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Correction: After publication of the Redfield 
community feature in the September/
October edition of Dakotafire and Spark 
magazines, in which we reported a 19 
percent decline in population, based on 
data gathered and reported for the 2000 
and 2010 U.S. Censuses, it was brought 
to our attention that an error in the 2000 
data mistakenly increased the community’s 
reported population by 564 residents. That 
error was corrected in official data, but 
not in that which is made readily available 
to the public by the U.S. Census Bureau. 
Redfield’s actual population shift was from 
2,518 in 2000 to 2,333 in 2010—a shift of 
7 percent.

Your Touchstone Energy® cooperative 
supports local businesses and rural 
communities by providing safe, reliable, 
and affordable electricity. We believe in 
rural South Dakota and through our 
Rural Electric Economic Development 
Fund we provide business and 
community project financing to make a 
difference in the communities we serve. 

Contact us at: 
www.yourcooppower.com

www.reedfund.coop
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What’s the future of rural places? 
Based on the national conversation recently, 
some people might be surprised at the question. 

FROM THE EDITOR

The future of rural is up to us

It seems some didn’t realize that 
rural even had a place in the present, 
never mind thinking about the future. 
All they know of rural places is the 
past.

Those of us who live here—espe-
cially those of us who choose to live 
here—know that rural has more to 
offer than nostalgia. I chose to move 
back to my family’s farm because of 
the sense of community—the trust that 
we are all looking out for one anoth-
er’s children. My family’s history in 
this place is also part of the appeal, 
but not because I want time to stand 
still. Having deep roots can be a form 
of resilience when change comes. I like 
the idea of drawing from that strength.

We who live in rural places know its 
virtues will continue to have an appeal, 
so people will want to live here. But the 
future of rural places will depend on 
more than that. 

As we end Dakotafire’s run, I think 
there are two ideas that people who 
care about rural places need to know.

The first is that the default direc-
tion of rural—that is, the future 
we will arrive at if things continue 
as they are—isn’t good. The pop-
ulation projections for the year 2035 
show that if all trendlines remain the 
same, many rural communities are 
going to be under serious strain in 
coming decades. An aging population 
will be without enough support from 

a working population—and that’s a 
recipe for stress and people falling 
through the cracks. Read more about 
these projections on p. 2. 

But the second thing to know is that 
rural decline isn’t inevitable. We’ve 
told dozens if not hundreds of stories of 
rural places and people going against 
that default direction. The statistics 
also show bright spots: People in their 
30s and 40s are moving to rural places, 
though they don’t outweigh the loss 
of young people. (See the story on p. 
4.) We can make our communities the 
kind of vibrant places where people of 
all ages want to live. We can be deliber-
ate about inviting people to come home 
to raise their families.   

But I want to emphasize that we 
are only going to avoid that future of 
strained communities if we take action 
to go in another direction. People in 
other places may have the luxury of 
just going about their daily lives and 
letting the wheels of the world keep 
their communities going. That’s not 
an option for those of us living rural. 
A positive rural future depends on us.

How will we know what to do? I’ll 
end with the editorial philosophy that 
has guided Dakotafire Media for five 
years: When faced with a decision, ask, 
How will this affect the community? The 
answers aren’t always obvious, but the 
question itself will take us in the right 
direction.   í
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 Editor Heidi  
Marttila-Losure  

can be reached at  
heidi@dakotafire.net. 

Proudly Serving The Dakotas
Since 1931

®

Our roots run deep in the heart of rural America. Starting over 80 years ago as the Bank of Hoven, 
we quickly formed strong ties to this small town along with many of our neighboring  

communities. The sound relationships that were formed in these early years continue through today.

This is the last issue of 
Dakotafire. We just couldn’t 

make it work financially 
after the grant funding 

ended. Subscribers who 
wish to request a pro-rated 

refund of the balance of 
their subscriptions should 

send that request to heidi@
dakotafire.net. I say thanks 

to all who are willing to forgo 
this refund to help us pay 
bills as we go on to other 
endeavors. I hope you’ve 
found value in the stories 

we’ve provided over the 
years—it’s been our pleasure 

to share them. 
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by RYAN CLAY

Editor’s note: This article was first 
written for Dakotafire in 2012. We wanted 
to share it with you again because the idea 
of dependency ratios is still an important 
one. Note Mike McCurry is no longer state 
demographer. And also note, as you turn 
the page, that there are other perspectives 
about what lies ahead for the populations of 
rural communities.

Many of the problems that 
South Dakota’s rural com-
munities are facing now—

closing schools, difficulty recruiting 
volunteers for fire departments and 
ambulance services, shuttered busi-
nesses—are likely to get worse in the 
next 23 years, if population projections 
from the South Dakota Rural Life and 
Census Data Center prove accurate. 
One problem is likely to be particu-
larly noticeable: A significant increase 
in the number of elderly in communi-
ties with fewer able-bodied people to 
take care of them.

The data center compiled and ana-
lyzed the results of the 2010 census 
and projected them out to 2035, with 
the assumption that current trends 
will continue. Those projections show 
that the average age in South Dakota 
is rising faster than the national aver-
age, a trend that will likely have a seri-
ous impact on rural communities. Of 
the factors that influence average age, 
the greatest is the migration of young 
people to larger cities and other states.

 “We looked at outmigra-
tion and we looked at birth 
rates, and if we continued the 
same rate as we’ve got, at the 
end of it, we wound up with 
the entire middle of the pop-
ulation disappearing,” said State 
Demographer Mike McCurry.

Losing the middle of the popula-
tion leads to high dependency ratios 
in rural counties and communities. 
The dependency ratio compares the 
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Dependency Ratio
By Dakotafire County

Illustration by Dakotafire Media (www.dakotafire.net)

The dependency ratio compares the part of
the population not typically in the labor force
(dependent) and those typically in the labor
force (productive). It is used to measure the
pressure on the productive population. The
higher the ratio, the more people there are
who depend on others for care. A ratio of 50
indicates a healthy population (two working
people for every dependent); a ratio of 100
(one person working for every dependent) is
a population under serious strain.

*Projections for 2020,
as compiled in 2007.
Projections based on
2010 census data have
not yet been compiled
in North Dakota.

Actual Projected

Census projections raise 
concerns over aging population

WHAT’S HAPPENING
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number of people aged 14-64, basi-
cally those of working age, to the 
number of people younger than 14 
and older than 64 who are not yet or 
no longer working. (It is calculated by 
dividing the number of dependents 
by the number of people aged 14-64, 
multiplied by 100.)

Right now, the Dakotafire region 
has counties with dependency ratios 
as low as 55, meaning nearly two 
working people to support every 
dependent person. This is a fairly 
healthy dependency ratio. Faulk 
County’s is 74, which is probably 
noticeable to its residents; McPherson 
County’s dependency ratio of 90 is 
almost certainly putting strain on the 
county’s resources.

By 2035, the ratios will rise dra-
matically in all of Dakotafire’s coun-
ties—some with projected ratios 
of more than 100, which marks the 
point when there are more people 
depending on others for everyday 
needs than people working to pro-
vide for them. With more elderly or 
very young people dependent on oth-
ers for the essentials and fewer peo-
ple in the middle age groups to pro-
vide for those needs, a community 
can stagnate, struggling to both pro-
vide care for those who need it and 
maintain jobs and essential services 
for the working population.

South Dakota already has the 
one of the oldest workforces in the 
nation, with a greater percentage of 
workers being 65 or older than in 
any other state. With fewer young 

people staying in-state or return-
ing after going to college or serv-
ing in the military, the jobs held by 
older workers may simply disappear 
as they retire without anyone to take 
their place. McCurry said that emer-
gency services like volunteer fire 
departments are particularly vulner-
able, especially in small communities 
where many jobs are filled by people 
who live outside of town and many 
townsfolk commute to larger cities 
for work.

In communities where the local 
school has been closed to consoli-
date with another town’s, in addition 
to jobs moving to other larger cities, 
young people can become especially 
discouraged from returning.  For a 
community already struggling with 
a high dependency ratio, the further 
loss of young people would worsen 
it, making reversing the trend more 
difficult.  If a community 
wants to lower a high ratio, 
“keeping young people in 
the area is the main way for 
that to happen,” McCurry 
said.

Getting young people to return 
home can be a challenge, but there 
are lots of innovative ways that 
communities can explore to entice 
them to return. Many times, migrat-
ing young adults haven’t moved 
far from home. Most outmigration 
in rural South Dakota happens in 
what McCurry calls a “kind of two-
step process,” where, after college or 

military service, young adults will 
return to their home state, but set-
tle in larger cities near their home-
towns.  It’s not until the next gen-
eration that people leave the state 
completely. This means that if young 
adults return to their hometowns to 
start their families instead of moving 
to nearby cities, it can make a huge 
difference, keeping enrollment up 
in local schools and providing more 
support for local businesses.  And 
now, moving back to a small town for 
a career is becoming more and more 
viable thanks to the increasing pop-
ularity of the online office, allowing 
people to work online from home.

While the data from the census 
and population projections seems to 
paint a bleak picture for the future 
many rural counties, the outlook 
for South Dakota is not inevitable: 
Dakotans are already making an 
effort to reverse these trends and 
bring young people into the state, 
both through local efforts and state-
wide initiatives like the Dakota 
Roots program. The high quality and 
low cost of living, combined with a 
stable job market, already attracts 
attention in the current tough eco-
nomic times.

