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About the Community: The Navajo Nation spans across Utah, Arizona, and New 
Mexico. The 110 Navajo communities range in population from about 13,000 to 
20,000 Navajos. These communities are rural and isolated with limited access to 
water, electricity, and paved roads. In some communities, there is up to 80% 
unemployment. 
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Motivation for Change: There is a clear lack of access to fresh, healthy food across 
the Navajo Nation. The majority of people on the Reservation get their food from the 
local convenience store or trading post stores. These stores generally do not carry 
abundant fresh fruits or vegetables due to a lack of refrigeration units. Some Navajos 
will travel 100 or more miles to buy bulk food outside the Reservation, although 
these trips are typically limited to once or twice a month. According to the Indian 
Health Service, an estimated 25,000 of the Navajo Nation’s 300,000 have type-2 
diabetes and another 75,000 Navajos are pre-diabetic.

Policy Change – Tax on Unhealthy Food: The Navajo Nation passed the Healthy Dine 
Nation Act of 2014, which creates two new tax policies to promote healthy eating 
and limit unhealthy eating. The first policy removes the previous 5% tax on fruits and 
vegetables. The policy applies to all food establishments, including sit-down 
restaurants and fast food eateries. The second policy is a 2% tax on unhealthy foods, 
defined as those foods high in sugar and trans fat content. The funds from the 2% tax, 
estimated at approximately $1 million a year, go back to Navajo Nation local 
governments for the purpose of developing wellness projects. These wellness 
projects include health education classes, cooking demonstrations, walking trails, 
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parks, basketball courts and football fields, community gardens and farms, improved 
water access, and waste management.

Barriers/Challenges: (1) Pushback: President Ben Shelly originally vetoed a previous 
version of the tax legislation on the account it was too vague in its implementation. 
The Dine Community Advocacy Alliance (DCAA), a grassroots organization of 
community volunteers, worked with the Navajo tribal government to further detail 
implementation of the tax law; (2) Uncertainty: Since the Navajo Nation is the first 
large government to place a tax on unhealthy food, the Navajo Nation Council 
included in the law a 2020 expiration date.

Information provided in 2015 by Gloria Begay of the Dine Community Advocacy 
Alliance (DCAA).
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About the Community: Houghton is a small town of approximately 7,700 people. The 
residents are predominantly White, though there is a sizable Native American 
population. 
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Motivation for Change: As the population of Houghton began to decline in the 1970’s 
and 1980’s, the town began to create a vision of a healthy community that focused 
on quality economic growth. The town wanted to create a healthy, sustainable 
community and attract and retain young professionals who want to live in walkable 
communities. As a result of this, the town decided to save 4.5 miles of waterfront for 
an 8-foot wide trail that supports both biking and walking. The leaders of Houghton 
want the community to win national awards for being a good place to live and 
believed a Complete Streets design would help them achieve that goal. 

Policy Change – Complete Streets: In 2010, Houghton became the first town in the 
Upper Peninsula and the 6th in Michigan to adopt a Complete Streets ordinance. The 
Houghton ordinance calls for transportation improvement projects that “…provide 
appropriate accommodation for bicyclists, pedestrians, transit users and motorists of 
all ages and abilities.” It further states that all street plans, including new roads and 
renovations, shall include such accommodations as sidewalks, curb ramps, bike lanes 
and signage to “…maximize walkable and bikeable streets wherever feasible.” The 
ordinance also specifies that street projects should emphasize improving access and 
safety for all user groups. As part of the policy, the Health Department leveraged 
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state and federal community building grants to connect walking and biking trails in 
the community. A $10,000 grant connected a residential area to the waterfront trail, 
which then connected residents to the downtown area. The Department obtained 
funding to build 200 yards of sidewalk to complete a route around the entire town. 

Results: As a result of these initiatives, the downtown area that had historically 
struggled to fill rental units now has nearly 100% occupancy. The town has also been 
able to keep businesses in the area. One of the startup businesses in Houghton grew 
from 12 to 50 people and needed a new location. The startup was going to move to a 
tax free zone outside of the community, but decided to stay in Houghton in order to 
be connected to the trails and recreational opportunities.  

