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I thought this month I would give a brief 
overview of how West Central ended the year 
2023 financially and hit on a few other items. 
The most important thing I can say is that your 
Cooperative met all financial requirements in 
2023 and continues to be financially strong. 
Here are some highlights:
• We worked the entire year safely! And  
when I say safely, I mean we did not have 
one reportable accident! That is an absolutely 
amazing statistic by itself. In fact, we have 

253,000 man-hours worked without a lost time 
accident. That’s almost four years!

• We increased our membership by 13 new members 
for a 0.35% growth percentage. Our membership 
total is 3,697. Thirty years ago, our membership 
count was 3,600. Since then, we have increased our 
membership by 97 new members for a percentage 
increase of 2.7%. Many Rural Cooperatives in the 
state have seen a 2.7% increase in one year! One of 
the biggest challenges we face is little to no growth. 
The downside to little or no growth is that inflation 
keeps increasing the cost of bringing electricity to 
your home, and we don’t have more members to 
spread those costs to. 

• We ended the year with 6,797 main meters (does not 
include heat meters). That means, on average, every 
member has 1.8 meters in their name.

• We sold 130,034,574 KWHs of electricity. I 
would call that an average year. In 2022, we sold 
136,600,296 KWHs of electricity, so we are actually 
down from last year. As I mentioned above, we 
don’t have much for growth. The weather drives the 
fluctuations in our energy sales.

• Our average residential member used 1,181 KWHs 
of energy per month. In 2022, the average residential 
member used 1,264 KWHs of energy per month.

• Our average commercial account used 3,829 KWHs 
per month. In 2022, they used 3,981 KWHs per 
month. 

• We ended the year with gross revenue of 
$16,903,614, down $537,000 from last year. As 
stated before, the reason for the decrease is due to 
weather.

• Our margins ended strong, with $1,026,844 to be 
allocated to our membership after the March audit. 
The breakdown of those margins is as follows:  
West Central Margins: $321,095 
Basin and Rushmore Margins: $705,749

• In December, we returned $536,000 back to 
the membership in the form of a Capital Credit 
retirement.

• We ended the year with 40.2% equity. We had an 
equity of 38.2% in 2022. The increase in equity is 
because Basin has had large allocations. This year’s 
Basin allocation was $705,748, and last years Basin 
allocation was $1,034,341. Those numbers are small 
when compared to Basin’s revenue, but they are large 
and meaningful numbers to West Central members. 
Keep in mind that they are allocated numbers, and 
we won’t receive the cash for roughly 20 years. When 
West Central receives the cash from Basin; we will 
turn around and give it to our members.

• I would be remiss if I didn’t mention our outage 
data. The average member was out of power for 120 
minutes this year. In 2022, the average member 
was without power for 1,409 minutes. (The 2022 
number is so high because we had three nights 
in a row of severe storms that tore down miles of 
transmission and distribution lines and caused 1.7 
million dollars in damage.) Our five-year average 
is 434 minutes. That might sound like a lot, but 
remember there are 525,600 minutes in a year. That 
means in 2023, the average member had power 
99.98% of the time and in 2022, they had power 
99.7% of the time. Our five-year average is 99.92%

• The last thing I want to mention is that Basin Electric 
reduced the heat credit by $.001 effective January 
1, 2024, and we passed that reduction along in our 
electric heat credit. The residential heat credit is now 
$0.037 per KWH. So, what does that mean? If you 
use 1,000 KWHs a month of electric heat, you will 
receive $1.00 less electric heat credit. 

2023 was a successful year for West Central, and we hope 
2024 is just as good or even better. 

Year in  
Review

Jeff Birkeland
CEO

MANAGER’S REPORT
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At West Central Electric, we are constantly striving to 
improve our operational efficiency so we can provide the 
most reliable electric service possible for our consumer 
members (that’s you!). 

We rely on data for nearly every aspect of our 
operations, which is why we need your help. By making 
sure we have your most accurate and complete contact 
information, we can continue to provide the high level of 
service that you expect and deserve. Accurate information 
enables us to improve customer service and enhance 
communications for reporting and repairing outages. It 
also allows co-op members to receive information about 

other important programs, events and activities. 
Up-to-date contact information can potentially speed up the power 

restoration process during an outage. For example, the phone number you 
provide is linked to your service address to our outage management system. This 
means when you call to report an outage, our system recognizes your phone 
number and matches it with your account location. Accurate information helps 
our outage management system predict the location and possible cause of an 
outage, making it easier for our crews to correct the problem. 

While we always do our best to maintain service, we occasionally plan outages 
to update, repair, or replace equipment. In these instances, we can provide 
advance notification to affected members through phone calls, text messages, 
or email if we have your updated contact information and communication 
preferences. 

