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Farmers' Market tokens now available for EBT users

Most Americans still don’t eat enough vegetables, and fruit consumption is actually dropping a little, according to a report released two weeks ago by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC). The study found that last year about one-third of U.S. adults consumed fruit or fruit juice at least twice a day. That’s down slightly from more than 34 percent in 2000. Only about 26 percent ate vegetables three or more times a day, the same as in 2000. The statistics come from a telephone survey of hundreds of thousands of Americans.

Even though Massachusetts rates were above national averages, residents' consumption of fruits twice or more a day declined from 43% in 2000 to 37% in 2009, and consumption of three or more vegetables daily dipped slightly from 30% to 28% over the same period. Between 2000 and 2007, Fall River's rate of five or more fruits and vegetables consumed daily averaged 21% vs. a statewide average of 29%.

CDC officials say they’re pushing for people to eat more fruits and vegetables because it can help reduce the risk of many leading causes of death, and it can play an important role in reaching and maintaining a healthy weight. And, the more vegetables and fruit a person consumes, the less likely they are to eat processed and refined or packaged foods that are usually loaded with excess calories and salt.
During the summer and fall months, Fall River's three farmers' markets are terrific places to find the fresh produce that should be on everyone's plate. Markets are open on Wednesdays from 7:00 a.m. to 3:00 p.m. at Ruggles Park in the North End, Thursdays from 11:00 a.m. to 6:00 p.m. on Old Second Street downtown, and Saturdays from 7:00 a.m. to 1:30 p.m. at Kennedy Park in the South End. Farmers from surrounding towns offer a large variety of seasonal produce at competitive prices at each of these markets from May until November. In addition, many neighborhood markets and even some larger grocery stores carry locally-grown produce.
Until now, however, people using Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program or SNAP benefits (formerly "food stamps") could only purchase produce at markets and grocery stores that accept the Electronic Benefit Transfer or EBT cards. Over a third of households in Fall River are eligible for these benefits simply by applying for a benefit card. The amount received is based on one's income, size of the household and several other factors. Applications can be made on-line at www.mass.gov/dta or in person at Citizens for Citizens, 264 Griffin Street, Fall River (508-679-0041), Catholic Social Services (508-674-4681) or HealthFirst Family Care Center (508-679-8111). Be sure to call ahead to schedule an appointment and to learn what documents you will need to bring with you.
As of last week, however, customers can also purchase wooden tokens at each of the markets using their EBT cards. "We wanted to make it possible for everyone to access the farmers' markets," said Kristen Gunderson, the Healthy City Fall River market coordinator. Gunderson will be at the Ruggles market on most Wednesdays from 10-11 on Wednesdays, the downtown market on Old Second Street on Thursdays from 11-12, and the Kennedy Market on Saturdays from 9-10. "Customers can swipe their EBT cards to purchase up to ten dollars worth of $1 tokens. They don't have to use the tokens that day or at that market," she added.

In order to promote the use of farmers' markets in Fall River, the BMC HealthNet Plan provided $400 in Fall River Farmers' Market tokens for physicians to give to patients as a way to encourage them to purchase more fresh fruits and vegetables. Tokens have been "prescribed" to patients at the HealthFirst Family Care Center and at the SSTAR Family Care Center over the past month. "We saw this as a way to get patients to consider eating a healthier diet," noted BMC promotional director Kelly Nevins. The idea, begun in the Boston Area earlier this year as a way to address childhood obesity, is being distributed primarily to parents of children through the two clinics.
The Family Service Association began selling tokens at a discount to their employees this summer as a way to encourage use of the markets. "We offered $5 in tokens for $3 to our employees, and they immediately took advantage of the offer," reported Sue Potvin, R.N., who heads up the agency's wellness program. Other organizations are welcome to make the same kind of offer by contacting Ms. Gunderson at 508-324-7900 to purchase tokens in larger quantities.
For those who want to learn how to cook vegetables and other foods but have little or no cooking experience, a new program, “Look Who’s Cooking”, will begin airing on Fall River cable television, Channel 17, on Sundays at 11:00 a.m. and Wednesdays at 3:00 p.m. This program teaches how to set up a kitchen and how to prepare simple meals, often using fresh produce. "People can see all kinds of television shows that feature chefs preparing complex meals," noted UMass Extension Nutrition Education Program director Pat Bebo who is featured in the program along with Chef Bill Walker of Durfee High School culinary arts program. "What we're doing in this show is to start with the basics so that anyone can succeed at preparing their own food at home," she added.
So, there's lots of encouragement to get people in Fall River to discover how wonderful a diet filled with tomatoes, carrots, broccoli, spinach, zucchini, eggplant, beans, corn, cabbage, peppers, onions and dozens of other wonderful vegetables, as well as apples, berries, melons, and other fruit can be. If you haven't yet discovered this for yourself, why not take a trip to a farmers' market this week?