Information provided in 2015 by Ray Sharp who works for a regional health 
department that serves five counties in the upper Michigan, including Houghton.
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About the Community: West Jefferson is a small town in the northwest corner of 
North Carolina. There are approximately 2,500 residents.
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Motivation for Change: The town worked with design students at a North Carolina 
university on a more pedestrian-friendly downtown design. The hope was that this 
new design would attract and promote tourism. Budget constraints halted 
implementation, but the Department of Transportation wanted to take on similar 
pedestrian-friendly design initiatives. 

Policy Change – Complete Streets: The State Department of Transportation designed 
and executed a project in which two of the downtown traffic signals are replaced 
with stop signs. The idea was that the stop signs would slow traffic in town and 
increase drivers’ compliance in terms of yielding to pedestrians. Traffic signals are 
timed so drivers typically set their speed to hit all the green lights. Drivers focus on 
the signal light, rather than on the ground where pedestrians are walking. When 
signals are replaced with stop signs, drivers’ eyes are down to the pedestrians. 
Removing the traffic signals also allowed the space for pedestrian improvements (like 
sidewalk curb extensions) because the road no longer required a left turn lane. To 
make the project more palatable to the town, the Department promised to reinstall 
the traffic lights if the proposal didn’t improve traffic and make the streets 
pedestrian-friendly. Ultimately, during the City Council meeting, everyone agreed that 
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if the future of West Jefferson was for pedestrians and not tractor trailers then 
change was needed to create a street design for pedestrians. 

Barriers/Challenges: (1) Initial Backlash: The Department of Transportation realized 
there was some doubt among city council members and downtown businesses who 
were concerned traffic would actually worsen as a result of the project. In response, 
the Department put information in the newspaper to explain how the stop signs 
would reduce traffic and increase pedestrian safety. The City Manager, the Mayor, 
and the City Planner became advocates for the pedestrian improvements; they 
helped bring the business community on board. Through these efforts, the 
Department was able to obtain a resolution of support to go ahead with the project.

Results: Residents of the town report the project has not harmed drivers as they are 
able to get to their destination just as fast. It also benefits pedestrians, especially 
those who do not have access to other means of transportation. The town has seen 
the opening of ten new businesses that led to 56 new jobs. The Department of 
Transportation does not take full credit for this, but it believes the street project 
helped moved this along. 

Information provided in 2015 by Dean Ledbetter, Senior Transportation Planner at the 
North Carolina Department of Transportation
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About the Community: Sedro-Woolley is a city in the county of Skagit. It is a small 
community of about 10,000 people. The City has been an economically distressed 
area for many years, but the recent increase in business and industry is picking the 
economy back up. Most students ride the bus to a few very rural schools.

12



Motivation for Change: The Healthy, Active Communities taskforce is a partnership 
between the Skagit County Public Health Department and Skagit Valley Hospital, with 
broad community support to focus on increasing access to healthful nutrition and 
physical activity to prevent and decrease chronic disease. The Taskforce is one of nine 
Healthy Communities Projects funded, in part, with a Washington State Department 
of Health Prevention Block Grant to increase healthy foods in neighborhood grocery 
stores and increase walking and biking to school through safe routes to school. The 
Taskforce has three primary work areas: walking, biking, and pathways; active 
community environments; and children's health. The Taskforce wanted to pay 
particular attention to Sedro-Woolley since the City’s Transportation Director was 
already pushing for increased bicycle and pedestrian planning. The Taskforce assessed 
the health of the Sedro-Woolley community using a health assessment tool provided 
by the Washington State Department of Health. The Taskforce was concerned about 
limited access to physical activity in the City. 

Policy Change – Complete Streets: The Taskforce met with the City Public Works 
Director and Mayor to share their thoughts about including language in the City’s 
comprehensive plan about a bicycling and pedestrian plan. In addition, the Taskforce 
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invited the City elected officials, including the Mayor, to attend a Complete Streets 
workshop. The workshop inspired City officials to adopt a Complete Streets policy. 
Since the adoption of the policy, the City continues to develop facilities that promote 
biking and especially walking. The emphasis on walking is concentrated near the 
schools where the community has built paths for students to walk to and from school 
more easily. The Taskforce also worked with the City to create a bicycle and 
pedestrian education program so that the kids in the 5th-8th grade are learning bicycle 
and pedestrian safety as part of their physical education curriculum. The City built a 
bicycle and pedestrian-friendly path along the highway that runs through Sedro-
Woolley. The City also added pedestrian signals to make it safer to cross the highway. 