Keeping the co-op updated with your information also helps us when there’s 
a question about energy use or billing. Emails and text messages are also used 
to notify registered members of any changes in co-op event details. In addition, 
discrepancies on your account can be taken care of promptly if West Central 
Electric has accurate account information.

Many of you have been members of the co-op for years, and it’s likely that 
your account information hasn’t been updated for some time. We recognize that 
many members now use a cell phone as their primary phone service, and we 
might not have that number in our system. 

I want to emphasize that in providing your contact information to the co-op, 
we will never share this information with any third parties. It is only used by 
West Central to send important information to you. Please take a moment to 
confirm or update your contact information by either calling 669-8100 or by 
clicking the link on our website, www.wce.coop/update-my-information. By 
doing so, you will be helping us improve service and efficiency so we can better 
serve you and all members of the co-op. 

Stay in the 
Know

Jessie Tucker
Member Services
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Make Fall Safety 
a Top Priority

Kids, send your drawing with an electrical safety tip to 
your local electric cooperative (address found on Page 3). 
If your poster is published, you’ll receive a prize. All entries 
must include your name, age, mailing address and the 
names of your parents. Colored drawings are encouraged.

Brace Tapio, Age 8
Brace Tapio cautions readers to trim their trees to 
prevent power line damage. Brace’s parents are Nate 
and Elsa Tapio from Armour, S.D., members of  
Douglas Electric Cooperative.

It may come as a surprise that the second leading cause of uninten-
tional injury-related death is falls. In 2021, 44,686 people died in 
falls at home and at work, according to Injury Facts®. For working 
adults, depending on the industry, falls can be the leading cause of 
death.

Falls are 100% Preventable
March is Ladder Safety Month. Whether working from a ladder, 
roof or scaffolding, it’s important to plan ahead, assess the risk and 
use the right equipment. First, determine if working from a height is 
absolutely necessary or if there is another way to do the task safely.

• Discuss the task with coworkers and determine what safety 
equipment is needed

• Make sure you are properly trained on how to use the equipment
• Scan the work area for potential hazards before starting the job
• Make sure you have level ground to set up the equipment
• If working outside, check the weather forecast; never work in 

inclement weather
• Use the correct tool for the job, and use it as intended
• Ensure stepladders have a locking device to hold the front and 

back open
• Always keep two hands and one foot, or two feet and one hand 

on the ladder
• Place the ladder on a solid surface and never lean it against an 

unstable surface
• A straight or extension ladder should be one foot away from the 

surface it rests on for every four feet of height and extend at least 
three feet over the top edge

• Securely fasten straight and extension ladders to an upper 
support

• Wear slip-resistant shoes and don’t stand higher than the third 
rung from the top

• Don’t lean or reach while on a ladder, and have someone sup-
port the bottom

• Never use old or damaged equipment; check thoroughly 
before use

Fall Hazards at Home
Are you a weekend warrior or do-it-yourselfer? If you take on home 
improvement or other weekend projects, it’s important to prepare 
yourself for physical exertion, especially if you’ve been sedentary 
through the winter months, and take extra precautions to prevent 
falls.
Risky projects, like installing siding, gutters or roofs, are best left 
to professionals. Saving money isn’t worth risking a debilitating or 
fatal fall.

Trim Your Trees

At home or at work, many of the same rules apply. When taking on 
a project:

• Practice all of the ladder safety tips mentioned above
• Keep the work area clear of hazards and immediately clean up 

spills
• Read all instructions and safety precautions on your equipment
• Don’t wear loose clothing that can get caught in equipment

We tend to think we’re always safe on flat ground, but the thousands 
of injuries each year tell us otherwise.

• Falls are the #1 cause of death for older adults; fall-proof your home
• Keep floors and surfaces clear of clutter
• Keep file cabinets and desk drawers closed
• Keep electrical and phone cords out of traffic areas
• Install handrails on stairways
• Wear sensible footwear
• Never stand on chairs, tables or any surface with wheels
• Properly arrange furniture to create open pathways
• Maintain good lighting indoors and out

More than 6.9 million people were treated in emergency rooms for 
fall-related injuries in 2021. A fall can end in death or disability in 
a split second, but with a few simple precautions, you’ll be sure stay 
safe at home and at work.

Source: National Safety Council
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SEAFOOD
SPECIALS 

Please send your favorite recipes 
to your local electric cooperative 
(address found on Page 3). Each 
recipe printed will be entered into a 
drawing for a prize in December 2024. 
All entries must include your name, 
mailing address, phone number and 
cooperative name.

CRAB SALAD  
SPREAD
Ingredients:

8-12 oz. imitation crab meat, 
flake syle, tear into small 
pieces

1 tbsp. lemon juice
1 cup (approx.) shredded 

Cheddar cheese
1 small can black olives, 

sliced
Mayo (must be Mayo), to 

get correct texture, less is 
better than too much

1/4 to 1/2 pepper, cracked

Method 

Mix by hand. Serve with Club 
or Ritz crackers. 
Linda Hubbard
Rapid City, S.D.

