June 24, 2010 edition of the Herald News Living Well Section

Fresh local produce available all over town!
Over the past several weeks, farmers from Berkley, Dartmouth, Swansea and Westport have been bringing their crops, including spinach, lettuce and even strawberries, to Fall River's two farmers' markets. Held every Saturday morning (7:00 a.m.-1:30 p.m., through Nov.27th)  at Kennedy Park in the South End and every Wednesday morning (9:00 a.m. -3:00 p.m., through November 24th) at Ruggles Park, corner of Seabury and Pine Streets, in the North End. As the summer proceeds, the range of fresh fruits and vegetables offered at each market will grow to include corn, tomatoes, beans, cucumbers, squash, cabbage, carrots, eggplant, potatoes, sweet potatoes, peppers, onions, melons, plums, watermelon, grapes, peaches, apples and much, much more.

"I hope to have even more farmers selling at the two markets this year," commented Rachel Golsby who, along with her mother, Sue Medeiros, has been coordinating the project since 1995 . "As the popularity of eating fresh, locally-grown produce increases, the farmers are increasing what they have to offer," she added. According to Fall River Neighborhood Association Coordinator Perry Long, plans are also underway to add a new market location on Thursday mornings on Second Street behind the Academy Building. "We think this would work well, especially for the employees at the new courthouse who will be downtown every day," noted Fall River Mayor Will Flanagan.

And, if you miss the chance to shop at the farmers' markets, you can still find locally-grown produce at a number of neighborhood markets as well as the major chain supermarkets. Of the 98 neighborhood markets that operate in the city, more than a dozen have already signed on to a new Healthy Neighborhood Market program run by Partners for a Healthier Community. According to the program's new coordinator, Kristen Gunderson, store owners who agree can sign up to be designated as a Healthy Neighborhood Market.

"Many of these markets sell locally grown produce when it is available," noted Gunderson who has been talking with store owners. In order to participate in the program, stores must offer a choice of fresh, canned or frozen fruits and vegetables. They must also carry whole grain products such as bread, cereals and rice, as well as dried or canned beans and peas. "We're trying to find those markets where shoppers can choose to purchase foods that are nutritionally wholesome," added Gunderson who works for Partners for a Healthier Community, Inc., a non-profit organization that works to improve the health of the people who live, work or attend school in the Fall River Area. Stores that participate in the program will display a Healthy Neighborhood Market sticker with the green Healthy City Fall River logo.

Compared with the rest of Massachusetts, a greater percentage of people in Fall River, are overweight, and consume fewer than five servings of fruits and vegetables daily. Each of these factors contribute to the higher rates of heart disease and diabetes among city residents. In order to encourage people to consume healthier foods, the Department of Public Health's Mass In Motion project in Fall River is working to find ways of improving the food supply as part of  a state-wide initiative to combat obesity and the chronic diseases that result from overweight and lack of physical exercise. 
Recognizing that many people don't know how to prepare healthier foods, Fall River Mass In Motion coordinator Julianne Kelly is working to create a basic cooking show. The project involves students and faculty from FRED-TV, representatives of Stop and Shop Supermarkets and Dartmouth Building Supply (DBS), Southcoast Hospital dietetic intern program, and nutrition and cooking experts Pat Bebo of the University of Massachusetts Extension Nutrition Education Program and Chef Bill Walker of Durfee High School culinary arts. The series of programs, "Look Who's Cooking", will begin to air in the fall of 2010 and will focus on building a basic pantry of cooking ingredients and preparation of simple but nutritious and low-cost meals. 
In addition to the cooking show, staff from the Women, Infants and Children (WIC) Nutrition Program will be at the farmers' markets this summer to demonstrate basic cooking techniques to turn healthy fruits and vegetables into delicious and nutritious meals. WIC’s primary goal is to help keep pregnant and breastfeeding women and children under the age of five healthy. WIC, which operates out of the HealthFirst Family Care Center on County Street, also runs a childhood obesity prevention program that works with area pediatricians to educate parents on proper nutrition and weight for their children.
Nationally, efforts are underway through First Lady Michelle Obama's "Let's Move" initiative to increase access to more nutritious foods, especially in low-income communities. Some of those efforts include financial incentives to bring food markets into urban areas that have limited access to fresh produce. "Fortunately, Fall River has a pretty good variety of both large grocery stores as well as a number of smaller neighborhood markets that are accessible within a mile or so of nearly everyone in the City," noted Pat Bebo of the Extension Nutrition Education Program.  "What we need to do is to make more people aware of what is available and encourage them to purchase and consume a healthier diet.

So, if you haven't explored some of Fall River's produce outlets, make a point of visiting a farmers' market or shopping for fresh, local produce in one of the Healthy Neighborhood markets listed on the HealthyCityFallRiver.org website. Just click on the link at the top of the page and you'll find an abundance of options!