The data does make clear, 
however, that the contin-
uation of the status quo is 
going to lead to a difficult 
future for those commu-
nities that don’t try to shift 
course.

PO BOX 6O3, FREDERICK, SD 5744I M E D I A ,  L LC

creative services
writing  •  editing  •  graphic design

Let’s talk about how Dakotafire Media’s  
Creative Services can help you and your business 

get your message out to the world.  
Call or e-mail Heidi: 605-290-3335  

or heidi@dakotafire.net.

Thanks to 

the Arlington 

Community 

Development 

Corporation 
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by JESSICA ANDREWS

“The persistence of 
rural America.” 

That’s the quality Meredith Redlin, a 
sociology professor at South Dakota 
State University, uses to describe the 
commitment to place exhibited by 
rural populations in the Dakotas. 

Overall population in rural areas, 
as shown by data since the 1930s, 
has declined in what’s become 
known as rural flight, as rural resi-
dents migrate to urban areas.

Even so, South Dakota maintains 
its status as a rural state. Most recent 
U.S. Census Bureau estimates claim 
South Dakota holds double the per-
centage of people living in rural areas 
compared to the national average, 

42.2 percent versus 19.3 percent.  
Those who choose to live in 

rural areas do so with purpose, 
centered on a specific commit-
ment to place. Rural residents, 
Redlin asserts, think entrepreneur-
ially. They use technology to sup-
port work or may look to small-scale 
farming. Ultimately, rural residents 
focus on diversifying their economy. 

Their work tends to stay closer 
to home, “and that’s very appealing 
to people in a small community,” she 
said.

Kevin Iverson, demographer with 
the North Dakota Data Center, says 
the data shows areas with a single 
economic focus experience greater 
population loss. 

“Those counties that have an 
economy strictly based on agriculture 
continue to lose population,” Iverson 
said. “If you do a long-term trend, 
certainly agriculture doesn’t appear 
to need the number of workers it 
had in the past, and I’m guessing that 
trend continues into the future.” 

In North Dakota, predictions once 
maintained the state would only 
lose population. The story reversed 
in 2008, which coincided with a 
national recession and oil production 
in the western part of the state. 

“The younger individuals reaching 
working age were looking for a place 
where they could find a job. In many 
cases, that became North Dakota,” 
Iverson said. 

New residents were more likely 
18- to 34-year-old males. As growth 
focused on the western side of the 
state, the population center shifted 
to the west. Overall, North Dakota 
gained about 84,000 residents be-
tween 2010 and 2015. 

Oil boom aside, Iverson said 
North Dakota has pushed to further 
diversify the state’s economy. Most 

examples centered on technology, 
aerospace and manufacturing in the 
Fargo and Grand Forks areas.  

Ben Winchester, a research fellow 
with the University of Minnesota 
Extension, also believes diversified 
economies—beyond agriculture—are 
key to thriving rural communities. 

“Some people paint a picture of 
rural … that everyone in a small town 
are farmers. One hundred years ago 
that was true,” he said. Today, 5 per-
cent are in agriculture. 

“Our small towns have diversi-
fied their economic portfolio quite 
successfully over the past 50 years,” 
Winchester said. “It’s hard to fight 
the visuals—when you’re driving 
town to town, you see corn, soybean 
and cornflowers. It looks agricultural.” 

Yet, he says the top industries 
in rural America are education and 
health services. 

Winchester aims to retell the 
story of depopulation in rural areas 
by drilling down on data. Nationally, 
rural population has increased by 11 
percent.

“The only age categories that 
leave are the kids after high school 
and the seniors who need medical 
care,” he said. “These two dynamics 
really drive population, but, again, 
most people look at total numbers 
and think that’s a measure of success 
or failure.” 

People in their 30s and 40s are 
moving to rural areas. Winchester 
calls this group the ‘brain gainers,’ 
and, of that group, one-third are re-
turning residents and two-thirds are 
newcomers who’ve had little previ-
ous contact with the community. 

“People do have a desire 
to live in rural communities,” 
Winchester said. “We tend to 
portray rural communities as places 
everybody is fleeing. We have gone 
through significant changes.”

Changes in agriculture still affecting rural 
populations—but there’s more to the story

MEREDITH REDLIN

KEITH IVERSON

BEN WINCHESTER

Rural economies keep getting more diverse, 
which drives population growth (yes, growth)



#MeasuringAmerica 

MEASURING AMERICA
December 8, 2016

Our Changing
 Landscape

Over the past century, the urban landscape of the United States has changed, and with it, 

so have rural areas. As urban areas and the criteria used to define them have evolved, the 

share of the total population living in rural areas has decreased. In the 1910 Census, more 

than half of the total population (54.4 percent) lived in rural areas. In the 2010 Census, 

only 1 in 5 of the total population (19.3 percent) lived in rural areas. 

The American Community Survey is part of the decennial census program and uses the 

same definition of rural geographies. It allows us to provide rich detailed statistics about 

the rural and urban populations in America each year, not just every 10 years. 

U.S. population in millions
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Change in Rural and Urban Population Size: 1910–2010

Rural population

Urban population

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 1910 to 1990 Censuses, < www.census.gov/population/censusdata/urpop0090.txt> ; 2000 Census, Table P002; 2010 Census, Table P2.

45.6%

54.4% 19.3%

80.7%

RURAL URBAN 
ADULTS (18 years and older)

51 Median age (years) 45

61.9% Now married 50.8%

11.6% Lives alone 14.3%

65.4% Lives in state of birth 48.3%

19.5% Bachelor’s degree or higher 29.0%

67.6% Civilian employed (18–64 years old) 70.0%

11.7% Poverty rate 14.0%

13.6% Uninsured rate 15.3%

CHILDREN (Under 18 years)
 

22.3% Percent of total population 23.5%

76.3% Lives in married-couple household1 67.4%

8.9% Grandchild of householder 7.4%

18.9% Poverty rate 22.3%

7.3% Uninsured rate 6.3%

HOUSING AND HOUSEHOLDS

$52,386 Median household income $54,296 

$151,300 Median home value $190,900 

81.1% Homeownership rate 59.8%

78.3% Single-family houses 64.6%

23.8% No Internet access* 17.3%

1 Includes never-married biological, step, and adopted children of the couple. 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2011–2015 American Community Survey, 5-year estimates; 2015 American Community Survey, 1-year estimates (denoted with *). For more information, see <www.census.gov/programs-surveys/acs/>.
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Future  
of rural

What lies ahead
Leaders share their views  

on the future of our rural places—
and how we can make sure  

it’s as good as we want it to be

Photo by Heidi Marttila-Losure
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Not every rural town will succeed. Not 
every rural town will fail. Our actions will 
determine the fate of our communities.

Although the current situation 
of low oil and agricultural prices is 
having a negative impact in rural 
North Dakota, Taylor pointed to 
another, more positive trend: peo-
ple leaving larger, more urban areas 
and returning to rural communities. 

“We’ve always seen a certain 
number of people leave places for 
the big city,” Taylor said, “but we do 
get some of these folks back—and 
that’s a positive we can build on.”

This phenomenon of young peo-
ple in their 20s, 30s or 40s return-
ing to rural communities, dubbed 
the “brain gain” by University of 
Minnesota Extension researcher 
Ben Winchester, is indeed being 
experienced across the Dakotas, 
Minnesota and other Midwestern 
states. For Taylor, the question for 
rural communities then becomes, 
“What do we have here that they 
can come back to?”

Taylor believes those quality-of-
life attributes such as safety, secu-
rity, good schools, and a manage-
able pace of life are important to 
keep—or polish up, if needed. Even 
for Millennials, rural living may 
be attractive considering the trend 
of living closer to the land and the 
food it produces.

“Rural places have a lot to offer,” 
Taylor said.

He encouraged rural commu-
nities to think about these compo-
nents of a successful future:

First, maintain the basics. 
This includes housing, healthcare, 
and childcare. “Childcare is very, 
very important. You can’t have a 
workforce without it,” Taylor noted.

Next, keep your identity. 
“Don’t bulldoze every historic 
building or old building just because 
it’s got some age. Keep culture and 
the arts and the things that make 
your community unique,” he 
added.

Finally, remember that 
“infrastructure” can include 
people.

“I see a real need to 
invest in people, in 
leaders,” Taylor 
said, pointing 
out that with-
out people 

to implement ideas and carry out 
projects, dollars mean nothing. “If 
you don’t have local community 
champions, we (in rural develop-
ment) can’t do anything.” 

To Taylor, “investing in people” 
can mean preparing them with 
skills, often found through meet-
ings, trainings and seminars. These 
opportunities for growth can also 
connect them with leaders in other 
communities. “This can be a sup-
port network, and it can also com-
bat the fatigue,” Taylor says, warn-
ing against the burnout that can 
sometimes happen when volun-
teers invest so much of their per-
sonal time and energy.

Whether in terms of hous-
ing, technology, or people-power, 
Taylor said “the communities that 
are going to do well are going to 
be mindful of these infrastructure 
needs.” 

Invest in infrastructure of many kinds, 
rural development director advises

by KRISTIN BREKKE VANDERSNICK

Ryan Taylor, State Director for USDA Rural Development in 
North Dakota, is optimistic about his home state’s future. 