RECIPES

CREAMY SHRIMP 
LINGUINE
Ingredients:

 8 oz. linguine
1 tbsp. butter
1 lb. large shrimp, peeled 

and deveined
1 cup heavy cream
1 package garlic butter 

shrimp scampi
2 tbsps. white wine 

Method 

Cook pasta as directed on 
package. Drain well.
Melt butter in large skillet 
on medium-high heat. Add 
shrimp; cook and stir 2 min-
utes or just until shrimp turn 
pink. Add cooked pasta, Sea-
soning Mix, cream and wine. 
Reduce heat to medium; cook 
1 to 2 minutes or until heated 
through, stirring occasionally. 
Serve with grated Parmesan 
cheese.
McCormick.com

CAJUN SHRIMP
Ingredients:

 1 lb. large shrimp, peeled 
and deveined

2-3 tsps. cajun seasoning
2 tbsps. butter 

Method 

Coat shrimp with seasoning. 
Melt butter in large skillet on 
medium heat. Add shrimp; 
cook and stir three minutes or 
just until shrimp turn pink. 
Serve over cooked rice, if 
desired.
McCormick.com
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EFFICIENCY TOPICS

Spring Cleaning 
Tips to Maximize 
Efficiency 

Miranda Boutelle
Efficiency Services
Group

Q: What are some energy-saving tasks I can add 
to my spring cleaning list? 

A: Spring is a great time to refresh, clean and 
enhance energy efficiency at home. By adopting 
simple yet effective energy-saving strategies during 
our spring-cleaning routines, we can create an 
efficient living environment that may also lower our 
utility bills and extend the life of our heavily used 
appliances.

Be sure to include these spring cleaning tips to add 
some energy savings to the job. 

Even though it’s out of sight, don’t leave it out of 
mind. Check the filter in your HVAC system. Your 
furnace worked hard during the winter. Ensuring 
your system has a clean filter is a low-cost and easy 
way to protect your equipment and maximize 
efficiency. A dirty furnace filter can cause your system 
to work harder than necessary, decreasing efficiency 
and shortening the system’s life. 

While the filter is easy to replace yourself, you 
should have your air conditioning serviced and 
professionally cleaned. Both the indoor and outdoor 
units should be cleaned. Dirty refrigerant coils 
reduce efficiency. This also applies to heat pumps 
and ductless heat pumps, also known as mini-split 
systems. The technician can check refrigerant levels 
and refill or repair if necessary. 

HVAC contractors get busy responding 
to calls for repairs during the summer heat. 
Scheduling cleaning services for your air 
conditioning in the spring – before the heat 
of the summer – can ensure the work gets 
done before the rush and even save you 
money. Some HVAC contractors offer special 
discounts for cleaning services in the milder 
months, which helps fill their schedules and 
keep their technicians working. 

Window AC units can get dirty, too. They 
can be cleaned with the proper tools, cleaning 
agents and know-how. Always unplug before 

cleaning, and wait until completely dry to plug it 
back in again. Take the time to clean it properly in 
the spring before you need it in the summer. 

Cleaning light fixtures and fixture covers can 
brighten your space by removing dust and grime 
collected during the winter. While you are at 
it, be sure to check your bulbs and replace any 
incandescent or compact fluorescent with energy-
saving LEDs. Although they tend to cost a little 
more, LEDs last longer and use less energy. 

Good-quality LED light bulbs are expected 
to last 30,000 to 50,000 hours, according to the 
Department of Energy. A typical incandescent lamp 
lasts about 1,000 hours, and a comparable CFL lasts 
8,000 to 10,000 hours. To put this into everyday 
use, if you have an LED light on for 10 hours per 
day, it can last 13 years compared to only about three 
months for incandescent bulbs and about two-and-a-
half years for CFLs. 

Don’t forget the oven. A clean oven heats more 
evenly and quickly, providing better results and lower 
energy use. A clean oven window allows you to see 
the food and how it’s cooking without opening the 
oven door, which wastes energy. 

If cleaning windows is on the list, check the seals 
and sash locks to ensure they close tightly. Check 
for any areas that need caulking or sealing to reduce 
drafts. Sealing around windows contributes to year-
round comfort in your home. Clean windows also 
allow more light into the home, reducing the need to 
turn on lamps and overhead fixtures. 

Spring is the ideal time to declutter, deep clean and 
implement practices that not only tidy our homes 
but also reduce energy consumption, contributing 
positively to our homes’ energy efficiency and saving 
money on energy use. 

Knowing the steps to solar commissioning can  
take the stress out of your installation.



Spink Colony’s Käsemeister Creamery continues to perfect 
the art of cheese making while continuously looking for 
more ways to increase its economic footprint.

