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Community Listening Session Report – Waterloo

Date: April 28, 2026	
Location: Waterloo Town Hall, Waterloo, SC
Focus: Healthy Eating and Active Living

Overview: Thrive Laurens County Coalition hosted a community listening session to collect input from residents on improving access to healthy foods, promoting healthier eating habits, and increasing opportunities for physical activity and active living to improve health outcomes. The shared insights from community members will directly inform the coalition’s action plan as part of the Healthy People, Healthy Carolinas five-year initiative to improve health across Laurens County. 

Discussion Objectives
1. Objective 1: Understand what resources are available to community members for healthy foods and physical activity, identify gaps, and determine how the coalition can support or expand programs, services, and locations to promote healthy foods and physical activity.
2. Objective 2: Understand the barriers and other general factors that influence or impact healthy behaviors, such as healthy eating and physical activity/active living. 
3. Objective 3: Collect ideas and suggestions from participants on creating new opportunities and improving access to healthy foods and physical activity within their community.

Discussion Questions

1. Access & Availability – Where do you and your family usually get healthy foods and find places to be active?
2. Helpful Resources – What programs, places, or resources have helped your family eat healthier or be more active?
3. Barriers & Challenges – What makes it difficult to eat healthy foods or be physically active?
4. Ideas for the Future – Imagine a healthier community. What changes or partnerships would make healthy eating and active living easier for everyone?








			
	Access, Availability and Helpful Resources


	
Healthy Eating/Healthy Food Access


	Most Waterloo residents travel out of town to neighboring areas to access healthy foods and groceries. The town has no grocery store of its own. Specific areas mentioned include Laurens and Greenwood (next county), each approximately 15 miles away in opposite directions, as well as Clinton and Simpsonville.
Grocery Stores
· Dollar General (Waterloo) mentioned although noted there is limited fresh produce in stock.
· Walmart (Laurens)
· Ingles (Laurens)
· Food Lion (Clinton)
· KJ's (Coronaca area, roughly halfway between Waterloo and Greenwood).  KJ’s noted as a smaller independent store with session participants indicating quality and price concerns. 
· A Dollar General in Cross Hill carries a small produce area (fruits, no vegetables). Participants expressed concerns about stocking consistency and whether produce is held at proper temperatures, especially in spring/summer heat.
· A Dollar General Market is under construction (near Deadfall Cemetery) that is expected to have produce. Participants described it as closer to a market than a standard Dollar General but still limited and not a full-service grocery store.
Farmers' Markets/Roadside Markets
· Laurens County Farmer's Market located on the square in the city of Laurens is used occasionally.
· Greenwood Farmer's Market is the preferred farmers’ market for many.  It was noted by participants that the Greenwood market has “better” products than the Laurens market.
· Taylor's Market on Hwy 221 mentioned but also stated limited, seasonal vegetables available.
· Seasonal roadside stands are in the area: fresh peaches sold seasonally, corn available on Hwy 39 when in season. 
· Facilitator's Note: All farmers' markets mentioned require transportation. Several participants were unaware of the existing farmer's market, and lack of advertising/communication was raised as a recurring issue.
Programs and Services
· Foodbank of the Lakelands (Greenwood) offers once-a-month senior box of staple food items.  Community members can contact the foodbank directly to sign up.  The foodbank also delivers food to residents without transportation. 
· Greenwood soup kitchen/food pantry provides a daily lunch meal regardless of income status.
· Laurens Senior Center (supported by the Upper Savannah Council of Governments): provides congregate dining Tuesdays and Thursdays. The COG can pay for transportation and meals and can help arrange home-delivered meals. Community members wanting to participate should call the COG office and undergo an assessment. 
Gardens (Community/Personal)
· Waterloo Elementary School Garden: Raised beds (approximately four to five) installed by the United Way several years ago, planted seasonally (onions noted at time of session) and open to the entire community. Most participants were unaware that the school garden was open to the entire community.
· A small number of participants (two) maintain personal gardens. Other session participants expressed interest in gardening but cited the physical demands as a barrier.
· Participants expressed interest in a Waterloo community garden, with possible sites including town-owned land or additional elementary school land.  Participants desire that the garden be large enough to produce a variety of crops, not a single vegetable with identified volunteers willing to help maintain it.