Barriers/Challenges: (1) Health and Transportation Partnership: The Taskforce had a 
clear goal of increasing opportunities for physical activity so as to improve the general 
health of the community. The Department of Transportation did not immediately see 
how their work was related to health so the Taskforce spent additional time 
educating Transportation officials about the need for a connection between the 
Health and Transportation Departments.

Results: The Taskforce has seen other communities in Skagit County adopt pedestrian 
and bicycle plans and forming advisory committees to carry out these plans. The 
Taskforce believes these changes were made possible by using Sedro-Woolley as an 
exemplar City for promoting health through changes in transportation design.

Information provided in 2015 by Liz McNett, Skagit Healthy Communities Coordinator 
of the Healthy, Active Communities Taskforce. 
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About the Community: Milledgeville is a rural city with a population of approximately 
18,000 to 20,000 residents. The City is located in and is the county seat of Baldwin 
County. The City has found that many people come to the city to retire.
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Motivation for Change: Live Healthy Baldwin is a community-wide initiative that 
centers on providing ways to reverse childhood obesity epidemic in the Milledgeville-
Baldwin area by increasing access to physical activity and healthy food. The 
community group has been a partner in pushing wellness initiatives through the City. 
In addition, the Director for the Center of Health and Social issues has been 
instrumental in securing wellness infrastructure grants. Although there is already a 
wellness push in the community, university students from Georgia College (located in 
Milledgeville) have been big proponents of initiating a Complete Streets design. 

Policy Change – Complete Streets: The university students brought Complete Streets 
grant opportunities to the City and the City applied on their behalf. The Greenway 
Park and River state authority was able to get the Complete Streets legislation started 
and the City enacted a Complete Streets blueprint. Since then, the City secured a 
recreational trails grant to extend existing fishing and community trails about 1,800 
feet. The trail now runs in close proximity to Georgia College. The City also installed 
new bike racks throughout the area and is in the process of developing a bicycle 
ordinance that would prioritize designing additional safety measures for people who 
bike. 
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Barriers/Challenges: (1) Budget: The City has seen significant job loss over the last 
five years. As a result, the City feels pressure to spend money on job creation, rather 
than recreational amenities. However, elected officials are still pushing these 
Complete Streets initiatives along.

Results: After the development of additional trail extension, there has been an 
increase in developer interest to build Georgia College student housing. 

Information provided in 2015 by Frank Baugh, Director of Public Works for the City of 
Milledgeville, GA

15



16



About the Community: The eight counties stretch across 200 miles. The counties 
range in size from 8,500 people to 50,000 people. The geography makes this region 
rural. The economy is suffering throughout the region, leading to high poverty and 
unemployment.
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Motivation for Change: Due to the region’s rural geography, the community 
purchases food primarily from local corner stores that do not carry many fresh, 
healthy food options. In response, MountainWise seeks to create a heathier food 
environment for the region. The Regional Coordinator for MountainWise describes 
the people in the region as independent and proud of their ability to make a living for 
themselves. As a result of this self-reliance culture, community members are often 
opposed to government programs and policies. The MountainWise approach instead 
builds the community’s desire to “get back to the land” as the region has a long 
history of farming, canning, and preserving.

System Change – Increase Healthy Food in Corner Stores: The Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention (CDC) funded the opening of MountainWise through a 
Community Transformation Grant. As a condition of the grant, MountainWise had to 
develop strategies to increase healthy food access in retail stores. The organization 
began by creating healthy food marketing material that would resonate with the 
people living in the region. Then, MountainWise built relationships with local corner 
stores to help them stock and promote healthy foods. MountainWise worked with 
the regional food distributor to ensure the distributor started providing healthier food 
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products for convenience stores. The distributor now works with local farms to bring 
fresh, healthy, local food to small stores. The distributor also uses MountainWise 
marketing materials to promote healthier options that they stock at stores. 
MountainWise now also gives out recipe cards so people can build a healthy meal 
with the foods they find at corner stores. 