The creamery is located at a Hutterite colony about nine 
miles south of Frankfort, which produces over 150 types of 
cheese, which are sold in stores throughout the state and into 
North Dakota and Minnesota.

The creamery’s manager, Jeremy Wipf, said the business 
also gets online orders regularly that go throughout the 
United States.

“We’re always trying to get into more stores,” Wipf said, 
which isn’t easy in the competitive word of cheese and dairy 
products.

“The bigger creameries are our biggest competition,” Wipf 
said. “But we’re coming along. We’re still growing slowly. 
We’re only using half of our milk right now, so we will have 
the other half to use up. We’ve got room for expansion if 

we could get in with a new distributor that isn’t in South 
Dakota. There’s plenty of cheese around. There’s always 
competition.”

The idea for the creamery came about in 2016. After 
securing a business loan, the Spink Colony bought the 
equipment necessary to start the business in 2018.

In fall of 2018, the creamery officially opened for business.
Käsemeister Creamery employs five full-time and 12 

part-time employees from Spink Colony. “When we need 
more help, like when we make the cheese, we have extra help. 
It gets a little more difficult at times, such as harvest. During 
those times, we just have to do what we can and work harder 
and longer,” Wipf said.

The creamery source 100% of the milk used to make the 
cheese from the colony’s dairy operation, which milks around 
100 cows. The cows are a three-way cross of Montbeliarde, 
Swedish Red, and Holstein.

“The idea behind it is a smaller cow that takes less feed but 
has more body fat, more protein – which at the end of the 
day is what pays the bills,” Wipf explained.

The creamery is hoping to break into the whey industry, 
which would allow them to sell a byproduct from making 
the cheese.

“We basically have to throw away the whey right now,” 
Wipf said.

For every 10 pounds of milk, you get one pound of cheese 
and nine pounds of whey, according to Wipf.

A separate facility would be needed to process the whey 
byproduct into whey protein, a product currently in high 
demand.

“But we’re too small to invest in equipment for a facility. 
You’ve got to have a separate facility for processing whey. 
There’s a lot of demand for it, but you have to have a lot for 
it to be feasible,” Wipf said.

Creamery’s current processing facility is comprised of all 
stainless steel machinery, which was put together by workers 
from the colony. A 14,700 square foot facility hosts both the 
processing area and retail store front.

Check out the cheeses and other products offered by 
Käsemeister Creamery online at www.kasemeister.com.
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Käsemeister 
Creamery
Shannon Marvel
shannon.marvel@sdrea.coop

KÄSEMEISTER CREAMERY



Frank Turner
frank.turner@sdrea.coop 

During her upbringing in Windom, Minn., Michelle Weber 
discovered her passion for art at a young age. She was the 
kid who was always doodling, often paying more attention 
to her drawings than to the class. Holding on to her passion, 
Weber took her first art class in high school with her art 

teacher, Mark Nass. Although the class had a rocky start, Nass 
recognized her potential and helped fuel a passion that would 
ultimately lead Weber to becoming a prominent rural artist.  

“I was a junior in high school when I enrolled in my first 
real art class, and to be honest, I kind of hated it,” said Weber. 
“That first week, I was mortified that I wasn’t any good.”

Initially contemplating dropping the class, Weber sought 
a signature from her art teacher to change her art class to a 
study hall instead. Despite her request, Nass refused to let her 
drop the class and encouraged her to try give the class another 
chance.

“After a few weeks, everything just clicked,” said Weber. “I 
fell in love with painting and began living in the school’s art 
room.”

In less than a year, Weber made substantial progress in her 
artistic abilities. Enough so, that her teacher encouraged her 
to apply for the Congressional Art Competition. She applied, 
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FROM COWS TO CANVAS
Rural Artist Michelle Weber has illustrated 11 children books in addition to showcasing her art nationwide and internationally.

Michelle Weber 
Captures Rural 
Life in Art



and her painting not only won in her 
district but also earned a spot in the 
U.S. Capitol building in Washington 
D.C., where it was showcased for an 
entire year.

Weber’s success in the Congressional 
Art Competition foreshadowed what 
was to come. Drawing inspiration 
from her upbringing on a farm and 
involvement in 4-H, Weber began 
primarily painting livestock. In 2011, 
Weber’s friend from Mitchell, S.D., 
Amanda Radke, approached her with 
a request to illustrate a children’s book 
featuring livestock and rural agriculture, 
a perfect fit for Weber’s artwork. This 
opportunity led to the creation of “A 
World With Cows,” marking Weber’s 
first foray into a full-time career as an 
artist.

“The book was a huge stepping stone 
for both of us,” said Weber.

The children’s book marked not 
only the beginning of a career but also 
established Weber’s niche – capturing 
the focal point of rural life on canvas: 
livestock, horses, buffalo, and more. 
Weber has since illustrated 10 additional 
children’s books and successfully sold 
her artwork both nationwide and 
internationally.