	
Physical Activity/Active Living

	Session participants emphasized the need for accessible, well-maintained, and sustained recreation opportunities closer to home, highlighting transportation barriers, an underused walking trail, limited adult programming, and challenges getting residents to use existing spaces.
Parks & Outdoor Spaces
· Playground behind Town Hall: A small children's playground is located behind the Town Hall.  It is currently being expanded.  However, there are limited offerings for adults at the playground.
· Lake Rabon Park in Laurens mentioned as a place for outdoor activities.
· Musgrove Mill State Historic Site is within the county and has options for outdoor recreation and physical activity.   Most session participants were unaware of the options at the park.
· There are other larger parks mentioned in Laurens, but they require transportation. A park in Gray Court was noted but described as unsafe.
Indoor Facilities
· Town Hall Activity/Recreation Building: A renovated building behind Town Hall (former storage) now has a deck, central heat, appliances, and two bathrooms that is available for community programming and could be a potential site to pilot activities.
· Churches: Identified as potential indoor hosts for chair yoga, aerobics, and similar classes. One church previously offered Zumba.
Walking Trails
· Waterloo Town Walking Trail: A walking trail exists behind the town hall building but needs renovation/maintenance and is currently underused.
· A new town walking group is launching in May, Tuesdays and Thursdays from 6:00–7:30, organized by a town committee and a council member.
Other Comments
· Walking neighborhoods and back roads was stated as the most common activity. Working at home, yard work, and tree-clearing were also cited as routine physical activity.
· A church-based walking group meets mornings (approx. 9:30–10:30), walking indoors at the church when it rains.


	Barriers and Challenges

	
Healthy Eating/Healthy Foods Access

	Like the Gray Court and Joanna communities, Waterloo participants noted that most available services and programs require reliable transportation. Specific barriers mentioned included:
· Distance and transportation. No grocery store in Waterloo; residents must travel to Laurens, Greenwood, or Clinton. In rural areas, the true cost of food includes the food itself, cost of gas and, for those without a vehicle, the cost of someone else's time.
· Affordability. Cost and inflation were repeatedly expressed as major barriers.
· Spoilage and household size. Many participants live alone, making bulk purchasing wasteful and/or purchasing of produce as costly.  Specifically, milk and bananas cited as items that spoil before they can be used.
· Food preparation and health-specific knowledge.  Limited knowledge of food preservation, preparation and knowledge related to how foods support and benefit certain health conditions.
· Produce quality.  Session participants also noted concerns about quality, pricing, and refrigeration at smaller independent stores which are often the closest option for receiving fresh fruits and vegetables.


	Physical Activity/Active Living

	Session participants identified several challenges that make it difficult for community members to stay active or use existing activity and recreation spaces.
· Health and mobility limitations. Participants with health conditions noted they cannot keep pace with others and therefore walk alone or not at all.
· Exercising alone. Several participants noted they are more likely to be active when there is a group or buddy system and prefer not to be alone from a safety and social interaction perspective.
· Facility and public space maintenance. The existing walking trail needs renovation and upkeep.
· Transportation. Most parks, fitness facilities, and organized recreation are concentrated in Laurens. 
· Limited indoor activity options.  Spaces for indoor activity are limited in Waterloo especially during colder seasons 
· Limited awareness. Session participants discussed the need for a central location or place to receiving information about programs, services regarding physical activity and nutrition.

	Ideas for the Future

	
Imagine a healthier community. What changes or partnerships would make healthy eating and active living easier for everyone?