“I’m pretty positive about where rural can go,” Taylor said. “And 
that’ll probably depend on some of the actions we take today.”

1
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PERSONALIZED GIFTS

“There is tremendous potential 
in rural North and South Dakota, 
but to seize that potential, we may 
have to re-imagine what rural 
is, does, and how it looks in the 
future,” Novak said.

Without doubt, one of the larg-
est factors affecting the future of 
rural education is technology—and 
it is working in our favor. No lon-
ger does a student need to pilgrim-
age to an exclusive center of learn-
ing—technology brings knowledge 
everywhere 4G is. 

“Technology is poised to have 
a significant impact on rural com-
munities, rural health care and 
rural schools (and) has the capac-
ity to bring people back and to revi-
talize economies that have been 
struggling.”

Marry broadband penetration 
with smartphone proliferation 
and you have a rural environment 
where little Betty Sue doesn’t have 
to be in a metro to compete. She 

can grow up and stay in her home 
community while living the life she 
wants. 

“I’m excited about the 
growing interest of young 
people to return to their 
communities,” Novak said. 
“I am hopeful that com-
munities will seize upon 
this trend and create lead-
ership opportunities for 
young people to become 
invested in the future of 
rural.”

Dakota Wesleyan is work-
ing to foster an environ-
ment where students think 
of themselves as part of a 
larger national and interna-
tional cadre of future lead-
ers, whether they land in big 
places or small ones. 

“DWU deans and depart-
ment heads are out building 

relationships so that we can think 
about our role as collaborators and 
partners in preserving the rural 
roots that have defined the success 
of this region” and in doing so are 
encouraging students to stay rural 
and become leaders and change-
makers at home.

The world is flattening, but in the 
Dakotas, we know flat. 

“The challenge of the future is 
equipping students and leaders in 
any field to understand what all 
this information means and how 
to leverage it create success … how 
we appreciate, celebrate, learn and 
leverage their experiences and 
assets to further strengthen our 
rural communities” will define our 
future.

Technology allows rural places  
to reimagine their futures.

Information can reach people wherever they 
are; more people can choose to live rural 

by JASON UPHOFF

The future of rural is limited only by our imaginations and 
our willingness to capitalize on technology, community 

and rural spirit, according to Dr. Amy Novak, President of 
Dakota Wesleyan University.
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Back issues available!
Dakotafire magazine can be a great conversation 
starter for groups in your community. Dive deep 

into topics such as housing, Main Street, and 
entrepreneurship. Share them with students! 

Order online: 
dakotafire.net/store

DIGGING DEEP

Margot Gillette, Amy Hofer, LeAnne Bawek, Craig Schroeder, Bonnie Wagner and 

Dwight Lyren are among those working to make a difference in Doland, S.D.Doland residents band together  

to move community forward
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Plus:

COULD YOU  

BE MAYOR  

IN FIVE 

YEARS?
Page 28

JANUARY/FEBRUARY 2015

In
troducing

CHANGING MINDSETS / 

BUILDING LEADERSHIP 

TWO TOPICS IN ONE ISSUE!

VALUE-ADDED // LOCAL FOOD HUBS // FARM-TO-SCHOOL // LETTERS  YOUNG GUNS // MAIN STREET

Plus:

GROWING  

UP IN THE 

HOTEL ON 
MAIN

See page 48

JULY/AUGUST 2015

CONNECTING 

FARM & TOWN
Agriculture and the 

small towns that depend 

on it can make  

each other better. 

 Page 7

scaling up local food

Farmers come up with 

creative ways to meet 

consumer demand

Page 27
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715 N. 10th St.  •  Aberdeen, S.D.
www.maxandermas.com

Facebook “f ” Logo CMYK / .ai Facebook “f ” Logo CMYK / .ai

LIKE US ON FACEBOOK!        MAXANDERMASABERDEEN

wBRING IN THIS AD AND SAVE

$5 off a $25 purchase
Offer expires 3-15-17

Please call anyone of our team members to assist in your buying, selling or renting needs!
Melanie Bobby
Broker/Owner 
(605) 216-3130

Milbert Mehlhoff
Broker 
(605) 380-1476

&  MEHL H O F F  A S S O C I AT E S

WELCOME TO ABERDEEN! (605) 725-3130 // (605) 225-8520

Gordon O’Neill
Broker 
(605) 216-7930

Jason Gonsor
Broker Assoc. 
(605) 216-1967

Alan Hoerth
Broker Assoc. 
(605) 380-8520

Peggy Kalt
Broker Assoc. 
(605) 216-2412

Bob Kiesz
Broker Assoc. 
(605) 380-5800

Brittany Smart
Broker Assoc. 
(605) 290-1487

Chad Christiansen
Insurance Agent 
(605) 380-9828

(605) 725-3130 // (605) 225-8520

Investing in you!
Melanie Bobby,  

Broker/Owner,  
(605) 216-3130

Milbert Mehlhoff,  
Broker, (605) 380-1476

Gordon O’Neill,  
Broker, (605) 216-7930

Jason Gonser, Broker Assoc. (605) 216-1967
Alan Hoerth, Broker Assoc., (605) 380-8520
Peggy Kalt, Broker Assoc., (605) 216-2412
Bob Kiesz, Broker Assoc., (605) 380-5800
Brittany Smart, Broker Assoc., (605) 290-1487
Chad Christiansen, Insurance Agent, (605) 380-9828

“Pretty much every time we visit 
a business owner, they let us know 
that it is a challenge to find the right 
people to fill their open positions,” 
said Joe Fiala, research and com-
munity development director with 
the Governor’s Office of Economic 
Development. We’re not alone in 
that—it’s (happening) across the 
country.” 

Workforce challenges are com-
pounded by the state’s 2.9 per-
cent unemployment rate (as of 
September) compared to 4.9 percent 
nationally. 

“Just matching up skill sets with 
job openings, I think, is the big-
gest challenge, whether its welding 
or data entry,” Fiala said. “It’s just 
across the board.”

Solutions are multi-pronged and 
aided by retaining a stable popu-
lation of residents who are well-
trained for local jobs that pay com-
petitively in communities with 
suitable housing.

One solution is connecting 
with high school-age and younger 

students and with former residents 
looking to raise families back home. 

“If you make those good, positive 
connections … you let them know 
they can have a career in a rural set-
ting, and do really good work and 
do impactful work, I think that is 
important to address that workforce 
issue,” he said.

By connecting early, students 
—and the community—can con-
sider the right training and expe-
rience to fill local, rural needs and 
foster changes coming in the state’s 
industries.  

“We’re an ag state,” Fiala said. 
“(That is) one of our big strengths 
as a state. There continues to be 
growth in ... the value-added agri-
culture segment of the economy.” 

Other key industries are bio-
science and biotech research and 
development; financial services; the 
hunting and outdoor industry; an 
energy sector that includes wind, 
oil and gas; and professional ser-
vices such as engineering and soft-
ware development. 

S o ut h 
D a k o t a ’ s 
economic stabil-
ity—described by Fiala as not hav-
ing “real high highs” or “real low 
lows”—aids business owners in 
planning for a future that uses tech-
nology and a workforce trained for 
it. 

Technology also allows for more 
efficiency. 

“If you’re a small manufacturer 
in a small town, if you can become 
more efficient ... and do work faster 
with fewer people, that’s not neces-
sarily a bad thing in a small town,” 
Fiala said.  

He emphasizes that rural com-
munities should work together to 
lead the development process.

“In general I have a positive out-
look for our rural communities. It’s 
going to take work,” Fiala said, but 
“there’s some great things that can 
happen across rural South Dakota 
with a little effort and focus.” 

‘Grow your own’ will be an important part 
 of rural workforce development. 3

JOE FIALA

Maintaining a well-trained local  
workforce requires a variety of strategies

by JESSICA ANDREWS

The unifying challenge across South Dakota for economic 
development is finding the right people with the right skills 

to fill the right jobs.

Photo by Heidi Marttila-Losure
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Serving You. Prairie Lakes Healthcare System in Watertown, SD develops services to keep you and your 
family healthy. As a rural, independent health care system, we are building a bright future with specialty 
service expansion, outreach, and community partnerships.

Featured Services:
Cancer Center | Cardiology | Dermatology | Ear, Nose & Throat | General Surgery  | Home Care 
Hospice | Kidney/Nephrology | Lung/Pulmonology | Rehabilitation | Urology | Wound Care

in the country.

2016 TOP 20 HOSPITAL
RURAL

COMMUNITY

YOUR HEALTH : OUR MISSION
prairielakes.com • 882-7000

Mike Jaspers, speaking from his 
second office on his family farm 
near Bridgewater and three months 
into his new position, recognizes 
the two trends as ways to help pro-
duction agriculture continue as one 
of the state’s top industries, having 
a $25.6 billion economic impact.

Technology aids in more 
detailed production and efficiency, 

animal-by-animal and acre-by-acre, 
for the health of the animal, crop, 
soil and the operation’s income and 
expenses. 

“The things you can do with 
your smartphone … are the same 
technologies we’re able to utilize 
in the ag industry, to be able to be 
more precise in our operations,” 
Jaspers said. One example is more 

detailed management of a cow/calf 
operation or managing specific seed 
and fertilizer placements in crop 
production. 

“We’re going to be 
more micromanagers in 
the future and really dial-
ing in,” he said. “To me, 
it’s more exciting. It’s not 
the same old thing. It’s not 
your grandfather’s farm 
anymore.”

