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Letter from the
Public Health Department
Dear Merced County PICH Partners:
2017 will bring renewed efforts from PICH partners to increase access to
recreational spaces where Merced County residents can be physically
active.
Creating available, safe recreational spaces is important because
according to the 2015 California Health Interview Survey, 42% of adults in
Merced County are currently obese and some 11% have been diagnosed
with Type II diabetes. Chronic conditions such as these can be improved
or prevented by meeting the Physical Activity Guidelines for Americans
(PAG) recommendation that adults get at least two and a half hours of
physical activity per week.
The opportunity to walk with neighbors or attend a Zumba class close to
home can help meet the PAG goal. PICH aims to increase the number of
schools offering open use of their facilities throughout the county. Open
use invites local residents to use school grounds or gymnasiums for
physical activity.
During the first two years of the PICH project, an evaluation of physical
activity rates has been undertaken at two schools sites with open use
agreements. PICH partner Sarah Samuels Center has taken the lead for
this evaluation. Early data from Winfield Elementary in Winton has shown
promising results, with 71% of surveyed participants indicating they started
coming to the school in order to attend the Zumba classes offered after an
open use policy was established. At Tenaya Middle School in South
Merced, PICH partners have been promoting that school’s open use policy
and more residents have been observed using the site, in particular a
walking club has been started by local residents using the school grounds.

Learn more about these initial results in the two Success Stories below.
Happy New Year!
Sincerely,
Kathleen Grassi, R.D., M.P.H.
Director, Merced County Department of Public Health

Recent Highlight: Open Use Success
Stories

Increasing access to safe spaces for physical activity in Merced County is
one of the pillars of the PICH project. In order to lead active lives, Merced
County residents must be able to get to places they can regularly and
comfortably exercise. One of the most significant strategies that PICH

partners are using to increase safe spaces available to communities is
through the pursuit of open use of school facilities. Local schools have the
power to open their playing fields, basketball courts, running tracks or
gymnasiums for the use of local residents. This approach allows residents
to benefit from the infrastructure that already exists in their neighborhoods,
and also the familiarity and comfort that many have with local schools.
A number of open use activities have been achieved or promoted over the
course of the first two years of the PICH project in communities around the
county, including Winfield Elementary School in Winton, Tenaya Middle
School in South Merced, Gustine High School in Gustine, and Franklin
Elementary in Beachwood-Franklin. In 2017, the PICH staff and partners
are continuing to work with schools to expand open use agreements
throughout Merced County.
The achievements of two schools allowing open use have been recorded
as Success Stories for the PICH project. Winton School District Partners
on Active Living Opportunities describes the creation of an agreement that
opened the doors for popular Zumba classes and other activities at
Winfield Elementary and Sibyl Crookham Elementary school grounds.
South Merced Residents Find New Ways to Be Active focuses on a
community partnership that was formed to promote an existing open use
agreement at Tenaya Middle School, and to spread the word about this
neighborhood resource. Share these Success Stories with your
communities and anyone else interested in learning more about the
growing open use movement in Merced County.

Partner Profile: PICH Staff
Merced County Department of Public Health

Marie Pickney, MPH, CHES
Supervising Health Educator
Marie Pickney was compelled to learn more about health as a result of the
poor health conditions and contributing environmental factors she
experienced in her own life. She gradually earned her Masters in Public
Health over a span of 17 years, while working full-time and raising her
three children in Merced County. Until becoming a Supervising Health
Educator for the PICH project, she had worked for the Merced County
Department of Public Health as a Health Education Specialist since 2013,
and for the Merced County Human Services Agency before that.
In her current role, Pickney oversees project activities within three of the
PICH pillars, including promotion of tobacco-free environments, access to
healthier food, and increasing physical activity opportunities. For the third
year of the project, Pickney looks forward to working with PICH partners to
move their objectives forward. These objectives include: providing support
to Merced College’s smoke-free policy as it goes into effect during the Fall
of 2017; assisting housing complexes that want to offer access to smokefree or tobacco-free environments; increasing the number of schools with
open use agreements; and creating a system that connects local farmers
with convenience stores and other small retailers, so that these

establishments can offer more fresh produce to their patrons while
supporting local agriculture.
Pickney believes the PICH project is important to the residents of Merced
County because it takes into account the social determinants of health and
the types of chronic diseases that are prevalent in the area, and because it
provides support to community partners in order for them to complete the
work needed to make changes. About her own work Pickney says, “I feel
the goals and objectives outlined under my scope of the PICH project are
very important to my community’s health, because they positively impact a
large portion of our population.”