	
Locations
· Support the incoming Dollar General Market and encourage consistent produce stocking.
· Establish a pop-up/mobile farmer's or artisan market closer to Waterloo, potentially using existing flea-market space on Hwy 221 and recruiting area farmers from Mountville and Cross Hill.
· Explore a "must-go" program offering deeply discounted near-expiration produce to reduce waste and cost with local farmers and stores in the area.
Community Gardens
· Establish a dedicated Waterloo community garden large enough for multiple crops with identified community volunteers.
· Increase awareness and possible expansion of the existing Waterloo Elementary School garden.
Education & Resources
· Provide cooking classes focused on daily healthy meals, condition-specific meal preparation, and using on-hand ingredients.
· Host a food preservation/freezing or canning class to reduce food waste and help with food cost.
· Develop health benefit focused messaging (e.g., tying walking distance to concrete heart-health or diabetes-management outcomes) to increase healthy behaviors.
Health Services
· Bring a pop-up/mobile medical clinic with blood pressure screenings to Waterloo, particularly for residents who cannot travel.
Activities & Programs
· Provide fitness classes like chair yoga, chair exercises, and aerobics that could be hosted at the Town Hall recreation building.
· Establish walking groups and a buddy system for accountability and social connection, accommodating different paces and abilities.
· Improve local park offerings with adult recreation activities, summer and after-school camps to promote family- and adult-oriented activities.
· Explore a small accessible supply of light weights for community use that could be stored at the Town Hall/Town Hall recreation building.
· Promote Library Programming – Participants noted residents do not associate the library with recreation/wellness resources.  The Laurens County Library offers free state park passes (no library-card fines over $10, 10-day checkout), Children's Museum and Roper Mountain Science Center passes, outdoor nature kits, notary service, and printing.  
Improve Existing Facilities
· Renovate the Town Hall walking trail and pair it with a promotion plan, programming and activities to increase use.
· Utilize the Town Hall recreation building to pilot indoor physical activity programming.
Communication & Outreach Strategy. Communication gaps were a reoccurring theme.  Session participants stated being unaware of specific resources, programs, and free services already available. Participants provided the following recommendations to improve communications:
· Word of mouth and church announcements stated as the most trusted and effective channels in this community.
· Develop a central physical information point for the town.  Session participants expressed a strong interest in a town bulletin board, an electronic sign (at the school or fire department), or posting information at high-traffic locations like the Dollar General, the hardware store or Town Hall.
· Develop A programming weekly/monthly newsletter or calendar available at trafficked locations.
· Local radio advertisements.  WLBG (860 AM / 104.1 FM, Laurens) is returning to air.  The radio station could be a potential future outlet to promote programs and available resources.



Other Discussion Points/Insights: 
· The overarching theme was that residents must travel outside Waterloo to access healthy food, recreation, and medical services, creating significant barriers for those without reliable transportation.
· Repeatedly, the gap was awareness, not the absence of resources. A community garden, free state park passes, senior meal programs, and a food bank delivery service all exist but were unknown to most participants.
· Mayor Smith's attendance and direct outreach were noted as meaningful drivers of turnout and as a strong example of local leadership engagement.
· Waterloo was identified as a strong potential launch site for coalition pilots given available space (Town Hall rec building, school garden), engaged residents, and willing volunteers.
Participant Profile
Upon arrival at the listening session, community members were asked to complete a demographic survey.  Below are the results.
Total Responses: 15
Age Range: 14–78 years
Median Age: 53 years
Participants were from a range of cities and ZIP codes across Laurens County and nearby areas, including 29351, 29355, 29325, and 29108.
**The number of responses is lower than the actual number of session participants. **






Race

Race	

[CATEGORY NAME]
0%


[CATEGORY NAME] 0%



White	Black or African American	American Indian or Alaskan Native	Asian	Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander	Multi-racial	Other	0.93	7.0000000000000007E-2	0	0	0	0	0	

Gender	
Male	Female	0.36	0.64	


First Time Attending a Listening Session	
Yes	No	0.93	7.0000000000000007E-2	


Ethnicity	
Hispanic or Latino	Non-Hispanic or Latino	0	1	
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