
        

    Healthy Kids Zuni Pueblo 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Zowie Banteah-Yuselew’s Facebook feed tells her 
that Healthy Kids Healthy Zuni Pueblo’s work to 
promote the trail system in her community is 
working. 
 
She sees pictures of people posing in front of the trail 
signs that Healthy Kids helped install as part of an 
effort to increase physical activity opportunities in 
Zuni Pueblo.  
 
“These trails have been in existence for a long time, 
but as soon as we started marking them by mileage 
and inspirational Zuni words on signs, it feels like an 
official trail now and I gotta use it. It’s that mentality,” 
said Banteah-Yuselew, who helps develop school 
gardens and trail promotion for Healthy Kids Zuni. 
 
Healthy Kids Zuni, which is supported by the New 
Mexico Department of Health, aims to make it easier 
for people to choose healthy foods and be active. The 
initiative involves coordinators who recruit 
volunteers and partner with local businesses and 
nonprofits to make the environment of Zuni 
healthier.  
 
All Healthy Kids communities establish coalitions that 
work on different aspects of the initiative. In Zuni, the 
coalition evolved into the Zuni Health and Wellness 
Coalition, officially recognized through a tribal 
resolution. The coalition is comprised of four pillars: 
food systems, built environment, health and wellness 
education and sustainability.  
 
Zuni Pueblo’s decision to formally recognize the 
coalition elevates the work and structure of Healthy 
Kids in Zuni. The coalition is a sustainable group of 
dynamic, diverse stakeholders including local 
businesses and most of the tribal programs from the 

   Key Community Successes 
 

 Continued to promote and label healthy 
options at Halona Plaza, and began 
offering healthy meals at the pueblo’s 
only restaurant, ChuChu’s 

 

 Increased trail mileage from 5 to 20, with 
plans to add additional trails, mileage 
markers, and trailhead signage 

 

 Developed a Prescription Trails program 
to encourage physical activity 
 

 Expanded youth soccer and basketball 
leagues and started a youth baseball 
league 

 

 325 elementary school-age children and 
12 soccer teams participated in the 2013-
14 5.2.1.O Challenge  

 

 Conducted 8-week nutrition lessons with 
healthy snacks to support the 5.2.1.O 
during soccer practices and games 

 

 Expanded edible garden at the Zuni Indian 
Health Services hospital and used produce 
in patient meals 

 

 Established a new garden at the Head 
Start  

 

 Cleaned and enhanced 3 community 
playgrounds  

 
Traditional dancing provides opportunities 

for physical activity in Zuni 



Zuni Housing Authority to the Teen Health Center. This support of Healthy Kids Healthy Zuni has 
resulted in significant accomplishments. Children are learning about growing food and trying 
fresh produce. They have more physical activity opportunities, and healthier foods are easier to 
find in Zuni. 
 
“We’re able to bring a lot of stuff together for Zuni because of our partnerships,” said Dr. Tom 
Faber, director of Zuni Youth Enrichment Project (ZYEP) and lead coordinator for Healthy Kids 
Zuni. “It creates an element of a healthy community. It brings people together to focus on the 
kids.” 
 
Healthy Kids Zuni volunteers have marked six trails indicating route and mileage, including signs 
with encouraging phrases such as, Strong in Body/Strong in Mind/Strong in Heart. Healthy Kids 
held a kick-off event to promote the trails, and community programs do group walks or runs 
along the trails. 
 
“I think it’s a broad spectrum of the community that uses them,” said Dr. Valory Wangler, a family 
physician who works on the Healthy Kids Initiative. “People appreciate knowing how far they are 
going so they can track their progress. They feel safer since it’s marked. It adds to their sense that 
this is a secure, good place to do my exercise.” 
 
Other Healthy Kids communities have developed and promoted trail systems, but Zuni Pueblo 
took it a step further by naming trails and including inspirational signs along the way in the Zuni 
language, which is taught in the local schools. The 20 miles of trails are based on the Zuni 
directional system, and each direction has a specific color and animal, explained Zuni native 
Banteah-Yuselew.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Healthy Kids Zuni has plans to promote a total of 10 trails and produce maps of the trail system 
with points of interest marked. Developing a prescription trails program in which health-care 
providers prescribe certain trails for patients is in the works too. 
 

 

Tsawanikya (Strength) is an 8-mile trail featuring the 
mountain lion and the color yellow. The 5-mile Anshe 
(Bear) trail is marked in blue. Both are significant animals 
in the Zuni culture, said Banteah-Yuselew. 
 

“It’s in your own language so you feel empowered,” said 

Banteah-Yuselew, who runs the trails most days. “The 

mountain lion and bear are fierce, strong animals and 

animals of power in a positive way. There’s more of a 

feeling within you to have those attributes – to have 

inner strength and a good heart.” 

 



“I think it’s something the whole family can do together,” Wangler said.  “It’s fun and appropriate 
for different ages and fitness levels.” 
 
About 10,000 people live in Zuni Pueblo, a culturally rich community that continues to follow 
traditional practices in the northwest corner of New Mexico. Two-thirds of the population is Zuni 
and one-third is Navajo, and most people live within a 5-mile radius. The closest, bigger town is 
Gallup, about 45 minutes away. There is one local grocery store and one restaurant in Zuni, and 
Healthy Kids Zuni has worked with both businesses to ensure that people have more access to 
healthy foods.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
He said their next step is figuring out how to replicate the success of the four products. “It 
encourages us to look at other ways we might be able to help along those lines,” Thomas said. 
 