The younger generation mov-
ing into production agriculture is 
already accustomed to using tech-
nology, Jasper noted, and their skills 
are needed as the industry changes, 
especially since the average South 
Dakota farmer today is 57 years old. 

Yet, with tight profit margins and 

Technology will continue  
to change the way we farm.4

Agriculture’s future will be driven by 
more technology and increasing diversity. 
Better solutions may include both

by JESSICA ANDREWS

Technology and diversity will feed efficiency and growth in 
South Dakota agriculture’s future, according to the state’s 

Secretary of Agriculture. 
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Dakota Event Center
Aberdeen
––––––––––––––––––––

The future of rural is coming together 

at RuralX17. Last summer, RuralX sparked 

innovation in places like Miller, Winner, Kimball 

and beyond. “Ruralize the potential” of your rural 

community with insightful speakers, action-oriented 

breakouts, rural networking, valuable resources and more 

during RuralX17.  Sign up for the Rural Xchange newsletter at 

paula@dakotaresources.org or get the RuralX app for news 

and updates. 

Dakota Resources is a non-profit organization dedicated to being a champion of rural communities and a catalyst for economic development. 

Find out more at www.dakotaresources.org  //  605.978.2804  //  info@dakotaresources.org

What’s next? 
RuralX.

DR_dakfire_dec2016.indd   1 11/17/16   11:14 AM

high costs of land and inputs, new 
producers face financial challenges 
entering the field or even jumping 
in the family farm. Of the more than 
31,000 farms and ranches in South 
Dakota, 98 percent are family-owned. 

Diversification is a solution, 
Jaspers said, which essentially grows 
into a value-added ag situation. 

“How do we make room for our 
son or daughter to come into the 
operation, with or without a spouse, 
to makes things work?” he asked. 
“Maybe it’s putting up a hog farm 
so the second generation can man-
age that and … now we’re consum-
ing more of our corn and we’re not 
just shipping a raw commodity off 
our farm, so we’re processing more 
of that locally, so that’s added value 
as well. It’s bringing in extra revenue 
and income without having to add 
more mass to the operation.” 

Looking across the landscape of 
South Dakota’s ag industry, Jaspers 
also points to profitable growth of 
smaller, niche markets, like organic, 

small-scale production of milk, 
grains and meats. They require 
less capital, he said, but 
more management and 
employment. 

“It shows 
the South 
D a k o t a 
spirit. I 
t h i n k 
you’ll see 
more of 
that kind 
of entre-
preneur-
ship,” he 
said. “We’re 
not going 
to see the 
whole of South 
Dakota turn into 
niche markets … but 
I think you’ll see more of 
them.”

MIKE JASPERS

Photo by Heidi Marttila-Losure
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Sunshine Bible Academy
God’s Truth for Today’s Youth

Since 1951

Sunshine Bible Academy exists to assist parents with raising  
their children in the nurture and admonition of the Lord  

by integrating God’s truth into all areas of life.

Comprehensive course offerings 
include fine arts, industrial 
technology, agri-science, 
foreign language and college 
credit options. 

Sunshine Bible Academy is a  
non-denominational, evangelical 

school with highly qualified, 
committed faculty  

and staff.

Boarding is available for students in grades 8-12.

www.sunshinebible.org  •  605.853.3071  • 
Facebook “f ” Logo CMYK / .ai Facebook “f ” Logo CMYK / .ai

 /sunshinebibleacademy
400 Sunshine Drive  •  Miller, South Dakota

LIFE IS TOO 
IMPORTANT TO MISS.

Hearing loss often occurs so gradually you might not 
notice it’s happening. With hearing loss prevalent in ages 
65 and older, it’s important to get your hearing tested. 

Call today for a FREE hearing screening!

3001 6th Ave SE Suite 2  |  Aberdeen, SD 57401
Dr. Elizabeth Falk Schwab

schwabaudiology.com605.725.4455

Climate change means  
challenges but also positives for 
agriculture, climatologist says

by JAMIE HORTER

South Dakota State Climatologist Laura 
Edwards thinks that the changing 

climate can be a benefit to the future of the 
agricultural sector in the Dakotas.

“There’s much opportunity here,” she said. “That 
might come with challenges, but it’s more positive 
than negative.” Edwards said farmers and ranchers 
can incorporate different methods to mitigate, or take 
advantage of, effects from climate change.

Edwards thinks the trends of the past four 
decades, like warming temperatures creating longer 
growing seasons, will continue into the next 20 years. 
“Certainly the changing climate we’ve seen in this 
region has been beneficial to allow higher productiv-
ity, higher yields,” noted Edwards.

One challenge will be water management.  
“We’ve seen much of the (eastern Dakotas) region 

that are 20 percent wetter each year as annual total 
than they were about 30 to 40 years ago. That’s like 

LAURA EDWARDS

A changing 
climate means  
it’s time to design 
for resilience.

5

contributed photo
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adding 3 or 4 inches of rain per 
year,” Edwards said. 

Wet conditions have increased 
during spring and fall seasons, 
which can be challenging for plant-
ing or harvesting. Adaptations 
such as installing drain tile into 
fields, changing crop rotations, 
and planting cover crops are 
helping. 

“A lot of those things will help 
make farms more resilient to cli-
mate extremes,” she said.

At the same time, drought will 
pose challenges. 

“Probably one of the hard-
est climate extremes to deal with 
is drought, because it can come 
on quickly and get really bad in 
a hurry. Then it gets beyond just 
farms—it gets to communities and 
farms and mental health issues 
even, where people are really 
stressed and having a tough time,” 
Edwards said. 

She believes communities can 
and should prepare and discuss 
how they’ll adapt to a changing 
climate. Looking to renewable 
energy and planning for water 
management are two options. She 
suggested having connected com-
munities and networks of individ-
uals in dialogue to move through 
hardship. The answers will be 
unique to each community. “In 
Webster and Waubay, it may be 
different from what that looks like 
in Aberdeen,” she said.

Edwards said the answer to 
the future of rural resides within 
communities. That begins with a 
willingness to talk about climate 
issues. 

“Climate and the 
changing climate are tied 
very politically around 
here. For me it’s not a 
political conversation. 
There’s so much evidence 
that things have been 
changing in our lifetimes. 
Whether or not you agree 
it’s human cause … I think 
there’s something we can 
talk about,” Edwards said. 

Reservations and other rural places can 
expand possibilities with food production

by KRISTIN BREKKE VANDERSNICK

Elsie Meeks, past S.D. director for USDA Rural Development  
and longtime champion for economic development on 

the Pine Ridge Indian Reservation, believes agriculture is part 
of a new recipe for success—one that can be enjoyed by 
communities not only in Indian country, but all across the state.

6 Local food can provide 
opportunities for rural.

“Local gardening and grow-
ing of specialty crops are really 
the next areas for economic 
growth,” Meeks said. “I think 
micro-agriculture is going 
to be a lot more prominent, 
especially for Indian res-
ervations where there is 
a lot of land, but not a lot 
of people are involved in 
agriculture.”

Fresh food is a need on 
the reservation. Pine Ridge 
is considered a “food des-
ert,” defined by the USDA as a 
low-income community with-
out ready access to healthy and 
affordable food. Meeks believes 
gardening—whether by commu-
nity gardens or by people hav-
ing their own gardens—is a way 
to fulfill the fresh-food need, but 
also to grow the local economy 
through sales of the produce. 

“This is something we really 
need to push going forward,” 
Meeks said. “It can be an eco-
nomic driver on reservations.”

Locally grown food is also 
a perfect tie-in to the current 
nationwide trend. 

“People are wanting more to 
know where their food is grown,” 
she said. “We’re really going back 
to that.”

The fresh-and-local approach 
can also be a way to supplement 
traditional agriculture that is so 
susceptible to movements in the 
commodity markets.

“This would be a way to 
diversify,” Meeks said. 

She encourages people to look 
at growing specialty crops to 
buoy income when commodity 
crop prices are down, or to sup-
plement another job or business 
venture.

Success in this type of agricul-
ture is all about connecting with 
your market, but Meeks doesn’t 
believe it is limited to only those 
who live immediately near a city. 

“With transportation these 
days, your location is not that 
much of an issue,” she said.

In rural areas, there’s only so 
much room for small business 
growth, but I think if people want 
to live rural, they’re really going 
to look at those opportunities.”

ELSIE MEEKScontributed photo
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Art is one way to connect community 
members, as well as to connect a 
community’s history with its future

by JAMIE HORTER

Troyd Geist, state folklorist with the North Dakota 
Council on the Arts, thinks small community 

populations will stabilize in the future. 

“While some of the really small towns may not grow, the 
next smaller town that was just next to it might grow and 
stabilize,” Geist said. 

7 Building culture  
and community  
is a wise investment. 

He’s seen some examples 
of this happening in North 
Dakota. 

Geist thinks that using tradi-
tional arts can help rural com-
munities be successful in the 
future to improve health and 
quality of life. He’s working on 
a project that brings folk artists, 
art agencies, elder health care 
facilities, and school children 
together to interact through art 
and culture. 

“We utilize folk culture, folk 
art to improve the emotional 
and physical health of people,” 
he said.

