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Finger Lakes Eat Smart NY: familiar program with a new structure 

 

A recent Eat Smart NY participant said after participating in a “rethink your drink” lesson: “I 

drink several sodas daily and I plan to first cut back and eventually quit drinking them all 

together.”  A parent commented, “This was great, I love the veggies and I think my husband will 

love it too,” after participating in a workshop in which a vegetable Spanish rice skillet was 

prepared. 

 

Grabbing the attention and interest of groups of adults and youth is the way Eat Smart NY 

educators work and has been for many years. Educators then add a new or unfamiliar piece of 

information, then have participants apply or use a new skill so they are more likely to use the 

practical experience in their own lives. This effective method of teaching nutrition education has 

not changed, however, this year the structure of Eat Smart NY has changed in major ways. 

 

Eat Smart NY is now funded and organized regionally instead of being delivered by each 

county’s Cornell Cooperative Extension (CCE). For an eleven county Finger Lakes area, CCE of 

Wayne is the lead and was awarded a five year contract with New York State Office of 

Temporary Disability Assistance. CCE Wayne and their subcontractors were charged with 

developing a regional structure to provide nutrition education to areas where most SNAP 

(Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program which used to be called Food Stamps) and SNAP 

eligible families reside, the target group for Finger Lakes Eat Smart NY (FLESNY).  

Based on a needs assessment these communities were identified: the City of Rochester is at the 

top of the list because it has over half of the SNAP population for the eleven county area.  

 

Because of this, six of the fourteen Finger Lakes Eat Smart NY (FLESNY) educators are located 

in Rochester, three with CCE Monroe and three with Foodlink. Two ESNY educators are located 

at CCE Wayne to continue work with the communities in central and eastern Wayne County and 

to add Geneva in Ontario County to their reach. Two educators are located at CCE Steuben to 

work in Bath, Hornell and Corning, two at CCE Chemung to work in Elmira, two at CCE 

Tompkins to work in Ithaca and Auburn in Cayuga county. The structure and staffing were 
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designed to place educators in or near these identified communities. To this end CCE Wayne has 

subcontracts with CCE Monroe, Foodlink, and the CCE’s of Steuben, Chemung and Tompkins 

counties. 

 

With this structure our opportunity is to use regional resources to be locally responsive. For the 

first time ever, FLESNY has funding and staff to develop comprehensive social marketing 

strategies to increase the reach and reinforcement of ESNY nutrition messages. The messages 

come from USDA’s Choose MyPlate resources which are based on the 2010 US Dietary 

Guidelines. FLESNY has two Social Marketing Nutritionists based at CCE Tompkins who are 

developing website, Face book page, Instagram and twitter platforms to get simple and behavior 

based messages to SNAP audiences, especially parents. The messages are focused on increasing 

vegetables and fruits consumed, maintaining caloric balance and physical activity and decreasing 

sugary beverages. In addition to these social media platforms, FLESNY is placing permanent 

displays in key locations with the posters and handouts changing periodically.  

 

FLESNY has the mandate and the funding to work on at least two environmental strategies. One 

is to continue and expand on the work in schools in the above named communities. This will be a 

primary focus of the two FLESNY senior nutritionists, one located at CCE Steuben covering the 

“southern” half of the Finger Lakes region, the second located at CCE Wayne to work with 

schools in Rochester, central and eastern Wayne County and Geneva. Our goal is to build on past 

and current work to influence wellness policies and facility changes related to nutrition and 

physical activity. The senior nutritionists will connect FLESNY nutrition educators to school and 

afterschool programs to facilitate lessons, exhibits, taste testing and, when there is interest, train 

school teachers in using approved curricula in their classrooms. 

 

Our second environmental strategy is to expand and increase SNAP access to farmers’ markets, 

especially in the above listed communities. FLESNY educators will be at local markets that 

accept EBT (electronic benefit transfer for SNAP participants) with samples of recipes using 

local produce. We will continue the work done with farmers’ markets located in our priority 

targeted areas that do not accept SNAP to employ EBT, thus increasing access to vegetables and 

fruits for low income families. 

 

Our third environmental strategy is to work with community groups to start and maintain 

community and/or school gardens in the above named communities. FLESNY has a community 

/school garden nutritionists located at CCE Tompkins with these regional responsibilities. 

Another benefit or the new regional structure is that we are learning from impactful work being 

done in other Finger Lakes communities.  For example, at Newfield High School in Tompkins 

County the students who are involved with planning the school garden brainstormed ways the 

school cafeteria could incorporate the fruits and vegetables from their garden into breakfast and 
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lunch menu items. Ideas included adding vegetables from the garden to the salad bar, pizza and 

sandwich toppings, tomato sauces and scrambled eggs.  Fruits from the orchard could be added 

to a hot cereal bar and the a la carte items.  Next steps are to taste test recipe ideas and present 

their recommendations to the food service director.  

 

Another example is happening in Auburn. Working with an ESNY educator the culinary staff at 

Genesee Elementary School reported that more kids are not only eating their veggies but also 

asking for seconds! A group of Junior High students used Michael Pollan’s Food Rules to assist 

in selecting a recipe to make. The rule “eat mostly plants, especially leaves” led to a spinach 

salad with strawberries and a homemade vinaigrette dressing.    

 

In summary, the goals and target audience for Eat Smart NY are the same as in past years. The 

method of teaching and putting direct nutrition education at the center of programming is the 

same. The difference in the regional structure of FLESNY and the ability to use additional 

resources  to address the challenges specifically faced by low-income families in eating well and 

being physically active. 

 
 