Barriers/Challenges: (1) Initial Strategic Planning: The CDC provided to MoutainWise 
guidance on increasing healthy food in corner stores. However, the guidance was 
based on strategies that had worked in urban, rather than rural, regions. 
MoutainWise spent significant planning time figuring out how to adopt the CDC 
guidance to a model more fitting to a rural area.

Information Provided in 2015 by Sarah Tennyson, Regional Coordinator for 
MountainWise. MountainWise is a collaboration of eight county health departments 
in western North Carolina.
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About The Community: Petersburg is a rural fishing community on an island in 
Southeast Alaska. There are approximately 3,000 residents, primarily of Native 
American and Norwegian descent. The majority of the community is middle-income, 
relative to the state population. The Petersburg School District has about 450 K-12 
student enrollment. Over half of the students are eligible to receive free or reduced 
lunch. 
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Motivation for Change: The Director of Child Nutrition, Carlee Ray Wells, accepted 
the position in 2011 with a desire to improve school lunch nutrition. She felt it was 
her civic duty to provide nutritional and pleasing foods for students in hopes the 
children not only eat healthier, but also gain a deeper understanding of what they 
were eating. She wanted to improve to school food so students have access to 
products they otherwise would not have access to at home. The Director went 
through state-provided training sessions on how to administer a healthy food 
program, during which she also learned what other states and localities are doing to 
improve school food nutrition.

System Change – Increase Healthy Food in Schools: The Director realized one of the 
biggest challenges facing Petersburg was obtaining fresh, healthy food. As an island 
community, residents and businesses must rely on boats or planes to procure food. 
The majority of the food is shipped from Seattle, Washington. As a result, food often 
must travel for an average of three days before arriving. The Petersburg School 
District Nutrition Department used to order mostly processed foods, as these foods 
are generally cheaper than fresh produce, which requires refrigerated storage while 
en route. However, Ms. Ray Wells decided to eliminate all processed and non-
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composed food items from schools. An example of composed food is breaded 
chicken, in which you have the main protein covered up by a carbohydrate. The 
Director wanted students to be able to see the meat itself so they would know 
exactly what they were consuming. She also added a salad bar, which offers fresh 
produce including lettuce, carrots and beets. She also ensures students are offered 
fresh fruit every day.

Barriers/Challenges: (1) Initial Backlash: Teachers did not immediately support school 
food changes. Some felt the change might be unnecessary or distracting students 
away from academics. To address this barrier, the Director made a conscious effort to 
cook foods with enticing smells, like fresh bread. The fresh food smells incited 
curiosity among the teachers who then started going in the cafeteria to taste the food 
themselves. (2) Equipment: The Director realized altering school food away from 
processed items and towards freshly cooked foods would require equipment 
upgrades in the kitchen. She was able to acquire state grants to fund new ovens and 
also an exhaust hood. (3) Budget: The new food, equipment, and labor are expensive. 
The Director is always over budget for food orders, but she works with the district to 
find ways to cut costs and find grants. (4) Planning Time: Given it takes about three 
days for food to arrive on the island community, it is critical there is consistent 
planning so that food does not run out or rot by the time it arrives. The Director 
developed relationships with airlines, shipping companies, and bulk food distributors 
in order to ensure food consistently arrives on time and is in good condition. 

Results: Now the Director is seeing teacher and staff support continue to grow. 
Teachers will communicate to students in the classroom about the benefits of the 
program, which serves an important positive reinforcement role.

Information provided in 2015 by Carlee Ray Wells, Director of Child Nutrition from 
Petersburg School District.
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About the Community: Crawford County is a very rural area with only about 17,000 
residents. The biggest town has 6,000 people. All but one school have over 50% of 
students on free or reduced lunch.
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Motivation for Change: Healthy Roots saw a lack of physical activity taking place in 
schools. If recess were rained out, there were not alternative indoor physical 
activities in place for the children. Some students would skip out on recess altogether 
to stay in the library. Healthy Roots believed teaching students the importance of 
physical activity is not only a way to teach children about healthy active living, but 
also the students can then teach their families what they’ve learned. 

