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Commissioner Reviews Fall River's approach to fitness and nutrition
Massachusetts Commissioner of Agricultural Resources Scott Soares visited the Tansey School last Friday to learn more about how Fall River is dealing with the national obesity crisis and found an amazing array of approaches to addressing the problem. Joined by Mayor William Flanagan and UMass Amherst College of Natural Sciences Dean Steve Goodwin, the Commissioner heard that efforts to reduce Fall River's 28.6% obesity rate (vs. 21% statewide) are taking place on a number of fronts, each of which can address one of many aspects of the problem.
On the nutrition side, Commissioner Soares heard a lot about what is happening in the Fall River Schools. UMass Extension Nutrition Education Project Leader Pat Bebo described the education that she and her staff have provided to children in the Fall River Schools over the past six years through a unique federally-funded program. "We're teaching children from elementary to high school the basics of healthy nutrition," reported Bebo to the Commissioner. "These children not only 'get it', they also repeatedly teach their parents in a way that we could never do directly," she added.

School Wellness Coordinator Marcia Picard went on to describe how the recent "Children In Balance" grant helped to prepare the schools to transform its food service into a model program. "Bringing Whitsons Culinary Group to oversee food selection, preparation and service has made a world of difference," noted Picard. "We're now looking at transforming the summer food program offered by Community Development Recreation into the same high quality program," she added.
Picard also described the addition of school gardens at the Watson School over the past two years as a transformation of the school experience that now gives children "hands-on" experience of how food is grown. "This is helping children understand that food comes from the ground and not from a box," she noted. "Kids love eating the food that they grow, even the foods that they didn't think they would like!"

The Fall River schools now purchases much more food from local growers through the Farm-to-School program that reduces the barriers to local purchases. A U.S. Department of Agriculture program also provides fresh fruit and vegetables to children as an afternoon snack in half of the City's schools. "We want to make sure that schools can purchase from Massachusetts and other New England growers as easily as they can from outside the region," stated Commissioner Soares.
Community Development Recreation director Grace Gerling described both the nutritional advantages as well as the fitness benefits of hundreds of city youth participating in the 9-week Lunch-in-the-Park program that the agency provides every year. "Not only do we provide a healthy meal," she added, "we also get kids moving through our Summer Olympics program. Fitness is now getting more attention throughout the year as the physical education teachers are now working to get children moving during the school year. A Safe-Routes-to-School program at the Spencer Borden School and others is also building in physical activity as a regular part of the school day. Fall River is one of only two districts in the state to commit all schools to this program.
Adults, too, are now provided multiple options to improve their nutrition and build in physical activity. Three farmers' markets that operate from Memorial Day through Thanksgiving provide a selection of locally-grown produce, often at lower prices that can be found in the commercial grocery stores. The addition of an electronic benefits transfer machine now allows people who receive Supplemental Food Nutrition Program (SNAP) benefits to purchase tokens that farmers will accept as cash for their produce.
Those who choose to raise their own produce can take advantage of the Community Garden Program that pairs gardeners with tillable space in the community. "The Church of the Holy Spirit has had a terrific garden on their property near Kennedy Park," reported Nicole Fortier who oversees the program. "We're looking at developing a similar program at the Central Congregational Church this coming summer," she added. The Fall River Housing Authority maintains two community gardens as well.

In order to learn how to cook the foods one raises or purchases at the market, a locally-produced "Look Who's Cooking" cable television series has been produced with the help of UMass Extension, B.M.C. Durfee High School's chef Bill Walker, Stop & Shop, and DBS Kitchens in Dartmouth. Six episodes that teach basic nutrition, shopping and cooking skills now air throughout the community and on-line through the www.HealthyCityFallRiver.org website.

The Healthy City Fall River initiative has helped people to establish a healthier lifestyle through its Healthy Restaurant and Healthy Neighborhood Market programs. Over twenty local restaurants and a similar number of small markets have agreed to ensure that customers can find healthier choices when they come through their doors. "It doesn't mean that everything they offer is necessarily the best choice, but if one wants to make better choices, these places can provide good nutrient quality food," reported Healthy City coordinator David S. Weed, Psy.D.
Ten neighborhood walking routes scattered throughout the City and a three-mile course at the Fall River Industrial Park offer no-cost fitness opportunities to anyone willing to take the time to get some regular exercise. Those who want to engage in a more serious effort to get fit or to lose excess weight can enroll in the annual Fitness Challenge. Over 800 people have signed up for the four-month program each of the past four years. An expanded program is in the works for those who see fitness as a year-around effort.

To ensure that Fall River residents have good opportunities to enjoy walking or cycling, Mass In Motion coordinator Julianne Kelly is working with teams of advocates to increase and improve the sidewalks and bicycle routes throughout the City and to improve the quality of the City's parks. "Our Park Advocates group and those supporting a bicycle route between Fall River and New Bedford have been outstanding in their efforts to improve these opportunities," stated Kelly at the meeting with Commissioner Soares. "While we have some resources now, we really need to look at the opportunities in the coming years as people want to lead more active lives," she added.
Commissioner Soares was so impressed with what he heard about Fall River's approach to addressing the obesity epidemic that he called it a model for the rest of the state. For more information about what Fall River has to offer, go to www. HealthyCityFallRiver.org.
