well-written description is how we are often left in supermarkets with produce that is visually appealing but flavor and nutrient empty.
Purchasing produce raised and harvested from local farms doesn't necessarily guarantee a higher quality product visually, but shortening the time from harvest to sale does allow plants to mature before they are picked, thus maximizing the flavor and nutrient content of the food that consumers can purchase. It should be pointed out that the larger supermarket chains also purchase locally-grown produce, though it is often difficult to know without asking, and clerks may not know the origin of everything they sell.

While fresh produce is usually the best choice in terms of flavor and quality, one should not overlook the nutritional value of frozen vegetables sold in supermarkets. Modern food processing techniques often allow produce to be picked literally hours before it is cleaned, cut, packaged and flash frozen, thus preserving the same or even better nutrient quality than some fresh vegetables. And, purchased on sale, these foods can often be a real bargain for the careful shopper.

Many people also point out the advantages of "organically grown" fruits and vegetables, that is foods produced sustainably without the use of artificial fertilizers and pesticides. Typically priced higher than non-organic foods, these products are assured to be free of what some consider to be potentially harmful byproducts. What is interesting is that most measures of nutritional content rarely find significant differences in the nutritional content of organically-grown foods, so the basis for choosing these foods at typically higher prices has to take into consideration different assumptions about food quality as well as the impact on the environment in which these foods are grown. Most local farmers practice sustainable farming methods, use limited amounts of pesticides and fertilizers, often organic, but do not obtain the organic certification.
Fall River is fortunate in that a number of local farms in Dartmouth, Freetown, Somerset, Swansea, Westport and nearby Rhode Island continue to supply both our farmers' markets as well as a number of local markets and grocery stores. Those who operate these farms, however, run on very small profit margins and struggle to compete with the larger, more distant growers throughout even the summer growing season. In many ways, the choice to "buy local" is a value decision about keeping these local enterprises viable in a very challenging economic market. Community Supported Agriculture (CSAs) is another way of supporting local farmers by ordering an amount of produce from farmers at the beginning of the season and picking it up as it becomes available.
"If we want to continue to have a choice to 'buy local' in this area," says Sarah Cogswell of the Southeastern Massachusetts Agricultural Partnership (SEMAP), "we have to make a choice to support our local farmers by regularly purchasing the products that they sell." SEMAP maintains an excellent database of local farmers' markets and CSAs throughout the region at www.semaponline.org.
An additional method of making local produce available will be tried this summer through a "veggie-mobile" delivery system to residents of the Fall River Housing Authority's high-rise apartment buildings. Local farmers will be coming to each of nine locations throughout the week to offer fresh produce at a set time. Residents will also be able to use their SNAP benefits ("food stamps) to make purchases thanks to Partners for a Healthier Community and the Healthy City Fall River project.
And, to learn more about how to prepare what local farmers have to offer, the University of Massachusetts Extension Nutrition Education Program will feature a cooking demonstration each week at the Downtown Market every Thursday at 11:00 a.m. and noon featuring produce from one of the local farms in our area.

There's really no better time to take advantage of what our local farmers have to offer, so if you haven't been going, be sure to plan a trip to the market this week!