Systems Change – School-based Physical Activity: Healthy Roots gave $500 “mini 
grants” to seven county schools to promote an active lifestyle for students. Schools 
receiving the grant had to form a team of people that would focus on changing 
existing rules or creating new programs in order to promote physical activity. The 
schools would also receive a coach from Healthy Roots to help design these 
programs. Coaches offered different strategies like active recess and after-school 
sport activities. 

Three of the schools now hold recess before lunch because they learned that kids are 
more likely to finish their lunches after recess. One school closed their library during 
recess to prevent kids from avoiding being outside and active. One school got a three-
year Physical Education Program (PEP) Grant and used it to promote cross-country 
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skiing and biking, put a climbing wall into the school, and installed biking paths 
around the school. The school is also having a 5k run to celebrate all of their health 
improvements. Healthy Roots is working to establish an official Community 
Connector position who will help communities in the area to work together in 
establishing health and active living programs/policies.

Barriers/Challenges: (1) Backlash: Teachers already feel pressure to ensure their 
students perform well on state standardized tests. Asking teachers to pay more 
attention to promoting physical activity takes away time they can use to teach 
students test material. (2) Physical Activity Outside School: Many families in Crawford 
County are struggling to find jobs and some parents are incarcerated due to 
substance abuse. These are environmental constraints for the kids as they try to build 
an active lifestyle. 

Results: Healthy Roots is seeing an unanticipated benefit of the “mini grants.” Even 
schools who are not receiving funding are seeing what other schools are doing to 
promote physical activity and follow suit.  

Information provided in 2015 by Kathleen Hein, a coalition member of Crawford 
County Healthy Roots. Healthy Roots is a coalition of various community members 
interested in making the healthy choice the easy choice for residents of Crawford 
County. 
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About the Community: Stanfield is a rural census designated place, located about 50 
miles south of Phoenix. The population is 75% Hispanic and 20% Native American. 
The area has a high poverty rate. Many kids attending Stanfield Elementary (K-8th

grade) live on the Tohono O'odham tribe Reservation. Some of these children live in 
homes with no running water or electricity. The School serves breakfast to 65% of 
kids and lunch to 97% of kids every day. The student population size is about 520 
students and there are 34 teachers.
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Motivation for Change: The school is located in a food desert. For 20 miles, there is 
only a Circle K, a taco shop, and a bar. As a result, the Principal observes most 
children are not able develop heathy living habits. 

Systems Change – School-based Physical Activity: The Principal initiated a school 
policy requiring 30 minutes of daily physical activity for grades K-8. In addition, the 
School Administration built health and wellness into the curriculum, took junk food 
out of the cafeteria, and installed a lunchroom fruit and vegetable bar. The students 
are asked to fill out a food survey each week; future menus are created based on 
those responses. The School also initiates fundraisers that involve physical activity. 
Through a basketball fundraiser, the School raised over $4,000 for the American 
Heart Association and Hoops for Heart. The School is putting on a mud-run with all 
proceeds going back to the School to use for various wellness programs. In addition, 
the School installed a school garden, which currently has 22 seed beds growing a 
variety of vegetables. The School uses the garden to show students you do not need 
to be rich to eat healthily. The garden products will soon go towards creating a 
community farmers’ market.
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Barriers/Challenges: (1) Safety: There is drug dealing near the school so the 
Administration must take precaution when organizing after-school wellness initiatives 
or allowing kids to work in the garden after school hours. (2) Parental Concerns: 
Some parents expressed discontent because their kids no longer enjoy what their 
parents cook at home because it is not healthy. (3) Time Constraints: The 30-minute 
mandatory recess takes away from academic instruction. However, the Principal 
implemented a “flexible schedule” policy that allows teachers to decide at what time 
students have recess so an important academic lesson does not get interrupted.

Results: After the implementation of the school wellness programs, staff absences 
decreased by 27%. The Principal does not take full credit for this, but believes 
creating a healthier environment for students creates a more positive and enjoyable 
environment for everyone in the school. The School also had the highest school 
breakfast and school lunch sales in the district. The School won the HealthierUS 
School Challenge Gold with Distinction Award, presented by the United States 
Agriculture to schools that have created healthier school environments through 
promotion of nutrition and physical activity. Stanfield Elementary is the only school in 
Arizona to win such an award.

