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Fun and fit in Fitchburg
Fitchburg residents encouraged to be healthy

With the nice weather right around the corner, it is finally time to bring out the
walking sneakers, bicycles, and scooters, and get some fresh air.

For some in Fitchburg, however, getting outside and exercising is a matter of life and
death.

According to information from the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, 61 percent of
all Fitchburg residents are overweight. Local health and city officials are looking to
change that statistic, however.

With the help of $120,000 over two years through the Mass in Motion Municipal
Wellness and Leadership Grant program, along with a $360,000 allocation over the
course of four years as part of the Healthy Kids, Healthy Communities Grant through
the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, those officials were able to start the Fun ‘n
FITchburg program.

In honor of the unique undertaking, New England Cable News will be highlighting
Fun ‘n FITchburg in a health piece, which is set to air on March 28 from 8 until 9
p.m.

Reporter LaToya Edwards was taken on a guided tour and talked with residents last
week of Memorial Middle School, McKay Elementary School, the Montachusett
Opportunity Council, Inc. office on the HealthAlliance Hospital Burbank Campus,
and Riverfront Park, to learn more about the program.

“I think it’s exciting for Fitchburg to be highlighted on a positive note,” said Mary
Giannetti, director of the Montachusett Opportunity Council’s Nutrition and Wellness
Center.

Memorial Middle School Principal Francis Thomas was proud that his school was
selected as a showcase spot in the city.

“It was great for us to get recognized for the great things that are going on here. The
P.E. and health and wellness teachers take a lot of time to put their curriculum
together,” he said.

To begin to combat obesity, health officials first had to pinpoint the root causes of
why people become overweight.

“There are many facets to the reason for obesity. If you want your kids to get outside
and play, but they do not feel safe, or there is not a lot of green space, that can be
an issue,” said Giannetti.

Organizers are currently in the assessment phase of the project, and many of the
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changes they are discussing will start in Giannetti’s own office.

She and her colleagues have already begun looking at the food offered in vending
machines in her office, and other offices around the city, as well as ways to help
employers build time into the day for employees to walk around the grounds of their
workplace and stay active. A prime break spot for Giannetti’s officemates at the
Burbank campus of HealthAlliance Hospital are the trails behind their building. There
is one big problem with using those paths now, however.

“If you go on those trails now, it is very easy to get lost,” said Giannetti.

Through the grants, organizers hope to buy trail markers for Burbank and other trails
around the city to give residents safer options for their outdoor exercise routines.

Trails will not be the only walking areas in the city to get a facelift, however.

With help from a group of individuals from the WalkBoston initiative during a recent
visit to Fitchburg, many crosswalks and sidewalks were marked as prime candidates
for repairs. One such project was to replace a lightbulb in the crossing sign at the
corner of Rollstone and Main streets.

Although a walk outside may be nice with the spring coming, taking in the fresh air is
usually not so pleasant in the winter months, which is why Giannetti said that finding
indoor recreational opportunities for residents is crucial. Program organizers are
looking to educate community groups on each other’s resources.

During a recent meeting for the education project, members of the Elm Street
Congregational Church said that they wished to give more chances for children to
be active when there is a foot of snow on the ground. The membership coordinator
of the Montachusett YMCA offered to talk after the meeting about coordinating their
efforts, a connection that Giannetti said epitomizes what Fun ‘n FITchburg is all
about.

“It’s building, just in the assessment phase, a lot of communication and collaboration
between the partners,” said Giannetti.

One partner that is already on board is the district’s school officials.

According to Giannetti, they get an A plus for their work in giving students the
opportunity to stay healthy.

Thomas said that around half of his students participate in after-school intramural
sports, such as basketball, lacrosse, and dodgeball.

“We are always on the lookout for things that will give us a boost,” said Thomas.
“We try to find something that is not only fun for the kids, but fits in the components
of educating them about health and wellness.”

The district’s Food Services department also deserves a high mark in the eyes of
Giannetti.

“The school food service has done a lot to introduce more fresh fruits and
vegetables,” she said.

McKay Campus School has even gone so far as to plant a garden with a special
class to teach students how to grow their own food, something that will serve their
hearts and wallets well as they grow up.

“Growing food is a great way to increase access because it is cheaper,” said
Giannetti.

The children who tend the garden were excited to be able to show off the fruits, and
vegetables, of their labor.

“We are very proud of the work that the kids in that class do. We feel lucky to even
have the garden at the school, so to have someone show an interest is wonderful ”
said Jennifer Fichtel, assistant principal at McKay.

Along with McKay’s garden, many community gardens have been popping up
around the city, as well as the addition of the Fitchburg Farmers’ Market at Riverfront



Newspaper web site
content management
software and services

Place a Classified
Where to pick us up

News Archive
Poll
How do you stay fit
in Fitchburg?

 Exercise

 Watch my diet

 Avoid the scale

Vote
View results
Copyright
2005-2009

Landmark All
Rights Reserved

Park last year.

Those working with the grant hope to have an action plan put together by June or
July of this year, so the real work can actually begin.

“There is always more we can do,” said Giannetti.

As much work as there is yet to be accomplished, Giannetti said that there are
people willing to do that work though.

“There is a lot of interest in wanting to do positive things,” she said.