Sydney Loewen
Epidemiologist
Sydney Loewen began her higher education at the University of California,
Merced with an undergraduate degree in biological sciences. After
completing her degree she worked for a year with The Alliance for
Community Research and Development, a community based organization
focused on public health evaluation and research through a community
based participatory approach. Knowing that she ultimately wanted a career

in the field of public health, Sydney then returned to UC Merced as a
graduate student, and now expects to earn a Ph.D. in health psychology
this spring. In graduate school, she has gained direct experience collecting
data, designing surveys, and performing statistical analysis for research
projects. The training she has received at the university has prepared her
well for her new position as an epidemiologist for the Merced County
Department of Public Health.
As an epidemiologist, Loewen provides evaluation support for multiple
aspects of the PICH project, including developing surveys for tenants and
managers of multi-unit housing complexes to asses the effectiveness of
smoke-free policies, and designing an evaluation tool to evaluate a healthy
retail initiative that aims to increase access to fresh fruits and vegetables in
convenience stores. This tool will determine if sales increase and what
barriers may arise for either the consumers or the store owners. Loewen
also occasionally collaborates with PICH evaluators from the Sarah
Samuels Center and the Center for Community Health and Evaluation.
Loewen believes the PICH project is unique as it seeks to improve
population health through multiple pathways. Because of the broad range
of health targets, everyone benefits. As the project comes to a close,
Loewen feels that determining the effectiveness of the various
interventions and programs implemented during the grant is an important
task. She believes, “Understanding what worked, and what did not, will
only make us more successful at creating more effective interventions and
programs for the future.”

Resources: Promoting Open Use of
Community Facilities
When neighborhood institutions like schools, churches, or even hospitals
open their facilities for local residents to use, the entire community stands
to benefit. ChangeLab Solutions, an Oakland based non-profit that has
supported Merced County PICH partners, offers a variety of resources for
pursuing and promoting open use agreements, also known as shared use
agreements.
Read ChangeLab’s fact sheets on how open/shared use can help to
improve health equity, how schools can incorporate open/shared use

provisions into their wellness policies, and more. Share the infographic
below and visit the ChangeLab website for more information about the
benefits of open/shared use.

Benefits of Shared Use

Health
INCREASED PHYSICAL ACTIVITY among people
who live near recreational spaces

People everywhere want access to safe and affordable recreational
spaces. With shared use, public and private property owners can open
underutilized facilities for community use. Though often used as a
strategy to increase opportunities for physical activity, shared use
has many wide-ranging benefits.

REDUCED RISK OF CHRONIC DISEASE associated
with more physical activity
BETTER ACCESS TO HEALTHY FOODS
through community gardens and kitchens
IMPROVED MENTAL WELL-BEING for those
who live near parks or recreational facilities
REDUCED STRESS for people who spend more time
outside

Equity
COMMUNITY

Garden

+

MORE OPPORTUNITIES FOR PHYSICAL ACTIVITY
in low-income communities and communities of color,
which are less likely to have access to recreational
spaces

HOSPITAL

REDUCED HEALTH INEQUITIES by creating
more spaces for play and exercise in the communities
that need them most

Community
DECREASED CRIME, VANDALISM, AND VIOLENCE
in recreational spaces that residents use regularly
STRONGER COMMUNITY TIES through informal
interaction, organized activities, and volunteering
STOP

Education
IMPROVED ACADEMIC PERFORMANCE among kids
who are more physically active
BETTER CLASSROOM BEHAVIOR when students
can play and be active

Economy
MORE COST-EFFECTIVE than building new
resources or facilities
INCREASED ECONOMIC OPPORTUNITY when
shared use supports small business incubation
HIGHER PROPERTY VALUES for properties
closer to parks, open spaces, and recreational
facilities

Community Welcome
DURING NON-SCHOOL HOURS

Learn more at www.changelabsolutions.org/shared-use

ChangeLab Solutions is a nonprofit organization that provides legal information on matters relating to public health. The legal information in this document does not constitute
legal advice or legal representation. For legal advice, readers should consult a lawyer in their state. This publication was supported by the Grant or Cooperative Agreement Number
5U38OT000141-02 awarded to ChangeLab Solutions and funded by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. Its contents are solely the responsibility of the authors and do
not necessarily represent the official views of the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention or the Department of Health and Human Services. © 2015 ChangeLab Solutions

Upcoming Events
January 26, 11:30am-1:30pm – Merced County Health Care
Consortium Meeting
The meeting will take place at the Public Health Department. Agenda
features include reports on the National Health Policy Landscape and
Immigrant Policy Considerations.
February 28, 12:00pm-2:00pm – PICH Leadership Team Meeting
The quarterly Merced County PICH Leadership Team meeting will take
place at the Merced County Department of Public Health.
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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