Information provided in 2015 by Chris Lineberry, Principal of Stanfield Elementary 
School
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About the Community: Seguin is about 35 miles east of San Antonio. There are a 
little over 20,000 residents in the City. The rural city has a small center, though 
accessing the center is very challenging without motor vehicle transportation. 
Approximately 70% of the school children are economically disadvantaged.
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Motivation for Change: The Seguin Independent School District (ISD) wanted to bring 
health and wellness into every aspect of the school environment. The idea was that 
simply providing students with access to physical activity would not be sufficient 
because those student-only initiatives do not incorporate the other members who 
play a critical role in fostering a healthy school environment. In addition, teachers 
often are hesitant to support wellness programs that take away from learning time. 
Wellness programs that incorporate teachers help increase teacher buy-in and lead to 
a comprehensive and integrated school-wide push to live active lives.

System Change – School-wide Health and Wellness: The Physical Education and 
Outdoor Education Coordinator of the Seguin ISD started by integrating campus 
gardens so that teachers can use gardens as a hands-on application of classroom 
academics. In addition, the garden vegetables go to the staff breakroom so teachers 
have the opportunity to taste and better understand the need for a garden. One 
school tried to have a farm stand, but did not have enough vegetables in the garden 
to sustain the stand. As a result, the school got together some local farmers to have a 
farm stand near the school so that students and teachers could buy food there rather 
than a convenience store. All campuses now also have a walking trail so that during 
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recess, teachers can go on the trail and walk with students or other teachers. The 
Coordinator is currently working to develop a schoolyard design with various outdoor 
fitness stations that both teachers and students can access. 

Barriers/Challenges: (1) Conflict with Academic Standards: The biggest challenge is 
creating an environment in which people see health and wellness as critical to 
academic performance and is equally valuable as classroom learning. The goal is to 
evaluate schools based on their ability to provide children health and wellness as well 
as on academic performance. (2) Transportation: Students, teachers, and staff 
generally travel long distances to school. Not only is the distance long, but there is a 
lack of sidewalks to the schools. As such, most must rely on motor vehicles, which 
detracts from the healthy, active living style the schools try to promote.

Results: The Coordinator is hearing there is much more teacher support of wellness 
programs where the physical activities involve both teachers and students. In 
addition, some teachers are holding exercise classes, such as Zumba, for teachers and 
students after the school day.

Information provided in 2015 by Pete Silvius, Physical Education and Outdoor 
Education Coordinator of the Seguin Independent School District
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About the Community: Western Kansas is primarily comprised of rural communities. 
The region’s economy relies heavily on agriculture. The economy throughout the area 
is shrinking, which may be partially due to an aging population. Residents mostly use 
motor vehicles for transportation, and the roads do not have a shoulder for bicyclists 
or pedestrians. 
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Motivation for Change: Sunflower Trails, a Kansas nonprofit, has partnered with 
communities to expand, enhance, or connect Kansas trails. The organization believes 
trails are a way to motivate younger families to move back to the area in hopes of 
revitalizing the economy and increasing social cohesion. 

Environmental Change – Multiuse Trails: Sunflower Trails develops trails suitable for 
various physical activity, such as walking, bicycling, running, horseback riding, and 
roller-blading. The trails are stroller and wheelchair-friendly. Sunflower Trails also 
uses grant money to plant trees and other shrubbery, as well as to install benches 
along trails to make them more attractive.

