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Letter from the
Public Health Department
Dear Merced County PICH Partners:
March is National Nutrition Month®. This year’s theme is Put Your Best
Fork Forward and the American Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics’
campaign focuses on the importance of making informed food choices and
developing sound eating and physical activity habits.
Making informed food choices requires having access to a variety of healthy
foods where you live, work, and study. Merced County’s SNAP-Ed program
recently conducted a Communities of Excellence in Nutrition, Physical

Activity and Obesity Prevention (CX3) assessment which is a survey of
retail food resources to identify “food deserts” - areas in the county that
lack readily available healthy food choices. See below for the 2016 Cx3
results.
Having healthy food choices at school helps students to develop healthy
eating habits. In 2016, Snelling Unified School District began purchasing
vegetables weekly from a local Hmong farm to incorporate fresh produce
into school meals. The students also had the opportunity to visit the farm
and to learn about where their food comes from. This partnership between
Paula Yang, a cultural broker, and the SNAP-Ed program aims to increase
healthy eating resources in the community and to promote local business.

Sincerely,
Kathleen Grassi, R.D., M.P.H.
Director
Merced County Department of Public Health

Recent Highlight: Communities of
Excellence in Nutrition, Physical
Activity and Obesity Prevention
In 2016, Merced County Department of Public Health conducted an audit
of nutrition resources in seven low-income neighborhoods throughout
Merced County using CX3 Communities of Excellence in Nutrition, Physical
Activity and Obesity Prevention materials provided by the California
Department of Public Health. CX3 provides tools for collecting and
measuring food quality, availability, and affordability in low-income
neighborhoods. In July and August, volunteers and staff assessed
neighborhoods within Dos Palos, Livingston, Los Banos, and Winton and
the areas of downtown Merced, South East Merced, and South West
Merced. Neighborhoods included all of the stores selling food (including
fast food) within a half mile of a school in the area. Stores ranged from full
service grocery stores to convenience stores. To meet standards, stores
had to score a 75 or higher on the availability and accessibility worksheets.
Stores that met the standards had the following items in common:
• Accept SNAP (formerly known as food stamps) and WIC benefits
• Display few unhealthy food ads on the outside of the store
• Offer healthy foods near checkout stands
• Sell a variety of fresh produce
• Have staple foods like whole wheat bread, beans, and low-fat milk
• Were easy to get to
• Have safe areas to walk near the store

The data collected provides a picture of the areas in need of improvement
and offers residents, store owners, decision makers, health advocates, and
community members a focal point as they work to build a healthier
community. Some of the key findings are below and more information,
including neighborhood level fact sheets, will be available on the county
website beginning in April.
Neighborhood

Number of
Stores
Surveyed*

Dos Palos
Downtown Merced
SE Merced
SW Merced
Livingston
Los Banos
Winton
*Excludes fast food

6
9
7
17
8
10
8

Meets standards for
healthy affordable
food and safe
accessibility
20%
0%
14%
13%
25%
29%
13%

Recent Highlight: Farm to School in
Merced County
Children in Snelling Elementary School are eating fresh, local produce
grown in Merced County.
Alison Kahl, Superintendent of Snelling Unified School District, began
purchasing vegetables weekly from a local Hmong farm during the fall of
2016. The school’s Food Service Director integrates the fresh produce
into the week’s meals. The linkage was made through Paula Yang, and
was funded through the county’s SNAP-Ed program.
Ms. Yang is working with Hmong farmers as a ‘cultural broker’. She helps
the first generation farmers introduce their fresh vegetables to Merced
school children. In September, Ms. Yang coordinated a farm tour for
Snelling students ( Merced Sun-Star article). The Snelling Superintendent
visited the Her farm with a group of junior high students. The students had
the opportunity to talk with the farmer, pick vegetables, and taste the fresh

fall produce. The students took home ingredients to make salsa with their
families. The farm has also hosted school personnel for farm tours,
including Merced County Office of Education (MCOE) Superintendent
Tietjen and the Merced City School District Food Service Director.

Mr. Her, talks to students from Snelling Unified School District about the
produce grown on the Her farm.

The Hmong Farm Project is evolving: Public Health staff recently
participated in a Farm To School meeting with Steve Tietjen, MCOE
Superintendent. School Superintendents and Food Service Directors
shared information on how to purchase and prepare local produce.

Recent Highlight: Update on Merced
College Water Promotion Project

Merced County Department of Public Health's Partnerships to Improve
Community Health (PICH) and Merced College formed a partnership in an
effort to promote and increase water consumption among students. In
August of last year, both staff and student involvement began for the
educational component of the effort.
Claudia Sandoval and Nancy Tapia, PICH Staff, hosted a presentation at
the Department of Public Health for students regarding the importance of
water consumption and the effects of sugary drinks. Youth Leadership
Institute, a PICH Partner, offered spokesperson training for interested
student representatives on best health promotion practices.
Training covered message framing, audience identification, key
stakeholder meetings, and other important health promotion topics.
Student representatives now have additional tools they can apply when
promoting healthy choices, such as increasing water consumption and
being leaders in their community. To date, six refillable water stations have
been installed on the Merced campus, and one on the Los Banos campus.

