Article for March 27, 2008, issue of Fall River Herald News Living Well section

Use the walking “pill” to improve your health

If your doctor could prescribe a medication that would decrease your risk of heart attack by 30-40%, cut your risk of stroke in half, help to control your blood pressure, reduce your risk of some cancers and diabetes, and lower your weight, would you take it? What if you also learned that this medication is absolutely free? It would be hard to pass up, wouldn’t it?

That “medication” is nothing other than 30 to 60 minutes of vigorous walking, at least five times a week! It can even be taken in smaller “doses” throughout the day.

If walking could be put in a pill, it would be considered a miracle drug, yet more than half of people living in Fall River report that they do not even get 30 minutes of moderate exercise three times a week.

The reasons that people state for not walking more are numerous: not enough time, lousy weather, responsibilities at home, not feeling safe outside, and so on. But most of these problems can be overcome with a little planning, some support from others, and some new resources in the City over this summer will help.

The City’s new Healthy Lives project will soon launch spring-time walking programs for both children and adults. These programs build on work done last year to pilot walk-to-school programs and to identify measured walking routes throughout the City.

“We are hoping to double the number of schools that participated in last October’s walk-to-school programs at the Carroll and Lincoln schools and the ‘Walking School Bus’ program at the Sts. Peter and Paul Elementary School,” stated Mike Coughlin, Director of Health and Human Services.

The walk-to-school programs helped to motivate dozens of children within the three schools to walk with adults at least one day a week. Rewards and incentives helped to get children walking who would normally have been driven to school.

Equally, adults will be encouraged to hit the streets starting in April on routes designated by the Healthy Lives project, a personal health promotion effort funded by the Massachusetts Department of Public Health.

“Walking is probably one of the best and easiest ways to include healthier habits into one’s lifestyle. With the warm weather approaching, it is another reason to enjoy the beautiful outdoors in our community parks and areas of recreation. When I have a chance, I like to take a walk Downtown from my office to stretch my legs and clear my mind. The walking ‘pill’ is good for physical and mental health,” says Mayor Robert Correia.   

“We’re working in partnership with the American Heart Association who will be providing their logo designating the walking routes with their new “SMART” logo,” added Healthy City Fall River coordinator David S. Weed, Psy.D.

The SMART program offers a website where participants can log their miles and get tips and encouragement to make walking part of their daily routine (www.AmericanHeart.org).  
Local businesses will be encouraged to sign up with American Heart to create teams who can then log their progress on the SMART website. This would be an excellent way for teams participating in the Fall River Fitness Challenge to maintain their fitness follow the conclusion of the Challenge on May 10th.

Ten walking routes throughout the city have also been designated for anyone in the City to use, and can be found at the HealthyCityFallRiver.org website. Each of these routes goes near a park or water vista and is a measured distance so walkers can track their total  mileage walked.

Additional plans include the installation of information kiosks at approximately eight locations throughout the city. Kiosks will give walkers information about local health resources and will provide a way to organize walking groups and clubs at each route. 

Many people, particularly seniors, prefer the extra safety that walking in groups can give, and everyone enjoys the conversation with a friend or family member that a walking session offers. And parents can make a walk a regular family activity that can be good for physical health and important “talking time” along the way.

For those who want to get involved right away with walking in groups, a number of events are planned this year that incorporate walking with a variety of fundraising activities. 

· The annual Officer Thomas Giunta 5K Memorial Road Race/Walk will take place at 12:10 p.m. on April 6th  (see www.officergiuntaroadrace.org);

· Community Development Recreation will hold its annual Spring Sprint on April 26th at 9:00 a.m. (www.cdrec.org );

· The Foster Care Task Force will hold a Stepping Out to Support Foster Care Walk-A-Thon on May 10th at 10:00 a.m. at Heritage State Park (call 508-324-7933 for information);

· St. Anne’s Hospital (www.SaintAnnesHospital.org ) will hold their Rockland Trust Get Moving walk at Diman Regional High School on May 17th;

· The American Cancer Society will be walking the track at Somerset High School for their Relay for Life event on June 27-28 (www.cancer.org); and

· Steppingstone (www.steppingstoneinc.org ) will hold their annual Get Steppin’ 5K walk for the homeless in August..

Each of these resources is designed to do one thing: get more of us moving! With the good weather arriving over the next few weeks, wouldn’t this be a great time to get out and start taking your “medication”? You’ll be pleased with the results.

For more information about Healthy Lives or the walking programs, contact the Healthy City Fall River coordinator at 508-324-2411.

