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What do we do? 

Healthy Northland seeks to improve the quality of life and health of all people in the 
seven counties of Northeastern Minnesota. It is a collaboration of the Aitkin-Itasca-
Koochiching and Carlton-Cook-Lake-St. Louis Community Health Boards. 

Our staff and partners work in workplaces, schools, communities and healthcare on 
healthy eating, active living, tobacco-free living and breastfeeding support. 

Why do we do it? 

              Working on health at work

 
From breastfeeding support to employee walking clubs to 
healthy snack stations, dozens of healthy changes are 
happening at worksites in Itasca County – and employers 
are seeing benefits ranging from more engaged employees 
to health care savings. 

 

In early March, representatives from seven businesses 
(pictured at left) gathered to celebrate the healthy 
improvements they accomplished in a year with support 
from Get Fit Itasca, a community health partnership that 
serves Itasca County. 

“The true reward is that our employees are healthier and 
they have a chance to be good role models in the 
community,” said Tim George, Director of Emergency 
Medical Services and Community Health Outreach for 
Meds-1, a participating worksite.  

Continued on Page 2 

 

 

 

Fact 
sheet 

Health is not just determined by treatment at your local 
hospital or clinic. Government policies, social factors and 
the conditions surrounding you are a large part of what 
creates health. With the help of the Minnesota 
Department of Health’s Statewide Health Improvement 
Program (SHIP), Healthy Northland works to improve 
these factors.  

» 66% of Northland adults or overweight or obese1 
» 19% of Northland adults are current smokers 
» 90% of female 11th graders in northeastern Minnesota 

don’t get enough physical activity each week2 
» 67% of Northland adults don’t eat enough fruits and 

vegetables1 

 

» Seven counties  
in Northeastern Minnesota 

» 326,301  
residents 

» $1.3 million 
awarded 
in SHIP funding from the 
Minnesota Department of 
Health 

» 7 years  
with SHIP  

» $521,607 
leveraged 
in additional grant funds 
and in-kind donations 

» 118,601 reach 
through earned media 
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7 worksites 

completed wellness 

work in Itasca 

County, reaching 865 

employees 

 

Continued from Page 1 

The businesses used the SHIP model to start worksite 
wellness programs, and met 
regularly with a Get Fit Itasca 
coordinator to support their efforts 
over the year. They are now 
focused on sustaining their 
programs into the future.  

 “The collaborative meetings were 
really important (for our 
successes),” said Marta Carrigan, 
Human Resources Coordinator for 
Kootasca Community Action. “To 
be able to sit down with other organizations that are 
working on the same things and to hear about their 
successes was very helpful.”  

Success highlights 

» Meds-1, an emergency response and community 
health organization, opened a fitness center, among 
other changes. In just a year, the company’s workers 
compensation claims have dropped 12 
percent. 

» Grand Village, an assisted living facility, made 
healthy options in the kitchen cheaper than 

unhealthy vending options and started offering 
fruit for dessert. 

» Itasca County opened two new 
breastfeeding rooms and started employee 
walking clubs. 

» Kootasca Community Action started a 
popular healthy snack station to combat the 
unhealthy choices fast food and vending 
choices around their office.   

Sustainability and future efforts 

Get Fit Itasca’s worksite wellness coordinator is working 
with all of the businesses to ensure that the focus on 
health continues. For example, at Hawkinson Construction, 
wellness has been added to an existing Safety Committee 
at the business to keep employees engaged and carry on 
the conversation. Another worksite wellness group started 
in Itasca County in May. Cook County, Virginia and Carlton 
County will all start worksite wellness efforts in this round 
of SHIP funding. 

 
Healthy Northland leads the way in breastfeeding 
Northeastern Minnesota is a leader in the state when it 
comes to breastfeeding. The seven Healthy Northland 
counties came out significantly on top in a preliminary 
report 4 from the Minnesota Department of Health (MDH). 

Babies who are fed only breast milk during their hospital 
stay are more likely to continue breastfeeding throughout 
their early lives – and get the benefits that come with 
breastfeeding, like a stronger immune system. Feeding 
babies only breast milk for the first six months is so 
important that both the World Health Organization and the 
U.S. Department of Health and Human Services have made 
it a public health goal. 

According to MDH, just 15 percent of Northeastern 
Minnesota WIC infants were fed formula in the hospital, 

showing the success of breastfeeding advocacy in the 
region. Other areas in the state ranged from 33 to 56 
percent. 

Breastfeeding has been supported in Northeastern 
Minnesota through SHIP since 2009. Efforts have made 
hospitals, clinics and workplaces friendlier for 
breastfeeding moms. 