Results: Sunflower Trails finds that the trails ignite the “what’s next effect” in which a 
community that installs a trail wants to move onto building parks and playgrounds 
and other facilities to promote physical activity. Sunflower Trails has heard from rural 
community members that trails are not only an indication that a community still cares 
about the town and its people, but they also inspire surrounding communities to 
install trails. 
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Information provided in 2015 by Elizabeth Stewart, Program Officer for the Healthy 
Living and Active Communities at the Sunflower Foundation

30



About the Community: Ajo is a small, rural community in Pima County, located about 
40 miles north of the Mexican border. There are approximately 2,400 residents in the 
community, of which approximately 450 are school-age youth. Native Americans from 
the nearby Tohono O’odham Reservation make up about 30% of Ajo’s population. 
There is high unemployment – about 50% of residents have jobs and only half of 
those employed have full-time jobs. The majority of jobs do not offer full benefits or 
a living wage. 
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Motivation for Change: Most people in the community eat at the Circle K, as it is the 
one grocery store in town, or the local Shell Station that primarily serves hot dogs 
and soda. The lack of access to fresh, healthy food has been a key contributor to the 
fact Ajo has one of the highest rates of diabetes in the country. In the Ajo Elementary 
School, there were not many vegetables or fruits on the lunch menu. In addition, 
students were not receiving an afternoon snack, which left many kids hungry during 
the school day. 

Environmental Change – School Garden: The Desert Senita Community Health 
Center received a small grant to send both an employee from the Health Center and a 
staff member from the Ajo Elementary School to attend Berkeley’s Edible Schoolyard 
Academy. During the Academy, teachers and administrators learned how to 
implement sustainable edible school education programs. As a result, the Elementary 
School started a school garden with the help of a $5,000 Science, Technology, 
Engineering, and Mathematics (STEM) grant provided by a now-closed local mining 
company. The Health Center provided funding to hire an employee to run garden 
classes, which are required for students PreK-6th grade. Each student visits the garden 
on a weekly basis for 25 weeks of the school year. For the first half of the year, the 
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classes revolve around nutrition and for the second half of the year, teachers assist in 
using the garden to teach students about science and math. The academic focus in 
the second half of the garden classes justified to the school administrators the need 
for the garden. The garden also serves as an after-school program in which kids can 
learn more about gardening and where food comes from. The garden inspired the 
School and the Health Center to make school food healthier. The School started an 
afternoon snacks program, in which students receive a daily healthy snack. In 
addition, the Center began efforts to bring garden produce into the school by hiring a 
Dietary Lead who is in charge of taking garden products into the cafeteria. Bringing 
garden produce into a school requires USDA certification. The Center filled out an 
application and organized a site inspection visit with a USDA representative, which 
the Center describes as an easy process. 

Barriers/Challenges: (1) Initial Backlash: Teachers and parents resisted the 
incorporation of a garden into the school day curriculum. Teachers felt burdened as 
the garden took time away from classroom learning. However, after the teachers saw 
how excited the children were about the garden, the teachers began showing strong 
support. (2) Budget: The Ajo Regional Food Partnership, a non-profit seeking to 
transform the community from a food desert to a food oasis, provided a $400,000 
grant that funds the maintenance of the garden and the salary of the staff member to 
oversee the garden. However, this money will run out by the end of the year so the 
Health Center must seek new grants.

Results: The biggest success has been a drop in the student’s obesity rate, shrinking 
from 54 to 47 percent, over the last six years. The garden efforts have inspired 
community members and organizations to play a role in creating a healthy 
environment for children. The Circle K grocery store now gives leftover vegetables to 
the School for the garden’s compost pile. Circle K also provides the school salads, 
bananas, and apples for lunch or afternoon snacks at the school. Additionally, the Ajo
Center for Sustainable Community Agriculture, a local non-profit that advocates for a 
just, sustainable food system, now puts on cooking demonstrations using garden 
produce for students to help make food exciting.

Information provided in 2015 by Fran Drivers, CEO of the Desert Senita Community 
Health Center.
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About the Community: Muskogee is a small, rural city of approximately 40,000 
residents. The population is ethically diverse relative to the rest of Oklahoma. The 
community has high rates of poverty and chronic diseases. There are eighteen parks 
in the City, ranging from small “pocket” parks to multi-acre parks. The City also has 
multiple playgrounds and a Frisbee golf course. There is a 9-mile trail system that 
circumnavigates the town. 
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Motivation for Change: The Parks and Recreation Department does general 
maintenance of the areas adjacent to the existing trails. However, the Health 
Department has heard people wanting wider trails as well as greater clean-up on and 
nearby the trails. The trails are on abandoned rail lines, which run through low-
income communities of color. The trails thus expand opportunities for all community 
members to engage in public physical activity. In 2004, the City developed a master 
plan that would complete the existing 9-mile loop by adding an additional 46-miles of 
trail. 

