dates — think organized hiking, wine tasting crowd, says Natalie Galucia, head of the St.
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’hood. Last year, still working part time and
yers and even art appraisers.
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Bonita Bay joins Blue Zones Project campaign
LIZ FREEMAN
LIZ.FREEMAN@NAPLESNEWS.COM; 239-263-4778

The sprawling Bonita Bay community has it all: a thousand acres or more of
unspoiled land, waterways and nature
for its thousands of residents to enjoy
the outdoors.
The community in Bonita Springs
can now add Blue Zones Project recognition to its list of accolades.
“It was a natural fit,” Jennifer Moening, assistant director of community
activities, said. “We have a very active
lifestyle. We have pathways that go all
around.”
The Blue Zones Project is a local
initiative to improve the health and
longevity of Southwest Florida residents, by enlisting businesses, employ-

A

ers, restaurants and other entities to
include healthier options in daily practices. The goal is that people will select
the healthier option and it becomes a
way of life.
The project was introduced to the
region in 2015 by the NCH Healthcare
System and is based on the world travels of Dan Buettner, who identified
communities worldwide where people
share lifestyle traits and live to 100 or
older. He wrote a New York Times
best-seller about the nine principles of
longevity.
The “Power Nine” include moving
naturally by being physically active,
knowing your purpose in life, taking
time to relax, having a healthy social
See ZONES, Page 7D
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BLUE ZONES PROJECT OF SOUTHWEST FLORIDA

Bonita Bay residents celebrate Blue Zones Project recognition in May.
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network and putting loved
ones first. A popular activity is to form walking
groups, or walking moais,
to use Blue Zones terminology.
More than 60 organizations have joined the Blue
Zones Project in Collier and
Lee counties.
Moening and the director of community activities
at Bonita Bay, Elke Kauder,
attended Blue Zones Project program events and
were convinced it was right
for the community, Moening said. The community
has 6,000 residents in season, and one-fourth of them
are year-round residents,
she said.
Tavira at Bonita Bay, the
luxury high-rise building
with 90 residents, became
the first community in
Bonita Springs this past
April to become Blue
Zones-certified, where it
undertook activities to
promote a healthier lifestyle and where 20 percent
of its residents to sign a
Blue Zones pledge to select
healthier options in daily
activities.
Now the Bonita Bay
Community Association has
gained Blue Zones recognition, with nearly 800 residents signing the pledge,
Moening said. The association has made tweaks to
program offerings to elevate healthy living, Moening said.
There already are numerous groups for pickleball, bocce ball, golf, chair
yoga, tai chi and other social activities. The association ramped up some of its
life-long learning series to
focus on staying healthy,
and it is offering meal demonstrations that are plantbased to reflect the Blue
Zones focus on healthy
eating.

and information for
villages across the country.
Nationally, annual
dues for people needing
volunteer services average about $450 for singles and $600 per household, Galucia says. Individuals who join as what
are called social, sustaining or associate members sometimes pay a
lesser charge. All villages offer a pool of
helpful neighbors, potential pals and a variety of
activities for all membership tracks.
“When you don’t have
some of the natural
[community-building]
systems like schools or
work, it takes a lot more
effort to make new
friends,” Galucia says.
Villages work because
“people want to be part
of an organization.”
in Virginia, At Home
in Alexandria — AHA,
for short — is a perfect
example of a village with
a successful social membership track.
“There was a perception that we’re just a
bunch of old people sitting around at home
dying,” executive director Cele Garrett says.
“Listen, our members
are active,” and they
want community engagement. “When we
started six years ago, the
founders focused on
services, services, services. What happened is
we had a few social
events along the way,
and it grew and grew
and is now the most
important part of many
people’s relationship
with AHA. We do maybe
a dozen things a month,
which is why our social
membership has become
so popular.”

About a third of
AHA’s 160 members are
strictly social, paying
$250 per household, well
below the full-service
fees of $550 per individual and $800 per couple.
“There are guest
speakers in people’s
homes, happy hours,
wine and cheese tastings,
and clubs for bridge,
walking, history, ladies’
night out, movies, monthly lunches and dinners,”
Garrett says. “We just
started a biking club
called Blazing Saddles.”
Since AHA’s creation,
said Barry and Maggie
Stauffer, both 75 and
avid cyclists, they gladly
paid the dues for services they did not use
because doing so helped
provide those services
for neighbors who needed them and helped ensure the group’s survival. But in 2016, the
Stauffers downshifted to
an associate membership
because they still do not
need the help and welcomed the lower yearly
fees.
The biking group they
started is open to social
and full-service members alike. Once a month,
the Stauffers lead a 5- or
6-mile ride along a bike
trail, stopping halfway
for lunch and chitchat
before cycling home.

Subgroup of
I’m-not-readies
Many village events
around the country —
potluck dinners, gatherings of knitters, book
lovers or card players —
are hosted in members’
homes, which keeps
gatherings free or lowcost. Villages often negotiate discounts at theaters, restaurants and
gyms.
Nearly all villages
offer subsidies for lowincome members. About
20 villages operate without staff or fees, Galucia
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