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Industrial Park walking route shows path to health for employers
Last week, leaders of the Airport Road Industrial Park announced the opening of a new three and a quarter mile walking and bicycle route specifically targeted at the over 4,000 employees that work at companies in the Park. The route is marked along both sides of the roads that connect the companies in the Park and is marked with maps that lay out five routes of different lengths.
Marty Schwalm, president of the Fall River Industrial Association and CEO of Hatch Science, has been involved in creating the route in concert with Mike Ramos, coordinator of the Fall River Healthy Lives program in the City's health department. "This is a project we've wanted to do for a long time, and we're happy that the City has agreed to help us make it happen," said Schwalm. 

Ramos is pleased to see another designated walking route to add to the ten that have already been created in the City (see www.HealthyCityFallRiver.org for a description of the routes). "We know that walking is one of the best ways for people to maintain their physical health, and having safe places to walk encourages everyone to make exercise a part of their daily routine," added Ramos.

Now it's up to the businesses that line the new walking route to encourage their employees to make use of it. Companies, like the Lightolier Company, have been leading the way by encouraging their employees to walk before or after work or on their lunch break. Companies that make an investment in employee health are doing so because they understand the return that they can get by having a healthier workforce.

The American Heart Association recently released a new policy statement suggesting companies could reduce costs on health care expenses for employees with the implementation of effective workplace wellness programs. This recommendation is backed up by research that shows that companies can save anywhere from $3 to $15 for every $1 spent on health and wellness within 12 to 18 months of implementing a workplace wellness program.
“Beyond cost savings and increased productivity, visionary employers are realizing the value of an employee’s total health… An effective worksite wellness program can attract exceptional employees, enhance morale and reduce organizational conflict,” stated Mercedes Carnethon of Northwestern University’s Feinberg School of Medicine. It's this broad range of benefits that is attracting employers to the idea of instituting workplace wellness plans, even when there is an additional monetary outlay.
“There are many things that employers can do to encourage a healthier work environment without having to spend money,” noted Janet Hathaway, Director of Occupational and Employee Health at Southcoast Hospitals Group and chairperson of the newly-formed Southcoast Worksite Health and Wellness Collaborative (www.SouthcoastWorksiteHealth.org), a voluntary group of local worksite representatives who are encouraging employers to look at the benefits of on-site programs. “Simply making healthier food choices available at lunch time or encouraging groups of employees to walk together during part of the workday can have big benefits over time,” said Hathaway. To build an effective program, employers should begin with a worksite health assessment, available for free from the Massachusetts Department of Public Health on the Southcoast Worksite Health website.
Hathaway notes that there are many low- and no-cost opportunities available to employees, such as walking routes and educational programs offered through the Fall River Fitness Challenge program (www.FallRiverFitnessChallenge.com).  "Anyone can sign up to use the fitness facility at CD-REC for as little as $25 for four months," she noted. "That's not a big cost. And other programs in the community, like the YMCA and the Boys and Girls Club have offered similar bargains," she added. The Southcoast Health Van is also available for employees to get screened for blood pressure and cholesterol.

The Worksite Health and Wellness Collaborative will be holding their first conference for local employers on January 12, 2009, at the Woodland Commons on the University of Massachusetts campus in Dartmouth. Employers will be able to learn more about the many local resources in Fall River and New Bedford that can help to improve employee health.  Kathryn Brooks, Vice President of Human Resources and Organizational 

Development at Green Mountain Roasters, Inc. will give the keynote presentation, and workshops will focus on employee assessments and local resources. Registration information is available on the Southcoast Worksite Health website.
Many health insurance providers are also encouraging worksite health initiatives by working with employers to encourage their employees to quit smoking or lose weight based on the knowledge that healthier employees save insurer costs over the long run. Any employee that is covered by a health insurance plan should check their benefits to see if some or all of the cost of fitness facility memberships is reimbursable under their policy.

So, there are very clear pathways to employee health, and the Industrial Park walking and bicycle route is just the beginning of what local employers can do to ensure that the people who work for them are in the best possible shape. In the long run, everyone benefits: the employee, the employer and the community-at-large. You might want to ask your own employer what they could do to help to make your life healthier!