After successfully working with the pueblo’s only grocery store, Healthy Kids turned to the 
community’s only restaurant. ChuChu’s Pizzeria has been open to offering healthier options on 
its menu, said Banteah-Yuselew.  
 
“There’s at least one veggie option or an option of chicken now as opposed to just heavy fry 
bread or tacos,” she said.  
 
The restaurant has talked with Healthy Kids about trying a smoothie bar in partnership with the 
after-school program at Zuni Youth Enrichment Project, which coordinates the Healthy Kids 
Initiative. The youth would teach restaurant staff how to make healthy smoothies. 
 
“I think we’re definitely making more people aware of healthy foods,” Banteah-Yuselew said.  
 
Bringing back Zuni’s tradition of gardening and farming is another way Healthy Kids is trying to 
increase people’s ability to get fresh, affordable produce. Adding to the three school gardens that 
Healthy Kids Zuni had developed in previous years, the Initiative coordinated the development 

Previously Halona Plaza hosted healthy cooking 
demonstrations and offered fruit and vegetable samples to 
customers. Most recently the grocery store labeled 15 items 
as healthier choices to guide people toward options with 
reduced fat, sugar or salt. After several months of tracking 
purchases, the owners have noticed trends emerging. Sales 
for four items -- 1 percent milk, turkey dogs, low-sugar syrup 
and low-sodium or lite spam – have risen. 
 
“What we saw was a sustained shift from the regular items 
to healthier items,” said Loren Thomas, who owns Halona 
Plaza with his father Roger Thomas. “If these shifts sustain 
themselves, it’s a significant reduction in calories, fat and 
sugar.”  
 

 



of two new gardens – one at the Head Start program through a partnership with the Fatherhood 
Initiative and another at the local Indian Health Services Hospital.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Hospital departments adopt each of the eight garden beds. Staff bring home vegetables to their 
families, and a couple of times, the hospital’s dietician collected zucchini and included the 
vegetable in patients’ meals. 
 
Debra Candeleria, food services coordinator for Zuni Public School District, serves on Healthy Kids’ 
Food Systems Committee. She has started providing fruit and vegetable samples to elementary-
school children and is exploring using produce from school gardens and local farmers for school 
meals. 
 

“I feel produce grown in your community tastes better, is high quality and we would be 

supporting our local farmers or our school gardens,” Candeleria said.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Healthy Kids first started the recreational leagues because kids didn’t have activity options; the 
pueblo’s playgrounds were in disrepair and unused. After forming the leagues, Healthy Kids Zuni 
worked with students who attend after-school programs to clean up three playgrounds.  
 
 

 

“Our hope is this would show people the potential for 

produce that can be grown in town,” said Wangler, 

who helped develop the hospital garden with other staff. 

“A lot of patients have stopped by and asked questions 

about it. You hear more people talking about what it 

used to be like 50 years ago when all people grew food. 

This definitely helps people have those conversations.” 

 
Head Start Garden 

 

Healthy Kids Zuni is also expanding the 
recreational leagues they started for 
elementary-school age students who had no 
opportunities for organized sports before. Kids 
can now participate for free in soccer, 
basketball, baseball and traditional Zuni dance 
so there are year-round options for physical 
activity. In addition to the regular leagues, kids 
can play on a traveling soccer team, the first 
traveling team the pueblo has had. 
 

Healthy kiddos in Zuni, where organized youth 
soccer has become all the rage 

 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
“Parents and children alike have expressed that they are thrilled that local children now have 
safer and cleaner spaces to play and be active,” Wangler said. 
 
Local support and funding partnerships have been key to Healthy Kids’ ability to expand programs 
and build on its success. Healthy Kids Zuni added two sports this year with money from the Notah 
Begay Foundation, which is committed to supporting tribal youth. Nike’s N7 Fund helped Healthy 
Kids develop its tribal soccer program, which includes an 8-week curriculum in which players get 
mini nutrition lessons and healthy snacks during practices. 
 
In addition to the nutrition curriculum, Healthy Kids integrated the 5.2.1.O Challenge into 
practices and games as well as in the second grade of A:shiwi Elementary School. This approach 
is unique; the challenge encouraging kids to move more, drink only water, eat more fruits and 
vegetables and avoid excess screen time is typically conducted only in schools.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 “I feel like things are transforming in Zuni,” Faber said. “I see that kids now expect to be able to 
be active after school. I feel like the community is becoming much more health conscious.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Students from DY Mesa Middle School painted over 
obscene graffiti, repaired benches, replaced 
basketball nets and installed new volleyball and 
soccer nets. Like most of Healthy Kids’ work, partners 
played a key role. Zuni Housing Authority and 
Community Service Workers Program helped with 
the repairs and hauled away overgrown brush, glass 
and other unsafe debris. Wangler said she 
immediately noticed more kids playing on one of the 
refurbished playgrounds near her house. 
 

 

Soccer coaches promoted the Challenge and 
encouraged players to track their progress. On game 
days, participants received incentives for 
completing the particular theme of the week – 
water bottles for drinking only water and jump 
ropes and Frisbees for being physically active for at 
least one hour each day. By the end, 235 kids 
participated in the Challenge! 
 

 

        

 Healthy Kids New Mexico builds state and local partnerships to expand children’s 

opportunities for healthy eating and active living where they live, learn and play. 