Traditionally, her oil paintings have 
been rooted in a realism, capturing every 
detail of the depicted animals. More 
recently, Weber has expanded her art to 
include a more whimsical and abstract 
representation of the rural lifestyle.

“My niche market is the producer, 
so it’s important that my art reflects an 
authentic rural lifestyle,” said Weber. “I 
want these paintings to have a touch of 
who I am, but also have the integrity of 
this lifestyle retained on canvas too.”

Today, Weber resides just outside 
Lake Benton, Minn., a town just 
outside the South Dakota border. 
From her small town, Michelle 
Weber also maintains a website, 
michelleweberstudio.com, where she 
showcases a wide range of products 

featuring her artwork, 
including prints, notecards, 
children’s books, and even 
cake pans. In addition to 
her website, Weber recently 
opened a studio named, “The 
Studio by Michelle Weber” in 
the center Lake Benton.

“The Studio is a space 
located right in the heart of 
Lake Benton,” said Weber. 
“Some people look at Lake 
Benton with a population of 
less than 700 or less and ask, 
‘Why would you open your 
studio there?’ But I stand 
behind supporting these 
small. They are the heartbeat 
of this country, so it only 
seemed fitting to bring it 
home.”
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MITCHELL TECHRURAL ARTIST

Weber is widely known for her oil paintings that capture the essence of an  
authentic rural lifestyle on canvas.

A Weber painting, titled “Side Eye.”



EQUIPMENT FOR SALE

10   COOPERATIVE CONNECTIONS | MARCH 2024

West Central currently has two service trucks and a skid 
steer backhoe attachment that will be sold online through 
Big Iron Auctions. Big Iron Auctions are no reserve and have 
no buyers’ fees/premiums! 

• The first (Unit 10) is a 2010 Ford F350 XL with 
approximately 177,000 miles.

• The second (Unit 16) is a 2013 Ford F350 XL with 
approximately 154,000 miles 

• The backhoe attachment is a CAT BH160 and was 
bought new in 2018. 

Regular maintenance was performed and all have been 
well taken care of. Both trucks will be sold as is and with 

service boxes. 

For more truck 
information please 
contact Seth Geigle 
at 605-669-8100. 

For information 
about Big Iron 
Auctions and 
the exact listing 
information, 
contact Judge Jessop 
at 605-280-0127.

Service Trucks for Sale by 
Online Auction on March 27!

Unit 10 Unit 16

Backhoe Attachment



ENERGY TECHNOLOGY
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Jennah Denney  

The electrification trend in agricultural equipment has gained 
momentum in recent years as farmers increasingly embrace 
electric vehicles and machinery. This shift offers numerous 
advantages, including reduced carbon emissions, lower operating 
costs, improved energy efficiency and quieter operation. 

Smaller electric equipment, such as irrigation systems and 
utility vehicles, are becoming increasingly popular. Many farmers 
are now using electric motors in place of older, inefficient diesel 
irrigation motors for farm irrigation.

Larger agricultural equipment can be difficult to replace with 
electric alternatives due to their weight. In response, manufacturers 
are developing tractors that are more compact, lower in weight 
and feature battery-powered options. The compact and lighter 
design of these tractors allow for better maneuverability in smaller 
farming spaces, improving efficiency and productivity in the field. 
For example, a farmer who owns a small orchard may opt for a 
compact electric tractor instead of a larger, traditional tractor. The 
smaller size and electric power allow the farmer to easily navigate 
between rows of trees without causing damage to the delicate fruit 
or soil, ultimately increasing the yield and reducing maintenance 
costs.

In addition to smaller equipment, drones equipped with 
electric agricultural technology are proving to be valuable in many 
cases. Electric drones provide farmers with the ability to monitor 
crops, perform precision spraying and even participate in crop 
pollination. Equipped with specialized sensors and cameras, these 
drones capture high-resolution imagery to help farmers make 
informed decisions about crop management. The versatility and 
cost-effectiveness of electric drones make them a valuable tool for 
optimizing crop health, detecting pests and enhancing irrigation 
practices.

Electrified agricultural equipment can be used in 
various types of farming operations 

Here are some common types of farming operations that 
benefit from electrified agricultural equipment. 

Crop Farming: Electric equipment such as tractors, sprayers 
and harvesters are used in crop farming operations for tasks like 
plowing, planting, spraying pesticides, drying and harvesting 
crops.

Livestock Farming: Electric equipment can be utilized in 
livestock farming for tasks such as feeding, milking and waste 
management. 

Vineyards and Orchards: Electric pruning equipment can 
be utilized in vineyards and orchards for precision pruning of 
grapevines, fruit trees and bushes.

Greenhouses and Nursery Operations: Electric equipment 
like tillers, seeders and potting machines are often used in 
greenhouse and nursery operations for efficient soil preparation, 
seeding and transplanting.