Merced College Student Jeanelle Hendrickson & PICH staff Claudia
Sandoval at a tabling event
As the water promotion project reaches its end stage, current efforts are
focused on the promotion of the newly installed water stations with the help
of the Food and Nutrition Coordinator for Merced College, Michelle
Pecchenino, M.A., RD, and student representatives. Tabling events, such
as the one held on March 8th, feature student representatives engaging
with fellow students, informing them of the locations of the new water
stations and the benefits of increasing water consumption. When asked
about their thoughts on promoting and increasing water consumption
among their peers and the installation of the new water stations, students
expressed that they thought it was a positive change for the campus
community.
Jeanelle Hendrickson, a Food and Nutrition major, thought that the
addition of water stations would create a healthier environment on campus,
and that it would “encourage students who do not normally bring water
bottles to campus, to start bringing their own water bottles”. Jazmine
Bautista, a third-year Early Childhood Education major, was also excited
about the addition of the water stations on the campus. For her, the

addition of these stations has increased access to drinking water, and
affected her own healthy behaviors: “Now that the water stations are here,
I drink more water!”

Partner Profile: Claudia Sandoval,
M.P.H., C.H.E.S.
Merced County Department of Public Health

Claudia Sandoval graduated from California State University, Fresno with
an undergraduate degree in Nutrition Science and Food Administration.
While pursuing her undergraduate studies, she volunteered for UCCooperative Extension in Fresno where she was trained on the Rethink
Your Drink curriculum as well as MyPlate. She assisted on presentations
and outreach events. Following this volunteer work, she became highly
interested in the public health field. In 2015, Sandoval received her
graduate degree in Public Health from National University with an
emphasis in Health Promotion.
Sandoval’s career with the Merced County Department of Public Health
began in the Lifetime of Wellness program, after which she joined the
PICH project, assisting in the Healthy Corner Store Procurement Pilot
Program that aims to bring fresh fruits and vegetables to select
convenience stores by connecting them to local farmers. These selected
stores will receive a countertop refrigeration unit, signage, and fruit baskets
to assist in the storage and display of the local produce. The end goal is

the development of a system that can be replicated and sustained after
PICH ends to increase access to fresh fruits and vegetables in areas of
Merced County that otherwise do not usually supply these foods. Sandoval
believes her involvement with PICH has been a great fit, considering that a
lot of her previous work – nutrition education, healthy beverage and water
promotion, and healthy retail programs – align with PICH’s objectives.
Sandoval feels that public health approaches and interventions are highly
important to the Merced County community. She feels that all health
initiatives, from increasing access to fresh fruits and vegetables to
environmental tobacco prevention methods, can intertwine and have a
lasting impact on the community. For PICH’s third year, Sandoval hopes to
carry out the timeline of current projects and, more importantly, hopes for
them to be successful. She believes that “the work currently being done
through this grant can make a difference and impact our community for the
better.”

Resources: National Nutrition Month
& Choose MyPlate

Every March is National Nutrition Month® and this year’s theme is “Put
Your Best Fork Forward.” This theme aims to remind everyone that each
bite counts and to inspire us to start with small changes in our eating
habits to transform our current eating styles into healthier ones. Read more
about how National Nutrition Month® came to be with the following report:
“National Nutrition Month: A Brief History.”

The Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics has also provided a number of
tools on the National Nutrition Month® website to encourage healthy eating:
• Read 36 ideas on how to get your community involved in National
Nutrition Month®.
• Learn how to eat right on a budget and the basics of the nutrition
facts label (video).
• For a more interactive approach, play the following games on the
National Nutrition Month® website.

Follow National Nutrition Month® on Facebook for nutrition and healthy
eating tips, recipes, articles and more from registered dietitians.

Another great resource to utilize for this month is the Choose MyPlate
website. MyPlate aims to remind us to find our healthy eating style and
build it throughout our lifetime. A variety of interactive tools, such as
“What’s Cooking? USDA Mixing Bowl,” are available to the community to
aid in healthy meal planning, cooking, and grocery shopping. SuperTracker

helps plan, analyze, and track your diet and physical activity through
personalized goal setting, virtual coaching and journaling.

Free downloadable online cookbooks offered by MyPlate and the
“MyPlate, MyWins” section help you create your own personalized healthy
eating goals and solutions through choices that support your culture and
preferences. Finally, don’t miss the new series of short videos on how
small changes can create big results, and join in the conversation on social
media with #MyPlateMyWins.

Upcoming Events
April 6, 10:00am-4:00pm – People. Power. Change!
Join CA4Health in Fresno for the Central California in-person convening to
learn about equity, community, and justice movement. Fee waivers and
travel scholarships are available for those who may need it through
CA4Health. Registration closes on March 30th. Space is limited, register
today!

For questions or information on any of the events above please contact
Marie Pickney at (209) 381-1104 or mpickney@co.merced.ca.us

Partnerships to Improve Community Health is made possible with funding
from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention through the Merced
County Department of Public Health. The views expressed in the
newsletter do not necessarily reflect the official policies of the CDC or
imply endorsement by the U.S. Government or Merced County. Learn
more about Partnerships to Improve Community Health at
www.cdc.gov/communityhealth.
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