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¢ƘŜǊŜΩǎ ŀ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘ ǳƴŘŜǊǿŀȅ ƛƴ bƻǊǘƘŜŀǎǘ LƻǿŀΦ ²Ŝ ŀǊŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ 

ground floor to improve the policies, practices, and systems that 

determine how food arrives on our tables and how our 

communities can grow opportunities for physical activity for all.   

²Ŝ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ǎƘŀǊŜ ǿƛǘƘ ȅƻǳ ƻǳǊ Ǿƛǎƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ b9 Lƻǿŀ ŀƴŘ ǿƘŀǘΩǎ ƻƴ 

the horizon to make the vision a reality.  
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LǘΩǎ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ǘƘŜ bƻǊǘƘŜŀǎǘ Lƻǿŀ CƻƻŘ ŀƴŘ CƛǘƴŜǎǎ LƴƛǘƛŀǘƛǾŜΦ  LǘΩǎ ŀōƻǳǘ 

people working together to create vibrant communities where the 

healthy choice is the easy choice.   

The healthy choice means that every day all people in NE Iowa have 

access to healthy, locally grown foods and abundant opportunities 

for physical activity and play.  
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Food and fitness is important to our region because no matter 

where we are, the places where we live, learn, work and play affect 

our health and quality of life. 

Nationally, our current food system leaves some communities 

without access to affordable, healthy food.  Availability and cost 

can either encourage or discourage healthy eating.  In too many 

places, gas stations and ill-stocked convenience stores are the only 

available and affordable sources of food.  
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hǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀŎǘƛǾŜ ŀƴŘ Ǉƭŀȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ ŜȄƛǎǘ ƛƴ ŜǾŜǊy community.  

Some communities have fewer resources and opportunities.  Parks, 

recreation centers, sidewalks and safe streets do not exist in many 

areas.  When communities are denied these resources, active living 

choices become the hard choices. 

We believe all children deserve to grow up in places that support 

ōŜƛƴƎ ƘŜŀƭǘƘȅΦ  ¸ŜǘΣ ǘƻŘŀȅΩǎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ōŜƭƻƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ 

with a lower life expectancy than their parents.   
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For our children to grow up in communities and schools that 

support being healthy, we must change how our food arrives in our 

community and on our table.  Did you know that today, our average 

food item travels over 1500 miles, even though most of our food 

could be grown and sold right here?  Only one percent of the food 

consumed in NE Iowa is grown locally. 

In our rural communities where agriculture is a major economic 

driver, locally grown food must also be a financially viable 

enterprise.  Through our efforts, people in agriculture are exploring 

opportunities to process, market and distribute local healthy food.   
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The Food & Fitness Initiative is a national effort by the W.K. Kellogg 

Foundation to invest in efforts dedicated to changing the policies, 

practices and systems that prevent communities from being 

healthy. 

In 2007, the Kellogg Foundation identified nine communities (click) 

to become models of change, including Northeast Iowa.  

Communities were chosen for their commitment to collaboration 

and early successes at improving their food and fitness 

environments. Each community received funding to spend two 

years creating community action plans outlining how we will 

improve the environments over the next 8 years.  If accepted, 

Northeast Iowa will receive implementation funding in late 2009.  
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For the past year, the Northeast Iowa Food & Fitness Initiative has 

been assessing our access to food and places to be active and play.  

Over 500 people in Allamakee, Clayton, Fayette, Howard and 

Winneshiek counties have been involved in the process in some 

way. 
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People have come together to plan, implement and sustain 

improvements.  These are community members who know what 

changes are needed to create healthy environments.  Our 

collaborative is diverseτwith representation from transportation 

to public health, from agriculture to education, from businesses to 

faith communities, from nonprofit organizations to government 

agencies. Youth are central to our work, offering us new and 

profound perspectives on how to improve our food and fitness 

environments.   
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The structure of the NE Iowa Food and Fitness Initiative starts with 

county planning teams that represent all the components of local 

food, active living and community health. They are our local 

investment in collaborative efforts dedicated to creating policies, 

practices and systems that will assist communities in being healthy.    

The Food & Fitness co-conveners are Brenda Ranum and Ann 

Mansfield. Through their guidance and planning, the work between 

county teams and the regional leadership team is synchronized. 