Organic Farming: Electrified agricultural equipment is also 
used in organic farming operations, with a focus on sustainability 
and environmentally-friendly practices. Electric tools and 
equipment help minimize the use of fossil fuels and reduce 
emissions.

Benefits of Electrified Ag Equipment
Electrified agricultural equipment offers several benefits beyond 

reducing carbon emissions. 
Electric drive trains are simpler and easier to maintain 

compared to traditional tractors, resulting in lower maintenance 
costs. Additionally, electric equipment is more energy efficient, 
converting a higher percentage of electrical energy into usable 
work. 

Electric drive trains are radically simpler than modern tractors 
making maintenance cheaper and easier. Electricity flowing 
through batteries and electric motors is more efficient than diesel 
being delivered to farms, moved into tanks and burned in diesel 
engines, and as battery technology continues to advance, further 
improvements in electric farming equipment are expected. 

This efficiency leads to reduced energy consumption and lower 
operating costs for farmers. Additionally, the quieter operation of 
electric equipment minimizes disruptions to nearby communities, 
livestock and wildlife, making it ideal for residential areas or 
sensitive environments.

Considerations for Farmers
When considering electrified equipment, farmers should 

evaluate their specific needs, including power requirements 
and operational tasks. Farmers should work with their local 
electric cooperative to assess the farm’s power supply capacity to 
ensure it can handle the additional load without causing issues. 
By conducting a thorough analysis of their unique needs and 
goals, farmers can determine if adopting electrified agricultural 
equipment is a suitable and advantageous option.

The electrification of agricultural equipment presents a 
promising future for farmers. By embracing electric vehicles, 
machinery and drones, farmers can improve operational efficiency 
and benefit from cost savings in the long run.

Electrified 
Agricultural 
Equipment
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Sacred Hoops Basketball, a nonprofit 
organization unique to South Dakota, 
has been changing the game for 
youth basketball across the state for 
more than six years. Using basketball 
as a tool for youth development, 
the program organizes teams, trains 
coaches, and hosts tournaments and 
workshops for young individuals in all 
communities – both big and small.

also their life skills.
“We wanted to bridge the gap for 

kids in rural areas, particularly our 
athletes in low socio-economic areas 
who may not have been able to play 
basketball otherwise,” said Bertram. 
“We want to ensure that every kid who 
wants to play can.”

Beyond hosting tournaments and 
teams, Bertram and the organization’s 
other volunteers have found other 
ways to make changes on and off 
the basketball court. In addition to 
hosting more than 120 high school 
instruction programs across the state, 
Sacred Hoops Basketball annually 
distributes more than $70,000 in 
scholarships that aid athletes from 
low-income families to play ball. The 
organization was also the driving 
force behind a recent initiative that 
placed 2,000 new pairs of shoes in the 
hands of children from select, rural 

SHOOTING 
FOR SUCCESS
Sacred Hoops Basketball Scores 
Big with Rural Youth 

Since the program’s conception, 
the emphasis has centered on rural 
engagement. Allan Bertram, the 
owner and operator of Sacred Hoops, 
co-founded the program alongside 
Jordan Long and a few other movers 
and shakers as a way to bring quality 
basketball instruction to students 
who would otherwise need to travel 
hundreds of miles to participate. Their 
goal was to make basketball accessible 
to all athletes across the state, not only 
improving their basketball skills but 

Frank Turner
frank.turner@sdrea.coop 

Sacred Hoops Coach Tuffy Morrison is just one of many volunteer coaches who make Sacred Hoops Basketball a reality for rural athletes.



elementary schools in South Dakota.
“We’ve seen so many kids grow and 

fulfill their passion,” said Bertram. “In 
today’s world, our youth sometimes 
don’t understand what their purpose 
or passion is, and that’s why so many 
of our youth are struggling. It doesn’t 
matter what a kid is passionate about 
– it could be music, sports, gaming, or 
whatever – but it’s our job to help feed 
that passion because that is what gives 
those kids a purpose.”

Today, the program has expanded 
to encompass more than 50 dedicated 
volunteers and 600 athletes across 60 
teams in their summer season, with 
athletes spanning from third grade 
to high school. These numbers, said 
Bertram, have added up to a real 
impact for athletes across the state. 
Within Sacred Hoops Basketball, more 
than 75 athletes have gone on to play 
college-level basketball.

“It gives us a great sense of pride 
because those kids are not only getting 
a post-secondary degree but also get 
to continue their passion by playing at 
the next level,” said Bertram. “Many 
of these kids come from rural areas or 

locations.”
Sacred Hoops Basketball Director 

and Coach Ted Standing Soldier 
also emphasized the impact that the 
nonprofit has had on West River 
athletes. Standing Soldier regularly 
works with athletes from several rural 

West River communities, including 
Pine Ridge, Belle Fourche, Kadoka, 
and more. 

