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City employees benefiting from new wellness program

Fall River firefighters have a very dangerous job to do. Unfortunately, the biggest danger they face isn't fire or smoke or collapsing structures. It's heart attack. According to national statistics, forty-four percent of firefighter deaths on the job are related to cardiac events.

In order to reduce the risk that Fall River firefighters face, the Southcoast Hospital Group Cardiovascular Prevention Program teamed up with the new Municipal Wellness Program to screen dozens of Fall River firefighters and EMT personnel for cardiovascular risk factors during this past August, 2008. The project was part of a new Municipal Employee Wellness program funded by the Massachusetts Department of Public Health and administered by the City’s Health and Human Services Department. 

"Many firefighters have not been tested for blood pressure and cholesterol for several years," noted Municipal Employee Wellness coordinator Julianne Kelly. "Once they've seen their numbers, it's up to them to take the steps necessary to bring them into line with accepted standards, such as diet and exercise," stated Southcoast Nurse Clinician Donna Querim. "We hope that this will serve as a wake-up call for those who need to pay closer attention," she added. The program is one of many new resources that all of Fall River’s municipal employees are receiving through the Municipal Employee Wellness program. 

The three thousand people who work for the City of Fall River can get help in maintaining their health through the grant-funded program. Teachers, police and fire personnel, public works employees and everyone else on the City payroll can now participate in a growing number of activities and use new resources designed to improve their health.

Begun in March, 2008, the program serves not only Fall River municipal employees but also those who work for Attleboro, Mansfield, N. Attleboro, Somerset, Swansea and Westport. Working with the Boards of Health, this Department of Public Health-funded program is working to provide health risk assessments, smoking cessation resources, and cholesterol, blood pressure and blood sugar screenings. The funds support one full-time coordinator and some program supplies and equipment for the seven-town project.
In Fall River, arrangements have already been made to provide Weight Watchers at work, sun exposure awareness for outdoor employees, and access to city-maintained bicycles for employees who want to reduce their dependence on automobiles while getting some exercise during the course of their work.

“We’re just getting started to build a wellness program for each of these municipalities,” commented program coordinator Julianne Kelly. “Our hope is to create resources over the next four years that will be sustainable long after the grant period has ended,” she added.

While the program will be able to add some resources directly, much of what will be offered to employees is information on how to use the resources that already exist in the community. City employees will be urged to use the benefits that their insurance providers already offer to defray the cost of memberships at fitness facilities. Employees will also be encouraged to participate in city-wide activities such as the annual Fitness Challenge which offers very low-cost fitness training through Community Development Recreation and the Diabetes Association.

“With this program and the new Healthy Lives program, also administered by the City, and the Children In Balance project in the elementary schools, Fall River has never had such an increase in opportunities for adults and children to retain or regain a healthy lifestyle,” noted Healthy City Fall River coordinator Dr. David S. Weed. “Its now up to everyone to look at what they could be doing to move a little more and maybe eat a better diet so both the need for and the cost of healthcare down the road in Fall River will not be as great as it is now,” he added.
Information about these programs is available at the Healthy City Fall River website (www.HealthyCityFallRiver.org) or by calling 508-324-2410.