One example of this work 
includes a traditional dala 
painter, Pieper Bloomquist, 
whose paintings narrate impor-
tant events in the life of an indi-
vidual or through the history of a 
community. Bloomquist worked 
with the residents of an elder 
care facility to create paintings 
based on childhood memories. 
Paintings were hung outside 
each of their doors. One case, of 
a man with dementia who often 
couldn’t find his room, created 
surprising results. 

“When this man would 
leave, he would still sometimes 
get lost, but when he walked, he 

always recognized that paint-
ing as his. It gave this man his 
sense of independence back. It 
gave his dignity back. This is 
the power of the folk traditions 
we have in our state, when we 
use them in a very conscious, 
focused way to improve the 
lives of our elders,” said Geist.

Geist said that communities 
can add to their future success 
by thinking outside the box and 
considering how traditional cul-
ture can improve local health. 
He said there’s an assumption 
that folk arts are dying out, but 
he is witnessing the opposite. 

“Our folk traditions and our 
folk artists are increasing. We 
have some amazing young peo-
ple that are learning some very 
old traditions and are starting 
to grow with them,” he said. 

Both North and South 
Dakota are encouraging growth 
in these fields through a folk 
arts and traditional arts appren-
ticeship program that are help-
ing youth learn traditional arts. 

Geist is contributing to the 
effort. He is working on a tool-
kit for arts agencies and elderly 
care facilities to use and will be 
sending it to all agencies in the 
fall of 2017. í

contributed photos
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TROYD GEIST

This is an 
example 
of a dala 

painting that 
can depict 
important 
events in 

the life of an 
individual or a 

community.
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investing in great ideas and
the people who power them
in Minnesota, North Dakota, South Dakota and the 
23 Native nations that share the same geography

www.BushFoundation.org

We believe in rural. Thank you to these Fired Up members 
who helped Dakotafire spark rural 
revival one story at a time. 

Sonya Albertson
J.D. Anderson
Lois Aroian
Norbe Barrie
Joe Bartmann
John Beranek
William Bishop
Darlene Bresson
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Glenn Cooper
Ila Davis
Sara Dean
Brian Depew  

Lyons, Nebraska 
| Center for Rural 
Affairs
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Megan Fuller
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Charlie Johnson
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Robin Johnson
Jason Kettwig
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Onward!!!
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Linda Salmonson
Sanford Health 

Network

Roger and Shirley 
Schuller

Richard Schulte
Keith and Amy 

Steva
Paul Streff
Paul Symens
Al and Elaine 

Thelen
Lloyd and Marian 

Trautmann
Kathy Tyler
Lisha Vandersteen
Kristin Brekke 

Vandersnick
Vicki Voorhees
Kristi Wagner
Melissa Waldner
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Faulkton
A town filled with familiar faces

story & photos by  WENDY ROYSTON

COMMUNITY SPOTLIGHT

This South Dakota town of 737, located 100 
miles away from the closest interstate and 

40 miles from the nearest railroad, makes no 
secret of its optimism.

“We believe in possible” is Faulkton’s commu-
nity motto, and it’s plastered all over its mar-
keting—brochures, website, on banners around 
town, and in the community newspaper. 

“We are one community that is not dying that 
doesn’t have (a major highway or a railroad),” 
Mayor Slade Roseland said. “People come here” 
intentionally.

That’s a statement 75 or so busi-
nesses are banking on. And, over-
all, it seems to be working.

“I’ve been in 24 countries 
across five continents, and I chose 
here to live,” said Dave Hedt, 
who moved to Faulkton from 
Australia to open Walkabout 
Developments, a strip mall on the 
eastern edge of town.

Since he arrived in 2013, Hedt, 
who was no stranger to entrepre-
neurship before arriving in the 
U.S., has opened two other busi-
nesses, and he’s on the verge of 
starting a fourth. Hedt says he has 
no intention of leaving the commu-
nity that has mostly embraced him 
from the start.
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“There’s a lot of people who ques-
tioned my motives when I moved 
here and started building a strip mall, 
because it was so incredibly odd to do 
that. But, on the flipside, there were so 
many people who helped me achieve 
that,” he said. “If you gave me an hour, 
I couldn’t name all of the people who 
have done something to help me. … 
It wasn’t always easy—don’t get me 
wrong—but everyone saw what I was 
trying to do, and at least tried to pro-
vide some kind of assistance.”

One of those people loaned Hedt 
the money he needed in 2012 when 
he was about to give up on his ini-
tial project. He was waiting to board 
a flight back to Australia in the Los 
Angeles airport when the surprising 
call came from someone who asked 
that he never say who it was.

“This person is not who you might 
think it is,” he said, adding, “that was 
the first thing that I paid back.”

Trevor Cramer, who himself 
moved to town just six years ago, said 
the gesture is not surprising.

There are “people out there who 
want to help people,” said Cramer, 
who works as both the executive 
director of Faulkton Area Economic 
Development and as Faulk County’s 
equalization director. “It might come 
from left field, or it might come from 
someone you might not think, but 
they’re out there, and they’re here.”

Finding a home, 
building a market

When Cramer moved to town in 
2010, he forgot to consider one thing: 
housing.

“If I would have checked (that) 
out before I moved here … I wouldn’t 
probably have moved here,” Cramer 
said. “I took the job, figuring there 
would be a place to live.”

Cramer, whose wife and four 
children awaited the end of the 
school year before they joined him in 
Faulkton, ended up living in the par-
sonage of a local church, because the 
congregation was anticipating being 
without a pastor until fall. About 
the time the family unpacked their 
last box, however, a new pastor was 
ready to move in, and the Cramers 

Continued on page 20

Dave Hedt, formerly of Australia, moved to Faulkton, S.D, in 2013 
to open the first of a handful of businesses he owns, operates and/
or envisions in the community that has quickly become his forever 
home.

With a population of 737, Faulkton, S.D., is filled with opportunity 
and possibility, according to Faulkton Area Economic Development 
President Roger Deiter (left) and Executive Director Trevor Cramer.

Visitors looking 
for information 
about Faulkton 
see the 
community’s 
“We believe 
in possible!” 
motto at the 
top of the 
page. 
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scrambled to find a home in a town 
with seemingly no housing market.

Through a series of conversations, 
however, the community discov-
ered an underlying problem: Several 
Faulkton homes were sitting vacant 
because families didn’t see the value 
in selling their grandparents’ homes 
for $20,000. 

With some urging, several houses 
went on the market.

“Now, things have a value that 
didn’t have a value before … (and) 
because those things have (sold), 
everything has elevated,” Cramer 
said, adding that some locals have 
complained a bit about increased 

valuations increasing taxes, “but 
you can’t move your com-
munity forward by keep-
ing a community down. … 
We were ranked number 
two lowest in the state for 
(housing) costs, and the 
rest of the top five were 
on an Indian reservation. 
That shouldn’t be a badge 
of honor that your hous-
ing costs are that low.”

The community also has made a 
concerted effort to clean up its hous-
ing stock. Eight homes have been 

either torn down or rehabbed over the 
past few years. Because of the market 
movement and community cleanup, 
lot prices have increased from $500 to 
as high as $25,000. Five houses were 
built in 2014, and another is about to 
go up. As of November, six houses 
were for sale, seven apartments were 
available for rent, and the Westside 
Addition—a development of 24 
lots—is in the works.

Several of the purchases were 
made by younger-generation 
Faulktonites who knew they wanted 
to come home, but who thought there 
was no home to make theirs. In many 
cases, their new homes were familiar, 
having previously belonged to the 
new owners’ own grandparents.

Continued from page 19

Kayla Hanson (Class 
of 2007), Troy Hadrick 
(1994), Slade Roseland 
(1995), Casey Hlavacek 
(2004), Megan 
Hlavacek (2005) and 
Nikki Schilder-Melius 
each moved back to 
Faulkton, S.D., within a 
decade of graduating 
from the local school, 
and advocate for other 
alumni to follow their 
lead.
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“I just don’t think Faulkton was ready for all of these 
young people to move back,” said Kayla (Clement) Hanson, 
who moved with her husband back to Faulkton in 2009, 
just two years after graduating high school. The Hansons 
lived with her parents for five months until a small “hunt-
ing house” became available. They lived there for three 
years before they finally found a home large enough for 
their growing family. “You just make do. It always works 
out. Everyone always finds a place to live, or someone lets 
you live somewhere, but I think the housing market is a lit-
tle better now than it was a couple years ago.”

All roads lead to home
Half of the 23 graduates of the Class of 2007 live in 

Faulk County. It’s become fairly common that alumni 
return, bringing spouses and/or children, to build their 
lives amid the familiarity of their hometown. Roughly 
one-fourth of all graduates in every class for the past 
decade have moved back.

Faulkton’s “returners” said the support of their elders 
made a difference.

“We weren’t going to move back when we did, but I 
actually had someone approach me about buying their 
business,” Hanson said. “I never felt scared ever that I 
would come and fail,” and she had clients scheduled in 
her beauty salon the first week she opened.

Things moved even quicker for mechanic Casey 
Hlavacek, Class of 2004, when he moved home to open 
The Auto Shop in 2013.

“I had people calling … to get on the schedule” before 
there was a schedule, he said. “I wasn’t even planning on 
moving back yet.”

A group of six “returners” laughed that the community 
gave Hlavacek and others no choice but to move home.

 “We’re very supportive of our own,” 
Roseland said. “We try to do everything 
to help make it easier for people to move 
back here.”