“We have athletes from all over 
come to play on one team, and it’s 
changing the game for these kids. We 
have seen several of our athletes start 
making junior varsity and varsity teams 
as middle schoolers,” said Standing 
Soldier. “These are kids we want to help 
reach their full potential, both on and 
off the court.”

Reflecting on his upbringing, 
Standing Soldier said that basketball 
played a significant role in his early 
life, ultimately leading to college 
scholarships that allowed him to play 
basketball for Platte Community 
College in Nebraska and later the 
University of Mary in North Dakota. 
Those opportunities, he said, are ones 
that he wants to share with other youth 
in South Dakota.

“Basketball has been a part of my 
entire life,” he said. “I developed a love 
for the game. God has used it to impact 
my entire life, and now I’m using it to 
impact others.”

SACRED HOOPS BASKETBALL
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Sacred Hoops Director and Coach Ted Standing Soldier draws up a play for the the Sacred Hoops  
West River Youth Team.

The Sacred Hoops Basketball AAU West Coast National Championship Team.
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Shannon Marvel
shannon.marvel@sdrea.coop    

 
During summertime mornings, Ali Van 

Sambeek will send her five-year-old out 
into the backyard to retrieve what’s needed 
to cook that morning’s breakfast.

“He’s learned how to fry an egg on the 
stove, so in the summer he’ll go out to the 
coop, bring back and egg and cook himself 
breakfast. Or I’ll tell kids we need some 
tomatoes and eggs for breakfast, and they’ll 
go out to get them in the backyard,” Van 
Sambeek said.

Nestled in the Black Hills between 
Hermosa and Keystone, Ali and her 
husband raise four children, all under the 
age of seven, and a couple dozen chickens.

The chickens were added to the Van 
Sambeek family about a year ago.

“We wanted our kids to have more 
chores. We both grew up ranching and 
farming. We don’t personally do that 

anymore and we wanted our kids to have a 
taste of that life,” Van Sambeek said.

“We haven’t had to buy a store-bought 
egg since we started,” she gleamed.

To begin, Van Sambeek started asking 
friends who raised their own chickens in 
their backyards a lot of questions.

Around that time and by chance, Van 
Sambeek learned of a friend that was 
looking to get rid of a couple hens and a 
coop for free.

So Van Sambeek took advantage of the 
opportunity and gave the hens a home in 
her backyard.

“We started with four, and were up to 
20 at one point. And now we’re down a 
little bit after an unfortunate situation with 
a hawk. That was our kids’ first experience 
with losing animals. But this spring we’ll 
get chicks again,” Van Sambeek said.

The Van Sambeeks started off with 
Dominique brown layer chickens, but 
expanded the number of breeds in their 

coop to get a more colorful plethora of 
eggs.

“I really wanted the green, dark brown 
and blue eggs. We pretty much have all 
the colors now. They’ve stopped laying 
throughout the winter, in the summer we’ll 
get about eight or nine eggs a day,” Van 
Sambeek said.

With her children being at the ages of 
7, 5, 3 and 1, raising chickens has been 

BACKYARD CHICKENS

Ali Van Sambeek’s one-year-old smiles while feeding the chickens.

Keeping Chickens

Ali Van Sambeek’s son refills the water jug 
for the family’s chickens.
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a great way to teach them that their food 
doesn’t just come from the store.

“Somebody has to put work into it – it’s 
kind of cool when it’s your own work. 
That’s been one of the biggest things. We 
also have a pretty big garden. We feed 
the scraps from the garden back to the 
chickens. It’s so much fun for the kids to 
see that process,” Van Sambeek said.

Over in the eastern part of the state near 
Brandon, Stephanie Peterson has taken her 
love of raising backyard chickens and her 
expertise in doing so to new levels.

Peterson grew up in Lemmon and Rapid 
City before moving to Washington, D.C.,  
to work on Capitol Hill for U.S. Sen. Tom 
Daschle.

During her time in Washington, D.C., 
Peterson raised four backyard chickens. 
Nine years ago, Peterson and her family 
moved back to South Dakota and bought a 
small acreage just outside of Brandon.

She purchased 15 hens and one rooster 
in the process and immensely enjoyed 
caring for the chickens and was entertained 
by their antics.

That developed into a full-fledged 
business for Peterson, named Fruit of the 
Coop.

“I heard that the backyard chicken 
keeping classes instructor for Sioux Falls 
Community Education was no longer 
available to teach, and I stepped right into 
the opening. I’ve been teaching classes 
since 2015. I also help small communities 
draft and pass backyard chicken ordinances 
for their towns, in addition to offering 
private consultations for folks who want 
personalized help getting started with 
backyard chickens,” Peterson said.

She even offers advanced classes 
on veterinary care for flocks and is a 
distributor of non-GMO, organic chicken 
feed grown and milled by a local family 
farm.