Environmental Change – Park and Trail Expansion: The master plan is not well 
known across the City so the Health Department has made it a priority to mobilize 
others to use the plan as a framework to engage in various park and trail expansion 
projects. The County Health Department partners with Parks and Recreation, 
Department of Transportation, and the Department of Tourism in order to play a 
strong role in decisions involving the promotion of pedestrian and bicycle friendly 
projects. For example, the Department participates on a street improvement advisory 
committee that makes recommendations on street projects, like the inclusion of 
bikeways. In addition, the Health Department teamed up with Parks and Recreation 
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to promote trail expansion initiatives. The Health Department has been a partner 
with the Department of Tourism and the Department of Transportation to use grants 
for building a paved, shared-use path. The Health Department organizes a Walk, Run, 
Ride Muskogee Week, in which the Department schedules group walks, runs, and 
bike rides intensively throughout first week of April to give people an opportunity to 
use trails in an organized manner. The event seeks to join community members 
together who may not have a friend to exercise alongside. 

Barriers/Challenges: (1) Perception of Safety: Most people say they feel unsafe when 
the trail requires them to be out of view, such walking through woods. In response, 
the City is working to ensure all trails go through places that people will remain 
visible. 

Results: The various projects spearheaded by the Health Department seem to have 
inspired increased physical activity throughout the City. 15% of the community 
members who attended the most recent Walk, Run, Ride Week had never used the 
trail before. Another ongoing effort that sprouted following the City’s push for park 
and trail expansion is a regular weekly bike ride for beginner, intermediate, and 
advanced cyclists. A group formed on Facebook – the Muskogee area cycling group –
that has 250 members in and around the community. 

Information provided in 2015 by Doug Walton, Coordinator for Physical Activity and 
Nutrition for Muskogee County Health Department in Oklahoma
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About the Community: Shelby is located in the Northwest part of Montana. The City 
is rural with approximately 4,000 residents. The City is majority White, about 97%, 
and the American Indian and Hispanic populations are growing. The median income 
level among residents is about $40,000.
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Motivation for Change: With the backdrop of a growing elderly population, the City is 
looking to attract new businesses and a younger population to move to the area. In 
addition, the Shelby City Government realized there was a lack of safe routes for 
pedestrians and bicyclists and made it priority to play an increasing role in the 
wellness of the community.

Environmental Change – Physical Activity Recreation: The Government renovated 
the City’s civic center to transform it into a recreation and wellness center. The center 
now includes a weight lifting room, cardiovascular room, a teen room, and a little 
toddlers’ room. For a small fee, an entire family can access the recreation center. 
Residents also have the option to pay for a key to access the center at all times. The 
City hired teachers to hold classes at the center as well as offer individual programs 
for one-on-one physical activity training. The Government also encourages health 
insurance providers to provide wellness incentives. All public employees have 
wellness screenings and get $300 in return for their participation. The City initiated a 
safe routes to school program, which included the installation of new paths to the 
school grounds and the promotion of these new paths through special events. For 
example, the City developed Walk and Wheel Wednesdays and Fit Fridays to 
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encourage children to walk or bike to school. The local Shelby school itself initiated a 
kids’ marathon at the end of the year and developed a walking program in which kids 
have the option to walk or run for 10 minutes before lunch. The Government 
distributes a biweekly newsletter that includes information on nutrition or physical 
activity. The City is also addressing healthier eating by encouraging restaurants and 
convenience stores to offer heathy options including fresh fruit and vegetables.

Barriers/Challenges: (1) Budget: The City is constantly looking for state and federal 
grant programs that can complement existing wellness programs or help fund new 
initiatives.

Results: The Government has found there are approximately 2,500-3,000 visits to the 
recreation center per/month. The City says that the new push towards increasing 
access to physical activity has attracted about 25-30% of the community to engage in 
a wellness activity. 

Information provided in 2015 by Larry Bonderud, Mayor; Lorette Carter, Community 
Development Director
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