Roseland moved home to work as an agronomist in 
2000, after five years away, because, despite what many 
might assume, a better opportunity awaited him in 
Faulkton.

“I could get a starting wage higher in Faulkton than 
Continued on page 22

Opportunity can knock louder in small towns than in 
larger cities, according to Faulkton, S.D., Mayor Slade 
Roseland, who moved home for a job that offered 
him a larger salary than similar positions in larger 
towns, due to his connection to the community.
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anywhere else,” he said, because “I 
was a local kid, and they knew I was 
tied, and there was a better possibility 
of me not leaving one day. … In that 
position people tend to disappear” 
for career advancement elsewhere.

Eventually, he did “leave,” but 
only to farm his family’s local ground, 
because “I didn’t want to raise my 
kids anywhere else,” said Roseland.

“We are traditionally an agri-
cultural community, and that will 
always be our basis, with where we 
are geographically, of what our tradi-
tion is, of our families and our com-
munity,” said Nikki (Schilder) Melius, 
a 1992 graduate and Faulkton’s fam-
ily and consumer sciences teacher. 
“But when you go through the list of 
(returners), the career clusters are so 
varied.” 

Health care, mechanics, banking 
and manufacturing are among the 
careers Faulkton’s youngest adults 
pursue. 

Raising 
entrepreneurs

The returning young people have 
changed the town, which now has a 
veterinarian, mechanics and various 
other businesses it didn’t have before.

“You try to support those 
folks, because you know 
you’re going to need them 

to be around so you can be  
successful,” said Troy Hadrick, a 
1994 graduate who returned in 2010 
and works as a farmer and rancher, 
plus speaks publicly on ag issues 
with his wife.

A passion for entrepreneurship is 
fostered at an early age, when teach-
ers encourage students to think cre-
atively about their futures by expos-
ing them to local individuals whose 
own career paths are outside of the 
“norm.” Two years ago, the school 
hosted an entrepreneurial fair, know-
ing some students already had their 
own small businesses.

“We gave them an opportunity to 
set up some booths and displays and 
let the community know that (teen-
agers are) running (their) own busi-
nesses,” she said. “With every one of 
them, there was a person in our com-
munity who” said they would men-
tor the students, or connect them 
with others who could.

The youths’ businesses range 
from YouTube channels that help 
others win video games to fam-
ily precision farming techniques. 
One student—Ellen Schlechter—
even was awarded a $500 prize in 
the statewide 2016 Big Idea Contest 
for her development of The Calving 
Book, a mobile device application 
intended to simplify calving, and 
now sells her app online to farm-
ers and ranchers all over the United 
States.

The ventures have opened the 
eyes of more than just the students.

“You think you have to see the 
storefront” for a business to be legiti-
mate, Nikki Melius said, but “some-
times it takes creativity in a small 
town to keep things going.”

For the past eight years, the 
school and community have worked 
together to bring high school stu-
dents hands-on work experience 
through internships.

Continued from page 21
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“All but two (of this year’s 16 
seniors) are doing 90 to 240 hours of 
internship hours,” she said. “Because 
of those relationships, a lot of our 
graduates are sought after they have 
their formal training.”

“I recruit high school students,” 
said Tom Hericks, director of patient 
care services at Faulkton Area 
Medical Center. Students are wel-
comed to take rotations at the hos-
pital and clinic “to give them some-
thing to think about while they’re in 
school,” he said.

Jay Jahnig, CEO/administrator at 
Faulkton Area Medical Center, said 
the program has been an asset to the 
growing facility.

“The best thing that we 
can do is recruit some-
one with skills that was 
from this community … 
(and) has been working 
… somewhere else, that 
wants to come home,” said 
Jahnig, who is on the development 
corporation. “We’ve got to capture 
those talents.”

Employers, teachers and other 
members of the community have 
taken a unique step toward staying 
connected with new graduates by 
placing letters in mailboxes under 
their chairs at commencement. The 
letters encourage the fresh alumni to 
consider Faulkton after they get their 
education and experience a bit of the 
outside world. 

The letters are intended to send 
a message that talents fostered in 
Faulkton should not be shipped out 
of town.

“When I was in high school (in 
Britton), I was told, ‘If you want to 
make something of yourself, you’ve 
got to go away,’” Jahnig said. “So, I 
went away and made something of 
myself, and was never really given 
the option to go back home. I’m just 
one of 1,000 kids that was told that. … 
You just went off and did your thing.”

“I’ve had several people in their 
50s and 60s tell me that when they 
were growing up—or even when 
they were my age—and they wanted 
to come back, they were kind of told, 
‘don’t come back. There’s nothing 
here,’” said Hanson. “I’m not really 

sure what happened in the commu-
nity that a switch kind of flipped, but 
I tell everyone to come back.” 

Those students of the 1970s and 
1980s, though, know a Faulkton much 
different than those of the 1990s and 
2000s.

“The ’80s killed us,” Kelly Melius 
said. “I graduated from a class in 
1984 with 34 people. … Three or four 
years after I graduated, the class size 
dropped to the teens (due to the) ag 
prices we had back then.”

As in many small towns, as many 
as one-fourth of farmers left the area.

“Those are families that are gone,” 
he said. “They aren’t coming back. I 
think that became a lesson—or an 
outcry, if you will—to those of us 
who have always been here and saw 
that happen and saw how terrible it 
was and what it did to the school and 
what it did to a lot of things, and it’s 
been a constant since then of trying 
to reverse that trend.”

Progress is being made. 
Kindergarten projections for the 2018-
19 school year are at 29 students—the 
largest class since the ag crisis nearly 
40 years ago—and for the first time in 
decades, the district may have to split 
the class into two sections.

Focusing the vision
Faulkton officials credit coaches 

from Dakota Resources with help-
ing them continue their innova-
tion efforts. Over the course of sev-
eral community meetings, four key 
groups—business and entrepreneur-
ship, financial, housing and quality 
of life—and a whole lot of ideas were 
born.

“They came along at a time when 
we needed a little clearer vision 
of ‘where have we been,’ ‘where is 
Faulkton at,’ and ‘what do we have 
to do to be a survivor in the rural 
community world?’” said Roger 
Dieter, a Faulkton Area Economic 
Development board member. “They 
just really helped us focus on those 
things (and) get a clearer vision of the 
future.”

One change was increasing 
Cramer’s position from part-time to 
full-time at the beginning of 2016.

“It was the next step to have some-
one full-time focusing on develop-
ment,” Dieter said. 

“The concepts that this commu-
nity wanted to do, (we) just couldn’t 
quite get them over the hump, 
because it was all volunteers that 
were doing it, and they all have their 
own lives and jobs,” Cramer said.

Continued on page 24

Kelly Melius, owner 
of Common Sense 

Manufacturing, just 
outside of Faulkton, 

S.D., has had to come 
up with creative ways 

to overcome workforce 
shortages.
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Because of their work with Dakota 
Resources, the community also made 
a push for the involvement of younger 
adults in community planning.

“We made a concerted effort to 
not just rely on the 50- (to) 60-year-
olds who had time to be on the devel-
opment corporation. We went 
out and sought ideas (and) 
opinions from the next gen-
eration,” Dieter said. “If we’re 
going to try to build this 
community for the future, 
we need to know what 
(their) ideas for the future 
are, not what our ideas are.”

The next step in getting younger 
people involved—the development 
of the Business and Professional 
Group—is underway, and earned 
Faulkton recognition as the 
Dakota Resources 2016 Innovative 
Community of the Year.

Treating the 
community

A vast “menu” of services has 
kept Faulkton Area Medical Center 
not just alive but thriving in a time 
when many independently owned 

medical facilities are closing.
Faulk County Memorial Hospital 

reorganized in 2007 with the con-
struction of a new hospital. Within 
18 months, the clinic had generated 
385 new medical records for new 
patients or those who hadn’t been 
there in at least three years.

“That’s what generated the out-
patient center (in 2011)—we build 
that because we had outgrown our 
existing space. Now, we’ve pretty 
much outgrown that existing space 
and are building on again. We con-
tinue to get new patients all of the 
time.” Hericks said. “It’s kind 
of exciting to be an inde-
pendent facility, do your 
own thing, make your 
own rules and still be 
viable.”

Since 2007, FAMC’s gross reve-
nues have doubled twice, and soon 
will double again.

“We have increased things expo-
nentially, because we are doing 
things that haven’t traditionally been 
done in a small town,” Jahnig said.

Hericks said the small town factor 
is huge for FAMC.

“When you go to a larger insti-
tution, the wait time is sometimes 
labor-intensive. We’re a small town 
hospital. We have smaller volumes, 

so if I tell you you have a 10 o’clock 
appointment for your infusion, 
you’re probably in a chair at 10:05, 
not noon or 1,” he said. 

Construction of an infusion cen-
ter that will offer chemotherapy and 
other specialty treatment options 
to those who prefer to stay closer to 
home for those kinds of therapies is 
underway.

“We deal with a mostly elderly 
population or Medicare popula-
tion. Sometimes it’s very difficult 
for them to (travel a minimum of 
60 miles) to get their chemotherapy 
in or their infusions that are neces-
sary for whatever anomaly that they 
have. We try to accommodate those 
patients, so they don’t have to travel 
so far,” Hericks said.