The fiscal agent for Initiative  is Northeast Iowa Resource 

Conservation & Development. 
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Each month the county teams watch and discuss the same 

information related to creating quality food and fitness 

environments. This allows community members from diverse 

backgrounds to develop a common language and has created 

learning communities. 

The local partners responsible for leading these meetings are the 

county ISU Extension Offices, Public Health Departments, and 

County Economic Development offices.  Listed are some of the 

topics discussed at County and Regional meetings. 
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The hub of the structure is the regional planning team. It is the 

decision-making entity.  Each county is represented by four adults 

and two youth.  In addition, there are three team members 

representing cultural diversity in the area.  This group provides the 

overall leadership needed to work with communities to develop 

and implement the shared vision 
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The regional team is responsible for integrating efforts between the 

five County Planning Teams. They meet the last week of the month 

to discuss and share ideas from the county meetings. The Regional 

team is also responsible for allocating funds for the planning phase 

of the Northeast Iowa Food & Fitness Initiative. 

Together, the Regional and County Teams are developing the action 

steps in the community action plan to improve the policies, 

practices and systems that determine how food arrives on our table 

and how our communities are built.  
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Nine work groups are key to getting the work done.  They gather 

information and recommend next steps to the Regional Team.   

Work groups are fluid, created and modified as the planning 

progresses. 

For example, the NE Iowa Food & Farm Coalition, the forerunner of 

the initiative, has transitioned from a separate entity to a work 

group of the Food & Fitness Initiative.  They continue to focus on 

local foods in the region to increase access to healthy and 

affordable food. 

The Inclusive Team was created last March following Diversity 

Training led by Kellogg Foundation consultants.  Their goal is 

increased participation by underserved populations, including low-

resource community members, minorities and youth.   
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²ƻǊƪƛƴƎ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ƻƴ ƻǳǊ ǊŜƎƛƻƴΩǎ ŀǎǎŜǘǎ ŀƴŘ 

ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ Χ ǿŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜŘ ŀ ±ƛǎƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ hǳǊ CǳǘǳǊŜΧΦ 

Northeast Iowa is a unique place where all residents and guests 

experience, celebrate and promote healthy locally grown food with 

abundant opportunities for physical activity and play EVERY DAY. 

(click)  Healthier people make stronger families and vibrant 

communities. 

 

15 

Guided by our vision and the work completed thus far, we have 

identified three Strategies to anchor our community action plan.  

The first strategy is to ensure that school district policies and 

practices support the healthy living of children, families and 

community members.  Next, we will Ensure that fresh, local, 

healthy food is available and affordable in all communities, 

neighborhoods and institutions.  Finally, we will ensure 

communities have a built environment that supports abundant 

opportunities for physical activity and play. 

Our next step will be to identify the TACTICS and ACTIVITIES we will 

need to help us actualize our VISION and STRATEGIES.  By August of 

2009, we will submit our Community Action Plan to the W.K. 

Kellogg Foundation.  
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Although planning is the key focus, change is already happening.  

NE Iowa was chosen to be a Food & Fitness community because of 

the work we have already done.  Through continued planning, 

collaboration and innovation, NE Iowa can become a model for 

other rural communities around the country.  

The past two years, the NIFF Coalition has awarded $9000 in 

producer mini-grants which leveraged $243,000 in local food and 

fiber enterprises. 

Youth surveyed students and families on food choices available at 

School Concession Stands.  People not only wanted healthier 

options, but were willing to pay more.  School-based Food & Fitness 

youth teams are forming this fall.  A Youth Engagement 

Coordinator has been hired to guide this component.  

Volunteers are creating inventories of indoor and outdoor infra-

structure in their communities, including playgrounds, parks, rec 

centers and trails. 

All 18 public school districts and the parochial school system in our 

five county region are sending two representatives to determine 

ways to increase local healthy foods in our schools, along with 

spaces and places for kids to play as part of their school day.   
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Policy change is an important driver to improve our food system 

and built environments.  Because of the increased discussions 

surrounding the food and fitness environments, several policy 

changes have already occurred. Here are some examples.  

