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Healthy dining easier at some restaurants
With Thanksgiving and the other holidays coming up, lots of good eating opportunities will soon be available. For many, the holidays mean time at home to enjoy cooking and preparing traditional favorites. Eating, after all, is one of life’s best pleasures, especially in the company of people we enjoy. If you’re one who enjoys preparing foods from scratch, it’s an even better chance to ensure that what you’re eating is wholesome and healthy since you get to choose what goes into each dish.
For more and more of us, however, special occasions around the holidays mean eating out in restaurants or ordering food already prepared. While one can find good tasting food in nearly every establishment, having the information about its nutritional content is a different matter. And, finding restaurants who will prepare and serve foods that are nutritionally healthy without being high in calories or certain types of fats can be even more difficult. Fortunately, in Fall River there are some resources that can help.

Two years ago, Healthy City Fall River, a public health initiative organized between Partners for a Healthier Community and the City’s Health and Human Services Department, began a Healthy Dining program. Food establishments throughout the City were offered the opportunity at the time of their food license renewals to apply to be a Healthy Dining restaurant. In order to be listed, in addition to enforcing no-smoking laws within the establishment and having no unresolved health code violations, owners have to meet the following criteria: 

· Offers at least two choices of fruits and/or vegetables (other than potatoes)

· Allow substitution of salad or other vegetables for fried potatoes (e.g. french fries)

· Clearly designate low-fat and low-calorie menu items when offered

· Offer 1% or skim milk when milk is offered as a beverage

· Offer some dishes in a smaller portion size (e.g., half portion sizes)
While these rules, adapted from similar program in other cities, do not guarantee that every item is nutritionally healthy, it does allow diners some choices that can help them limit calories or saturated fats in their diet. 
Some of the non-chain Fall River restaurants who applied for and received the Healthy Dining designation two years ago include: Apsara Asian Restaurant, Beira Alta Restaurant, Cafe Arpeggio, LePage's Seafood Grille, McGovern's Restaurant, Daou Market, Gina's Family Restaurant, Swede's Café, TA Restaurant, Terra Nostra Restaurant, and the Waterstreet Café.
In addition to meeting these local criteria, many national chain restaurants are providing more information about the nutritional content of the food they sell. Sometimes, the information is only available on-line through the internet or in handouts that have to be requested. This makes it more difficult for diners to make good choices at the time they are making a selection. Sen. Tom Harkin, D-Iowa, introduced federal legislation in March to extend the Nutrition Labeling and Education Act to food sold at restaurants with more than 20 locations. The law would require chains to list the nutritional information of all its menu items and would even apply to vending machine fare. Until such a law has passed, however, consumer can use the following tools:
· For those consumers who rely heavily on their cell phones, Diet.com launched a service in which customers can send in a text message with a restaurant name and menu item and receive a return message containing the item’s calorie count, fat grams, carbohydrate amount (see http://www.diet.com/mobile/). HealthyDiningFinder.com gives national chain nutrition information but its database only lists three restaurants in Fall River.
· Some restaurants are beginning to make information about nutrition, including calories, carbohydrate, fat and sodium content, where it should be, right on the menu next to each item. One local chain that has taken some leadership in this area is the Tim Hortons restaurant chain, with one establishment in the north end of the City at 1023 North Main Street and one on the South End at 550 Newton Street. “We find that the more people know about what they’re eating, the better they can manage their own health,” stated owner Tom Medeiros. “It can be difficult if one has diabetes or is working to prevent getting the disease if one has no idea what’s in their food,” he added. The Tim Hortons chain has had a diabetic menu on their website for years but has recently moved to putting food labels on the restaurant menus.

· Other local chain restaurants that offer information on their menus includes Applebee’s and Chili’s, but these restaurants only list items as “low calorie” or “heart healthy” without specific information about calorie and fat content on the menu.
“We can teach people all we want about how to eat healthy food,” commented Mike Ramos, coordinator of the Fall River Healthy Lives program at Government Center, “but if they don’t have the information to make good choices, the task becomes frustrating and people give up trying. 

To see a list of Healthy Dining establishments in the City, go to www.HealthyCityFallRiver.org and click on the Healthy Dining link. Information on how other restaurants can apply for the program is also available and will be sent out later this month with the new food license applications. For further information, contact Mr. Ramos at 508-324-2417.
