
M ike and Jill Betterman grew up in
Smallton, S.D. After 10 years away, they 

want to move back home so their two young 
children could grow up the way they did. 
Things start to fall into place—Mike finds a 
good job in his field in Biggerton, just 30 miles 
from Smallton! Jill doesn’t have work lined up, 
but she’s planning on spending time at home 
with the kids for a few years. She’s sure she can 
find something part-time when she’s ready. 
Next on their list: Finding a place to live. 
And that’s where they hit some roadblocks. 

Meet the Bettermans. They aren’t  
a real family—but they could be.  
Local housing experts tell us that 
something like this has happened in 
many Dakota towns. 

First, they start shopping for a house to buy. 
There are not many houses for 
sale in Smallton. Just two, actually.
One is fairly old, and has not been 
maintained well. The price is low, 
but the Bettermans know it will 
need a lot of work before 
 they can live in it. They also see 
some foundation problems that 
make them leery. 
The second house has just been 
built. It is quite nice. But the price 
is very high—higher even than 
some of the houses in the city 
they are moving from. Even with a 
good salary from Mike’s new job, 
they aren’t sure they could afford 
it if Jill isn’t working, too. And it 
isn’t exactly what they want. If 
they are moving into a new house, 
why not have one built to order?

So then they look at building a house. 
The first problem is figuring out 
where to build. They look on the 
edge of town, but no one is willing to 
sell ag land, which in any case would 
require rezoning—plus additional 
costs to hook up water, sewer and 
electricity, and to put in a driveway. 
And they’d really prefer to be in 
town and close to the school so the 
children could walk there someday. 
There are open lots in town, but 
no one is willing to sell. There are 
some houses that need to be torn 
down, but they are held up by legal 
difficulties.
They finally find one person willing to 
sell them a lot. They head to the bank 
to discuss getting a loan. 

The local banker says he no longer deals in 
mortgages. He recommends a bank in Biggerton 
that could do loans. So the Bettermans go to 
Biggerton, where a banker has them fill out 
paperwork. She cautions them that rules were 
made stricter after the financial meltdown in 
2008, so they will need to come up with a fairly 
sizable deposit. Like many people their age, they 
don’t have very much money saved up, so this is 
concerning to them. Then they start discussing 
estimates for the size of home they want to build. 
The banker sees a problem: The cost of building 
that home looks to be more than the house will 
be appraised at when it’s done. The house would 
be difficult to resell at the cost it took to build it. 
One problem is there’s a lack of “comparables”—
few houses have been sold in Smallton recently, 
and their sale prices were really low. The banker 
is not sure they’ll be approved for financing, a 
decision made in an office in another state. 

Feeling a little 
discouraged, 

the Bettermans 
look into 

renting a home 
for a while, 

until they can 
build up a down 

payment and 
figure out some 

other options. 

The rental housing market has about as few choices 
as the for-sale market. There is one home available 
that is in very rough shape from the previous 
renters. Other than that, there are income-qualified 
apartments available, but with Mike’s new job, they 
make a little too much to qualify. 
The Bettermans regretfully decide they’ll have to 
live in Biggerton for a while, until they can figure 
out a way to make their home in Smallton.

Finding financing proves to be difficult.

How can towns 
like smallton help 

people like the 
Bettermans find  
a place to live? 

by WENDY ROYSTON
with additional reporting by HEIDI MARTTILA-LOSURE

In the past 30 years, the Dakotas have worked hard 
to improve economic opportunity to the people 
who call these states “home.” But, according to 

experts, the state of the actual homes in the Dakotas 
has not received such focused attention.

The organizational structure for economic devel-
opment was put in place 30-some years ago—but 
the same didn’t happen for housing, according to Joe 
Bartmann, vice president of innovation for Dakota 
Resources, an organization focused on rural commu-
nity development, including housing. 

“So it became nobody’s job to look after hous-
ing,” Bartmann said. While there are many organi-
zations looking at small parts of the housing picture, 
“nobody’s looking at the broad (topic), holding space 
for housing development to happen, in a sense, and 
being strategic about it as a whole community.” 

Story by HEIDI MARTTILA-LOSURE   •    Illustrations by JASON UPHOFF

A TYPICAL RURAL 
HOUSING STORY

RURAL HOUSING  

GAME  
P L A N
A winning housing 
strategy is also economic 
development, experts say

Continued on page 8

6  dakotafire.net dakotafire.net  7