“I started my egg business in 2016, 
working directly with chefs and restaurant 
owners to provide pasture-raised eggs to 
Sioux Falls restaurants. I also offer farm 
tours and field trips, and operate a farm 
stay AirBnb here at Fruit of the Coop,” 
Peterson said.

What drives Peterson’s passion for 
chicken and eggs is how interesting of an 
animal she’s found chickens to be, with 
what she described as “unique biological 
makeups and also fun personalities.”

Over the years, Peterson has seen 
the number of people raising their own 
chickens increase.

According to the American Pet Product 
Association’s survey, ownership of backyard 
chickens increased from 8% in 2018 to 
13% in 2020. 

“And since COVID-19, the numbers 
have skyrocketed. The pandemic allowed 
for folks to have the time to pursue 
their backyard chicken hobby. But more 
importantly, many people began to focus 
on where their food was coming from and 
how to eat more locally,” Peterson said.

“Raising your own chickens for eggs is 
an easy way to take control of a small part 
of the food system we all participate in. It 

is now estimated that 12 million people in 
the U.S. own backyard chickens.”

Things you need to know when 
considering backyard chickens:
• Hatching a Plan (local laws, cost, 

choosing a breed, where to buy)
• Chicken Little (setting up a brooder, 

food and water, heat, socializing)
• Feather Your Nest (coops and runs, 

predator proofing, cleaning, nest 
boxes, ventilation, space needed, 
seasonal care)

• Chicken Scratch (feeders and 
waterers, nutrient-dense feed, oyster 
shell, grit, treats)

• Ruling the Roost (free range, dust 
baths, molting, pecking order, 
injuries and diseases)

• Eggs/The Fruit of Your Coop (laying 
age, the “bloom,” winter laying)

BACKYARD CHICKENS

The Van Sambeek kids inspect the chicks that will be added to their coop.



To have your event 
listed on this page, send 
complete information, 
including date, event, 
place and contact to your 
local electric cooperative. 
Include your name, 
address and daytime 
telephone number. 
Information must be 
submitted at least eight 
weeks prior to your 
event. Please call ahead 
to confirm date, time and 
location of event. 

Note: Please make sure 
to call ahead to verify the 
event is still being held.

MARCH 1-3, 2024 
National Pheasant 
Fest & Quail Classic
1201 N West Ave.
Sioux Falls, SD

MARCH 2
Live on Stage
High Country Guest Ranch
Hill City, SD

MARCH 7
Elevate Rapid City Economic 
Summit
8 a.m.
The Monument
Rapid City, SD

MARCH 9
French Toast/Pancake Feed 
& Health Fair
8:30 a.m.
Tea Community Building
Tea, SD

MARCH 9
SunCatcher Therapeutic 
Riding Academy & 3rd 
Annual Shamrock Gala
5 p.m.
Alex Johnson Ballroom
Rapid City, SD

MARCH 11-15
Black Hills Institute’s 50th 
Anniversary Celebration
Hill City, SD

MARCH 14-16
Spring Rummage Fundraiser
Spearfi sh Senior Center
Spearfi sh, SD

MARCH 15
East Dakota Chapter NWFT 
31st Annual Banquet
Ramkota Exhibit Hall
Sioux Falls, SD

MARCH 15-16
Badlands Quilter Weekend 
Getaway
5:30 p.m. Friday, all day 
Saturday
Wall Community Center
Wall, SD

MARCH 16
Live On Stage
High Country Guest Ranch
Hill City, SD

MARCH 16
South Dakota Poetry 
Society Poetry on the Road 
& Open Mic
1 p.m. 
Tri-State Museum
Belle Fourche, SD

MARCH 16-17
Hill City Antiques, Railroad 
& Collectibles Show & Sale
Hill City Center
Hill City, SD

MARCH 17
St. Patrick’s Day Green 
Pancakes and Sausage
8:30 a.m.
RVUMC
Rapid City, SD

MARCH 20-23
Hill City Restaurant Week
Hill City, SD

MARCH 23
Tyndall VFW Vegas Night
7:30 p.m.
Tyndall Community Center
Tyndall, SD

MARCH 23
Hill City Children’s Easter 
Egg Hunt
Visitor Info Center
Hill City, SD

MARCH 24
Ham Dinner & Silent 
Auction
11:45 a.m.
RVUMC
Rapid City, SD

APRIL 2
Clay-Union Electric 
Ribbon Cutting & Open 
House 
3 p.m. - 6:15 p.m.
31321 SD Hwy. 19
Vermillion, SD

APRIL 5-7
71st Annual Hayes Play:
Under a Cowboy Moon
7 p.m.  
Hayes Community Hall
Hayes, SD

APRIL 12-14
The Farmer’s Daughter 19th 
Anniversary Celebration
Hill City, SD

APRIL 14 
Hill City Senior Sunday 
Breakfast
8 a.m.
Hill City Center 
Hill City, SD