Remaining independent, though 
difficult in some ways, offers oppor-
tunity not available to larger facili-
ties—especially in a time when 
medical insurance options in South 
Dakota are largely limited to those 
run by the state’s two largest health 
care systems. While Sanford and 
Avera health plans are not designed 
to cover services provided by the 
opposite system, both cover FAMC 
as in-network providers. Transfers 
to the larger facilities for more com-
plex care are “the only limiting fac-
tor. … It’s getting to be a bigger and 
bigger deal,” Hericks said.

Continued from page 23

Independent healthcare is at an 
advantage in today’s insurance-
driven markets, according to 
Faulkton (S.D.) Area Medical Center 
CEO/Administrator Jay Jahnig 
and Director of Patient Care 
Services Tom Hericks. The center 
is expanding again after previous 
expansions in 2007 and 2011.
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Locking up opportunity
Set to open in fall 2017, the Faulk County jail will house 

as many as 35 inmates. In many ways, the jail is an eco-
nomic development project.

“Faulk County doesn’t need a jail; Faulk County wants 
a jail, because everyone else will be bringing their prison-
ers here, and this will be a revenue source for the county,” 
Cramer said, adding that the county incarcerates an aver-
age of just two offenders monthly. 

The nearest jails outside of Faulk County are 45 miles 
away, and often full.

“There’s actually potential for it to be a profit center,” 
said Dieter, who also serves as a county commissioner. 
“If it fills up with out-of-county prisoners, there’s much 
more profit potential than if we were filling it with our 
own prisoners.” Closing the jail would have meant the 
loss of deputy and dispatch jobs, and like any business, 
“if it leaves town, it’s never coming back, and the old jail 

just wasn’t feasible to renovate or update it or open it, for 
liability issues.”

Reimagining ‘workforce’
Though the quantity of workforce in Faulkton is low, 

“the quality is excellent,” Hedt said, clarifying that “work-
force” in Faulkton doesn’t necessarily look like it does 
elsewhere. “I don’t actually employ anyone,” but instead 
contract various services with other business owners. 
“There’s always somebody who knows how to do things 
(I don’t), and at no stage have I not been able to find that 
somebody here.”

One partnership is between him and the owner of the 
local quilting shop, who writes the technical documen-
tation for Hedt’s Walkabout Mother Bins farm trailer 
business. 

Continued on page 26

dakotafire.net  25



“Faulkton is quite unique, in that 
the businesses are kind of interde-
pendent upon one another to be suc-
cessful,” said John Pfeifer, owner of 
VoWac Publishing, an elementary 
phonics company based in Faulkton 
since 1983. “Without the businesses 
that are here, I definitely wouldn’t be 
able to do what I am doing.” 

Barb Pearson-Cramer, owner of 
TLC Interiors—a flooring and win-
dow treatment business that she and 
her husband, Trevor Cramer, pur-
chased last year, to keep the service 
in town—and a North Dakota adop-
tion agency, said the same is true for 
her.

“If I need help with something … I 
have found people … willing to help, 
to ensure that I’m successful, that 
these two businesses grow, (and) that 
we get to the point of hiring people 
locally,” she said.

Similarly, Kelly Melius, owner of 
Common Sense Manufacturing, has 
addressed his workforce needs cre-
atively. Many of his employees are 
“bored” retirees who are able to work 
for periods of time but don’t depend 
on a steady income. One takes care 
of his grandchildren before and after 
school, but works for Common Sense 
during the day.

“The advantage for us is that … 
I can fill some gaps in labor that we 
have, but it is tough,” he said. “There 
are times that, because we are so flex-
ible and things are tight employee-
wise sometimes, that it might take a 
little bit of time to get a product out, 
but … it’s what we’ve always done 
from the very beginning.”

When he began his business in 

Continued from page 25

Barb Pearson-Cramer purchased TLC Interiors last year, in an effort to 
save a business from leaving town when the former owner decided to 
close up shop. She also operates a North Dakota adoption agency out 
of Faulkton, S.D.

John Pfeifer says the rural nature of Faulkton, S.D., is both an asset and 
a hindrance in his pursuit of a business partner who eventually could 
take over ownership of the VoWac Publishing business downtown.

1998, Melius “leased” employees 
from a neighbor farmer who didn’t 
have enough work for his hired men.

“He said, ‘you can have my guys 
for seven hours a day.’ So we started 
out literally on a lease agreement,” he 

said.
The spirit of collaboration is what 

keeps Faulkton’s business district 
hopping.

“There’s a lot of support for the 
businesses that are here. People try 
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their best to shop at home, and not to 
let their dollars leave here,” Pearson-
Cramer said.

Trish Meek’s businesses aim to 
serve customers in several ways. She 
has co-owned Muffin Tops, a cof-
fee shop and bakery, and Muffin 
Bottoms, a gift shop in the lower level 
of Muffin Tops, with business part-
ner Diane Hepburn since mid-2016. 

“I don’t think anybody around 
here could make a living off just one 
thing. ... You can only eat so many 
cupcakes and drink so many cof-
fees,” so the shop also offers hand-
made candies and pastries, as well 
as daily lunch specials. “We try to 
have something for everybody, and 
you pretty much have to do that in a 
small town.”

Focusing on what her customers 
need means they return the favor 
with their business. 

“There’s good community support 
… of any kind of business, because 
people want this to be a thriving 
area,” she said.  í

This community feature is sponsored by: 

Common Sense 
Manufacturing

Common Sense  
Slar

Quality that just  
makes sense!

Kelly Melius, Owner

Bale Feeders  •  Calf Shelters 
  Wire Winders  •  Feed Bunks   

Continuous Fence  
Portable Wind Break  
Free Standing Panels

Wayne T. Vincent, Solar Manager

Solar Water Pumping Systems
Certified Lorentz Technician

Residential & commercial solar 
systems and electric in-floor heat

35791 160th St., Faulkton, SD 57438  •  605-598-4157  •  www.commonsensemfg.com

605-765-4441

COUNTRY R     TS
S A L O N  &  B O U T I Q U E

600 Main St., Ste 4 
Faulkton, SD

Facebook “f ” Logo CMYK / .ai Facebook “f ” Logo CMYK / .ai

 Countryrootsfaulkton

Tyann curtis, Stylist / Owner

605.598.6655

A full-service  
salon with a  
unique selection  
of clothing, 
accessories & gifts. FARM • CROP • HOME • AUTO • LIFE

HEALTH • LONG-TERM CARE • BUSINESS

FAULKTON • BROOKINGS • MADISON • SIOUX FALLS
Your Trusted Choice Agency

www.kinginsurancesd.com

FAULKTON  
DRUG

Phone: (605) 598-4187
Fax: (605) 598-6772

118 8th Ave. S., P.O. Box 70
Faulkton, SD  57438

Pharmacy
Cards • Gifts

Wine • Liquor  
Wedding Registry

Diane Hepburn (far right) and Trish Meek (second from right), pictured 
with employees Brandy Melius (in front), Megan Kones (left) and 
Chloe Brand, say the key to business in a small town is diversity. 
The duo has sold baked goods, gourmet candies, coffees, and lunch 
specials at Muffin Tops—and gift items on the lower level Muffin 
Bottoms—in downtown Faulkton, S.D., since this summer.
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SOUTH DAKOTA
ABERDEEN

The Brass Kettle 322 S Main St
Ken’s 2105 6th Ave SE
Natural Abundance 

112 N Main St
Red Rooster  202 S Main St

ALEXANDRIA
Joe’s Cafe 1150 Spruce St

ARLINGTON
1481 Grille 408 US-81

ARMOUR
Lorain Theater 714 Main Ave

BRITTON
The Lunch Box 609 Main Ave

BOX ELDER
Gizzi’s Coffee  
 234 Main Gate Rd

BROOKINGS
Choco Latte Coffee 2308 6th St

CANTON
Paul’s Place 47954 W 5th S

CHAMBERLAIN
Anchor Grille 117 S Main St

CLARK
The Corner Diner  
 100 N Commercial St
Heather’s Bistro  
 101 N Commercial St

CLEAR LAKE
Ardy’s Bakery 407 3rd Ave S

CORSICA
Dakota Tom’s  270 N Main St
Hoffman Gas & Grill  
 175 S Highway 281

DELL RAPIDS
Ladelle and Fourth 36 E 4th St

DE SMET
Wards Variety Store Bakery  
 127 Calumet Ave SE

DIMOCK
Hofer’s Lounge 505 S Main St

DOLAND
Just Beecuz Floral  
 Humphrey Dr

ETHAN
Agland Coop 206 SD 42

EUREKA
Eureka Kuchen Factory  
 1407 J Ave

FAULKTON
Burger Shack 1417 Main St

FLANDREAU
Bean Vine & Spirits  
 803 W Pipestone Ave
Bakery & Coffee Bar  
 105 E 2nd Ave