The Iowa Department of Agriculture and Land Stewardship has 

clarified the policy on the use of local food by institutions, including 

schools, care centers and hospitals.  Because of this change, many 

local institutional buyers are again buying fruits and vegetables at 

CŀǊƳŜǊΩǎ aŀǊƪŜǘǎ ƻǊ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƭȅ ŦǊƻƳ ƭƻŎŀƭ ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜǊǎΦ 

Several local city councils are responding to information presented 

in county meetings by addressing sidewalk issues before the 

Community Action Phase commences.  

The Winneshiek County Cattlemen's Association took a proposal to 

the Iowa Cattlemen's Association to create a policy to support 

"further research, development and engagement by the beef 

industry as local food systems and local processing grow to larger 

ƳŀǊƪŜǘǎ ŦƻǊ ƻǳǊ ŦǳǘǳǊŜΦέ  
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We have sought community engagement throughout our efforts by 

using inclusive principles, including inviting diverse groups to be at 

the table and make decisions.  We have actively sought out 

different perspectives, soliciting input and using feedback to 

change outcomes.   

We are creating a regional identity by building trust and cultivating 

mutually beneficial relationships.  There is a collaboration around 

food and fitness where none existed before.  Community members 

continue to be passionate about their specific areas of interest, but 

are working to blend all system components into the plan.  
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Strong local leadership continues to expand.  Being part of the Food 

& Fitness Initiative has meant commitment to the planning phase, 

ŦƻŎǳǎƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ƻǾŜǊ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘΦ  ¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ƘŀǊŘ ǿƻǊƪ ŦƻǊ ŀŎǘƛƻƴ-

oriented people, which includes many of the people involved.   

To help Food & Fitness Initiatives across the country move forward, 

the Kellogg foundation created a team of Technical Assistance 

tǊƻǾƛŘŜǊǎ ƻǊ ¢!t ǘŜŀƳΦ  b9 Lƻǿŀ Ƙŀǎ άǘŀǇǇŜŘέ ǘƘƛǎ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜ 

repeatedly providing opportunities for existing leaders and 

nurturing new leaders to take on roles at various levels to take this 

work forward.  
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We are building better regional capacity.  As we have learned about 

regional assets and what others are already doing, we are 

identifying who is ready to roll up their sleeves to do the hard work 

of collaboration.  We are making better connections between all 

efforts and identifying the real gaps.  Through our partner linkages 

we are connecting local resources with state and national ones. 

For example, ISU Extension has committed additional staffing in NE 

Iowa for this work.  Luther College and Upper Iowa University 

students and faculty have been involved with local built 

ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘ ŀǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘǎΦ  b9 Lƻǿŀ w/ϧ5Ωǎ ƭŜŀŘŜǊǎƘƛǇ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

ǊŜƎƛƻƴΩǎ {ŀŦŜ wƻǳǘŜǎ ǘƻ {ŎƘƻƻƭ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ƛǎ a key component to create 

walkable communities.  
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We encourage you to get involved and get plugged-in to create the 

future we want.  If you are already involved, invite others to join 

you!  County meetings are continuing and the dates and locations 

are posted online. 

Submit your email to your county ISU Extension office.  Each county 

has its own mailing list to share meeting information as well as 

other Food & Fitness resources.   

9ȄǇƭƻǊŜ ǘƘŜ CƻƻŘ ϧ CƛǘƴŜǎǎ ǿŜōǎƛǘŜΦ  !ƭƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛƴƛǘƛŀǘƛǾŜΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ƛǎ 

posted there. 

Webcasts are posted on this website for viewing.  Even if you are 

not able to attend your county meeting, you can still view the 

information and offer your feedback  
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Together, county and regional team members are developing 

pathways for everyone to have a voice in creating a new vision for 

our region 

It has been exciting to bring together key players, not only from the 

local food system, but also from the health community and those 

involved with infrastructure to create a vision for healthier living.  

We are proud that the W.K. Kellogg Foundation recognized our 

region's skills in collaboration and has invested in us to build on 

bƻǊǘƘŜŀǎǘ LƻǿŀΩǎ ŀǎǎŜǘǎΦ 
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We will all benefit from improving our food and fitness 

environments. Together, we can make NE Iowa a unique place 

where all residents and guests experience, celebrate and promote 

healthy locally grown food with abundant opportunities for physical 

activity and play EVERY DAY. 

Thank you for allowing us to share our story about the work of the 

NE IA Food & Fitness Initiative.  

 


