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New to Washtenaw County: Senior Project FRESH

Compiled by Rachel Hewitt, Blueprint for Aging Intern

Community Provides an Oasis in the Desert

In 2005, community members and local agencies documented the Southside area of Ypsilanti as a “food desert,” devoid of easily accessible stores for obtaining fresh and healthy fruits and vegetables.  In an effort to provide a solution to this problem, and its impact on low-income older adults, multiple state and local organizations partnered to make Farmers’ Market coupons available to eligible seniors through Senior Project FRESH. 
Honoring the Needs of Older Adults

In this pilot year of the program, Senior Project FRESH is focusing on recruiting low-income seniors from Ypsilanti.  The two primary recruitment sites are the high-rise apartment complexes Towne Centre and Chidester Place.  These locations were both chosen for their location within Ypsilanti’s “food desert” and their proximity to Ypsilanti’s New Downtown Farmers’ Market. 

When the Market opened last year, the senior citizens at Towne Centre (directly across the street) quickly became the Market’s best customers. Making produce coupons available to low-income seniors and persons with disabilities is a way of honoring this homegrown interaction and expanding its accessibility for older adults who need assistance.  So far, about 90 seniors at the two sites have been registered for the program, and around 65 seniors have received $20 worth of coupons to use at the Ypsilanti Farmers’ market.  

Seniors who came to the market on July 2nd to receive their coupons were also given nutrition education from Washtenaw County Public Health dietician Deborah Busick and MSU Extension nutrition educator Peter diLorenzi.  Because of the mobility limitation of some of the coupon recipients, special care was taken to transport seniors to the market.  Volunteers provided a crossing guard for Towne Centre residents, and walking/busing groups were led by volunteers from Chidester to the downtown market. 

Local Farmers Contribute Their Bounty

According to Katie Loveland with MSU Extension, the market farmers are extraordinarily supportive and involved with the program. Every one of the core returning farm vendors from last year is certified with Senior Project FRESH.  Farmer John, Our Family Farm in Milan, went the extra distance to bring vegetables directly to homebound seniors within Chidester Place on July 10th!

Ypsilanti Farmers’ Market

Coupon distribution is now occurring and will continue throughout July.  Currently, the Ypsilanti Farmers’ Market is in full swing with bountiful produce including greens, tomatoes, zucchini and fresh strawberries. The market’s Wireless EBT system is up and running (thanks to the efforts of the Ypsilanti Health Coalition).  Come down and join the local feast!

For more information on Senior Project FRESH in Washtenaw County, contact: 

Katie Loveland, Washtenaw County MSU Extension, at 734-544-6863

Senior Project FRESH as a National Effort

Senior Project FRESH Washtenaw County is part of a larger national program called the Senior Farmers’ Market Nutrition Program (SFMNP).  SFMNP was developed as part of the Farm Security and Rural Investment Act in 2002 to achieve three interrelated goals:

1. increase access to fresh, healthy produce for low-income seniors to improve their diets, 

2. boost domestic consumption of agricultural products, and 

3. promote expansion of farmers’ markets, farm stands, and community supported agriculture ventures (CSAs). 

Currently the SFMNP grants $15 million annually to states to distribute in $20-$50 coupons to eligible seniors to purchase unprocessed local produce.  To be eligible, seniors must be 60+ years old (or 55+ for Indian tribal programs) and live below 185% of the poverty level.  In FY 2005, the Program benefited 752,699 seniors and 14,668 farmers.

Nutritional Needs of Seniors

Seniors are nutritionally in need of this program.  Studies show that consumption of 5 to 9 servings of fruit and vegetables per day helps protect against heart disease, cancer and other illnesses.  The Surgeon General reports that poor diets and inactivity lead to 300,000 deaths from disease each year.  Low-income seniors have a particularly difficult time affording higher cost produce, and, thus, consume fewer fruits and vegetables and gain less nutritional value from their meals.  Seniors are not achieving recommended levels of calories, fiber, vitamins B6 and E, calcium, magnesium and zinc. These nutrients are found in fresh fruits and vegetables.

Measuring Success

The SFMNP has measurable success in increasing the nutritional content of seniors’ diets.  Ohio, which hosts one of the nation’s largest SFMNP programs, has found marked gains in the consumption of fresh produce.  Prior to initiating their program, only 6% of now participating seniors ate the recommended 5 servings of fresh fruits and vegetables per day, while only 29% reached a lower threshold of 3-4 servings/day.   Now adequate consumption of 5 servings of fruits and vegetables per day has increased almost fourfold to 21%, with another 55% of seniors consuming 3-4 servings/day.  Furthermore, 93% of the seniors enjoy their produce.

Nutrition Program Unique

The SFMNP is one component of an array of nutritional programs for seniors, but fills a niche that the other programs cannot replicate.  The Food Stamp Program offers great flexibility to income-eligible seniors, but is highly underutilized by seniors.  Only 28% of eligible seniors utilize food stamps, possibly due to their stigma, low funding allotments, and high paperwork demands.  SFMNP funds have been highly successful in fulfilling their intended goals.  Seniors consume fresh, nutritious produce, interact with their community at the market, and express happiness with the program.  Because of the low level of paperwork and the lack of stigma attached to the farmers’ market coupons, usage rates are high.  For example, Connecticut experiences an 80% redemption rate for its vouchers.

Win-Win Solution

The Senior Farmers’ Market Nutrition Program is a win-win solution.  It enables low-income seniors to eat fresh, healthy diets and partake in positive community venues at farmers’ markets, and enhances the ability of domestic family farmers to market their produce. 

For more information:
United States Department of Agriculture Food and Nutrition Service. (December 12, 2006). Senior Farmers’ Market Nutrition Program Regulations; Final Rule. 7 CFR Part 249. Federal Register, Vol. 71, No. 238, http://www.fns.usda.gov/wic/regspublished/SFMNP-7CFRPart249.pdf.