FREDERICK
Community Store  
 312 Co Rd 10A

GETTYSBURG
212 Mini Mall/Coffee Bean  
 113 W Garfield Ave

GREGORY
Sissy’s Cafe 601 Main St

GROTON
Ken’s  4 U.S. 12

HECLA
Jo’s Schoolhouse Cafe  
 408 Main St

HIGHMORE
D & K Outpost 33690 US-14

HURON
Aroma 349 Wisconsin Ave SW

IPSWICH
Buffalo Station 5 US-12
Ken’s 511 5th Ave

IROQUOIS
Aeris Coffee Roasters  
 202 4th Ave

LANGFORD
The Front Porch 416 Main St

LEOLA
Ten-45 Grocery & Cafe  
 11498 363rd Ave

MADISON
Mochavino 100 Egan Ave S

MILBANK
Triple Dip Lodge  
 312 S Main St #104

MILLER
Heartstrings Limited  
 218 N Broadway

MITCHELL
Cafe Teresa 312 N Main St
Crazy About Cupcakes  
 417 N Main St #102
Grounded Espresso  
 700 E Kay Ave
Hot Shots Espresso  
 322 E Havens Ave

MOBRIDGE 
Grand Oasis   
 906 W Grand Crossing

OACOMA
Al’s Oasis   
 1000 S Dakota State Railroad

ONIDA
Don’s Food Center  603 Ash Ave

PARKSTON
Boom’s Restaurant 1004 SD 37

 PIERRE
Pure Bliss Cupcake Co  
 107 W Capitol Ave

RAPID CITY
Alternative Fuel Coffee House  
 512 Main St
Essence of Coffee 908 Main St

REDFIELD
Simply Charming 622 N Main St
Leo’s Good Food 602 N Main St
County Seat Furniture  
 608 N Main St

ROSCOE
Ricky’s Restaurant & Lounge  
 101 Mitchell St

ROSHOLT
Vintage Inspired Boutique  
 Hahn Ave

SALEM
Cafe 81 360 S Nebraska St

SIOUX FALLS
Prairie Berry  322 E 8th St
Josiah’s Coffeehouse & Cafe  
 101 S Reid St
Coffea Roasterie  
 200 S Phillips Ave
Coffea Roasterie  
 2318 S Louise Ave
Half Baked 120 S Phillips Ave
Ch Patisserie  
 309 S Phillips Ave #1 
Queen City Bakery  
 324 E 8th St

SISSETON
Rosalie’s Restaurant  
 9 8th Ave E

TORONTO
Toronto Cafe & Lounge  
 285 Main Ave

TYNDALL
Tyndall Bakery 1707 Main St

VERMILLION
Latte Da 709 E Cherry St
Mister Smith’s Bakery  
 812 Cottage Ave

VIBORG
Kountry Kookin’ Cafe  
 106 N Main St

VOLGA
Valley Restaurant  
 103 Caspian Ave

WATERTOWN
Common Ground  
 100 E Kemp Ave

WAUBAY
Purple Cow 30 US-12

WEBSTER
Perfect Pickins 700 Main St
Pereboom Cafe 13 US-12

WESSINGTON 
SPRINGS

Sweet Grass 116 E Main St.

WHITE LAKE
Tara’s Diner 112 S St

YANKTON
Yesterday’s Cafe  
 2216 Broadway St
Yankton Area Progressive 
Growth 803 E 4th St

NORTH DAKOTA
ASHLEY

Shed Bar and Cafe  
 62 Center Ave S

BISMARCK
The Gifted Bean Coffee House  
 515 N 5th St

CARRINGTON
Prairie Inn 312 Hwy 281 NE

COOPERSTOWN
Wooden Gardens Coffee Shop  
 813 Burrel Ave SW

DEVIL’S LAKE
Liquid Bean 316 4th Ave NE

EDGELEY
Cenex C-Store  
 109 Industrial Park

ELLENDALE
Ellendale Bakery 116 Main St

FARGO
Atomic Coffee  
 222 Broadway N #100 
Beans Coffee Bar  
 5675 26th Ave S
Bully Brew Coffee House  
 4150 40th Ave S
Dakota Joe’s Coffee  
& Gift Shop 3803 13th Ave S
Green House Cafe 68 Broadway N
Red Raven Espresso Parlor  
 916 Main Ave

FARGO (CONT’D)
Sweet Dreams Confections  
 4101 13th Ave S

FESSENDEN
Cornerstone Coffee  
 97 Main Ave N

FINLEY
Rumors Tavern (Dakota Cafe)  
 213 4th St W

FREDONIA
Home Plate Cafe 104 Main St

GRAND FORKS
Archives Coffee House  
 3012 University Ave

GWINNER

Rosi’s Delites 20 N Main St

HARVEY
Grain Bin Coffee  
 711 Lincoln Ave

JAMESTOWN
Babb’s Coffee House  
 100 1st Ave S
Don’s Bistro & Decor  
 2400 8th Ave SW

KULM

Kulm Cafe 9 Main Ave S

LAMOURE

Wanda’s Place 12 1st St SW

LISBON
Hodenattes On Main  
 414 Main St

MANDAN
Cappuccino on Collins  
 105 Collins Ave

MAYVILLE

Whistle Stop 226 9th Ave SE

NEW ROCKFORD

Rockford Cafe 714 1st Ave N

NORTHWOOD
Cool Stuff Drive  
 505 Old Hwy 15

OAKES 

Sweets N Stories 509 Main Ave

PINGREE

Pingree Cafe 1760 ND 281

RUGBY
Solid Ground Cafe  
 123 2nd St SE

STRASBURG

The Galley 709 Main St

 VALLEY CITY
Dutton’s Parlour  
 256 Central Ave N

WAHPETON
Dakota Coffee Co.  
 1001 2nd Ave N

WISHEK
Piccadilly Circus Cafe  
 9 N Centennial St

Thanks to these spark

Jorgenson 
Meat StorePurple

Cow
The

AND

Now together in the same location!

33 
FLAVORS  

of hard & soft  
ice cream!

Many varieties of 
bacon, beef snack 
sticks, beef jerky, 

& fresh brats!

LOCATED ALONG U.S. HIGHWAY 12 IN WAUBAY
Open Monday-Saturday, 9 a.m. to 6 p.m.

605-947-4110

distributors
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It has led to some confusion over 
the years. Some think we are the 
newsletter for a state fire association. 
And we’ve probably sent a lot of traf-
fic to Dakota Fire Protection, a sprin-
kler company that has the “.com” ver-
sion of our web address.

We chose the name “Dakotafire” 
for a couple reasons. Co-founder Troy 
McQuillen liked the name because 
he thought it reflected the spirit of the 
people who live here—you have to 
have some “fire in the belly” to make 
a go of it in a place that can have six 
months of winter. 

I liked the name because of the 
purpose that fire can serve in eco-
logical systems. For years, Smokey 
the Bear taught that all fires should 
be put out as soon as possible, but 
the thinking has changed on that. 
Sometimes fire is a good thing, and 
in fact, it is often necessary for new 
growth. Fire represents change, 
which can sometimes feel like the 
destruction of all we hold dear, but 
which can end up being what keeps 
those precious things alive in a new 
generation. 

Of course with change, as with 
fire, we need to be careful. Not all 
change is good. It’s our responsibil-
ity as community members to be vig-
ilant, to know at a very deep level 
what we want—what we won’t allow 
change to destroy. 

No one person can answer “What 
do we really want?” for a community. 
If one person’s want makes it impos-
sible for someone else’s heart’s desire 
to exist, then we aren’t really a com-
munity anymore. If we are no longer 
talking to one another, or trying to 
understand one another, we are just 
individuals who happen to live in the 
same place. 

And oh, do we know as a country 
how hard those conversations can 
be. It is so much easier to avoid them. 
Those conversations challenge our 
worldviews, and social scientists tell 
us that we respond to a challenge to 
our worldview in the same way that 
we respond to threat to our very life. 

But if we want to live in a democ-
racy—where we the people decide the 
structure of the society we live in—
those conversations are necessary. 

The beautiful part is that they aren’t 
just something we should do with a 
sense of duty, as there’s also a signif-
icant upside. Those challenging con-
versations are also the source of our 
community’s—and our nation’s—
greatest strength. These conversa-
tions are what lead to the best ideas, 
and they build the most vibrant and 
joyful communities. 

I’ve been spending time by our 
woodstove lately, thinking of what’s 
next as the Dakotafire magazine 
chapter comes to a close. I’ve noticed 
that one other aspect of fire relates to 
the work we’ve done here. 

Those of you who have tended a 
fire know that one log will not burn, 
as the Finnish saying goes. As a fire 
gets going, it doesn’t take hold of each 
log individually. Instead, the flames 
flicker between the logs. Take a look 
at your next campfire—the warmth 
and light come from the spaces in 
between. 

As we continue our separate jour-
neys to build up our communities, 
may we tend to our own Dakota 
fires—the sparks for rural revival 
that are in each of us. But even more 
so, let us nurture the spaces between 
us, where the flames can flicker and 
grow.  í

When we first started Dakotafire Media five years 
ago, some questioned the name. Why “fire”? 

Keep feeding the fire

POSTCARD

by HEIDI MARTTILA-LOSURE
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POSTCARD

P.O. Box 603
Frederick, SD 57441

Coupon expires 3/15/17. While supplies last!

T-SHIRTS $25
Buy one item, save 30%! 

Use coupon code RURALIZE-YOURSELF
Buy TWO OR MORE items, save 50%, 

PLUS get free shipping! 
Use coupon code RURALIZE-YOUR-CREW

DO YOU
? rural?
—
—

Snowshoe through the season!
Find a trail near you at: 
gfp.sd.gov/to-do/snowshoe
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sharing the 
stories of you.

facebook   twitter    instagram.               .

#sdinthefield

ORDER ONLINE: www.dakotafire.net/store 
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