


The Place To Grow

“The glass half
full philosophy
is an important
one, especially
given some of
the challenges
faced in one of
the state’s most
rural areas.”

by Brenda Kleinjan
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THE PLACE TO GROW — IcAHYA WOECUN — 1s
based on a traditional Lakota model that a
group of leaders on the Cheyenne River Indian
Reservation are using to develop their local
economies.

Founded in 2000, the Four Bands Community
Fund was created to provide small business
training and lending, entrepreneurship education
and financial literacy on the reservation located in
northwestern South Dakota.

“We're promoting entrepreneurship, getting
people to dream about where their talents are so
they can dream about creating jobs and work to
create a vision to provide for their families,” said
Tanya Fiddler, executive director of the community
fund, which is based in Eagle Butte, S.D.

“We get people to think entrepreneurally
and create work because there aren’t those
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opportunities here,” said Fiddler.

The Four Bands’ efforts spread out to
communities throughout the reservation, which
covers a land mass roughly the size of the state
of Connecticut. The loans are helping build
businesses in communities of all sizes on the
reservation, from the larger Eagle Butte to
communities not found on state maps.

“We have stimulated the growth of the local
economy by providing financial and technical
assistance to new businesses,” said Fiddler. The
Four Bands fund serves 400 individuals annually.

One success story Fiddler points to is a trail ride
enterprise that was developed as a side business to
a tipi bed and breakfast in Bridger.

If you take the perspective of a glass half empty,
the reservation is composed of a group of very
rural towns located large distances from each other

and face some of the highest unemployment and poverty
rates in the country, the fund writes on its Web site.

But, using Four Bands’ “asset-based” approached, the
reservation “is composed of communities of people with a
rich and unique culture, art, leadership and history of interest
to others from around the world. They are people who
have survived because of their strong values and their strong
commitment to self-determination and self-sufficiency.”

The glass half full philosophy is an important one,
especially given some of the challenges faced in one of the
state’s most rural areas that is ranked one of the poorest
counties in the state.

According to the University of South Dakota’s Small
Business Development Center Web site, businesses on
reservations can face unique challenges because tribes and
tribal members cannot mortgage reservation land. Without
mortgages, it is difficult to obtain loans needed to finance
business development.

Economic development groups like Four Bands are
working to make sure that entrepreneurs have access to
money to make their dreams come true.

In southwestern South Dakota, Lakota Funds has been
encouraging economic growth on the Pine Ridge Reservation
for 20 years. The organization celebrates its 20th anniversary
in June in Kyle.

According to its Web site, Lakota Funds is “a community
development organization actively promoting the socio-
economic sustainability of Oglala Lakota Oyate (people)
on the Pine Ridge Reservation. Its culturally appropriate
strategies include business loans, technical assistance and
targeted community and business development.”

The group’s originators focused on the key roadblocks to
economic development: access to technical assistance, access
to business networks and access to infrastructure.

“We're building human capital first, said Fiddler. “It
takes a while to get them up and going.” Part of that
human capital aspect is developing savings program to help
individuals start saving for their businesses.

In Eagle Butte, 150 people have graduated from the
Four Bands’ business planning class and the fund has issued
$500,000 in micro and small business loans. Many of the
loans are small as more than 100 loans have been made to
about 80 businesses.

Opposite: Just as vegetation growing along the banks of the Cheyenne
River creates a lush landscape, leaders with the Four Bands Community
Fund seek to grow the local economy of the Cheyenne River Indian
Reservation. Photo by sdgrasslandscoalition.org Above Right: Tanya Fiddler,
executive director for the Four Bands Community Fund, guides the

group in its endeavors. Fiddler was recently named the Small Business
Administration’s Minority Small Business Champion of the Year for South
Dakota and Region VIII. Photo by Roger Lawien/Moreau-Grand Eleciric Cooperafive

Their largest package — one in Timber Lake — helped
sustain three jobs and create 13 jobs.

“We haven’t had a package come in that’s created more
jobs,” Fiddler said.

“We’ve successfully partnered with the Governor’s Office
of Economic Development, Small Business Development
Center, Small Business Administration and other traditional
lenders on a million dollars worth of loan packages,” said
Fiddler.

Another of the funds successes Fiddler points to is a new
store in Eagle Butte — JTR Trips, a sporting goods store
downtown.

“They had lived off reservation and wanted to have jobs
here,” Fiddler said of the two brothers and a sister who have
opened the sporting goods and embroidery shop that features
urban, hip hop and skate board items.

In addition to working with downtown storefronts, Four
Bands has also worked on drawing tourism visitors to not
only the Cheyenne River area, but also to Indian reservations
in other parts of the state.

“We’ve done some stuff in the tourism sector. Our Web
portal, nativediscovery.org, is a project that moves visitors
from Sioux Falls through a northern route to Cheyenne River
or through a southern route to the Rosebud and Pine Ridge
reservations on their way to the Black Hills,” said Fiddler.

The Four Bands” work is being noticed. Recently Fiddler
received the Small Business Administration’s Minority Small
Business Champion of the Year Award for South Dakota
from the South Dakota district office. She also received the
award for SBA’s Region VIII, which is comprised of a six-

state area.
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