Healthy Northland contracts with an International Board 
Certified Lactation Consultant to lead the SHIP 
breastfeeding strategy. Her current partnerships with nine 
hospitals and five public health agencies helps these 
organizations implement baby-friendly policies, such as 
helping mothers start breastfeeding within one hour of 
birth and not supplementing babies with formula or water. 
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 Local school lunches inspire big changes
What started as a local, healthy food pilot in Aitkin County 
has become an institutional change in two schools and a 
hospital with effects rippling across 
the community.  

During the fall of 2015, SHIP and 
Healthy Northland began 
supporting a once-per-month Farm 
to School lunch at Rippleside 
Elementary School. Local SHIP 
Coordinator Amy Wyant worked 
with school staff to get locally 
produced food in the school and on 
the lunch menu, supporting the 
SHIP goal of improving nutrition.  

“We’re offering the lunch to students and we’re using that 
opportunity to educate kids about where the food comes 
from, who the farmers are and why it’s important to eat 
well,” Wyant said. “Because we know that kids who eat 
well, learn better.”  

First, the lunches themselves have been a big hit. On days 
the school serves the Farm to School lunches, hot lunch  

 

sales among adults increase tenfold. It’s easy to see why, 
with delicious options like March’s menu of locally grown 

pulled pork sandwiches on locally 
produced whole wheat buns. The local 
newspaper, Aitkin Age, has run a story 
about the Farm to School program every 
month since it began. Farmers are 
excited about selling to local 
institutions. Administration and food 
service staff are convinced of the 
program’s benefits.  

“This is probably the main meal a lot of 
these children get,” said Wanda 
Blakesely, the head cook at Rippleside 
(pictured at left). “That’s why we are 

trying to make it healthy for them. It’s probably a little 
more work … but it’s worth it.”  

The even greater success is the ripple effect of the 
program. Sustainability was a focus from the start, and 
Rippleside Elementary is now continuing the program 
without SHIP support. A nearby school district, Hill City, 
took notice and also adopted the program. The two 
schools contracted with local farmers for more than 
$10,000 in food for the next school year. After Wyant 
talked about the program at a local networking event, 
Riverwood Clinic in Aitkin decided to add local food to its 
cafeteria meals. Wyant has created a toolkit for 
institutions wanting to purchase local, healthy food that 
makes the process easy to duplicate. The toolkit has 
already been shared with a handful of curious 
organizations from around the state. 

The total impact of a Farm to School pilot program in 
Aitkin County and around the state continues to grow, and 
shows the power of a small investment in health. 

 

633 students were 

reached by healthy 

eating initiatives 

at Rippleside 

Elementary in 

Aitkin 
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Making tobacco addiction a mental health priority 
Thanks to a new statewide focus on health disparities, Healthy Northland has been working hard to reach Minnesotans 
influenced by social, economic and environmental factors that affect health. For example, Americans with mental illness die 25 
years earlier than the general public, and smoking is a major factor.3 Supporting a tobacco training for mental health 
professionals was a natural fit for Healthy Northland and SHIP. 

The February training in Duluth was a step towards the SHIP goal of reducing 
tobacco use and the Minnesota Department of Health goal of advancing health 
equity. Sixty mental health professionals attended the training, which made the 
case for helping mental health patients quit tobacco and gave everyone the tools to 
do it.  

In addition to SHIP support, the event was sponsored by the American Lung 
Association and the Center for Prevention at Blue Cross and Blue Shield of 
Minnesota. Tests showed the knowledge gained and evaluation comments showed 
the impact this training would have on mental health care in the state. 

“Education changed my understanding of the need to prioritize tobacco use,” one participant wrote.  

“I can and will use this information in my practice,” commented another. 

“I have to say again what a great conference it was,” a participant said in a conference call after the event. “I typically would 
leave (tobacco cessation) to primary care providers but am going to change that. I wrote a (prescription) for the (nicotine) 
patch for one of my patients the week after the conference and saw him back today. He went from almost a pack per day to 
four to five cigarettes and reports, ‘I already feel better in my chest.’” 

 

1 http://bridgetohealthsurvey.com/index.php/reports 
2http://www.health.state.mn.us/divs/chs/mss/regionaltables/northeast13.pdf 
3http://www.nasmhpd.org/sites/default/files/Mortality%20and%20Morbidity%20Final%20Report%208.18.08.pdf 
4https://healthynorthland.files.wordpress.com/2016/04/hospital-supplementation-and-breastfeeding-measures.docx 
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Sixty mental 

health 

professionals 

were trained in 

tobacco cessation 
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