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Miner County, South Dakota is in the midst of a quiet, remarkable transformation. As rural 

areas continue to decline across South Dakota and the nation, the people of Miner County have 

found innovative and sustainable solutions through a comprehensive, multi-faceted approach 

to community building and learning. It has been described as “the most extraordinary rural 

development project in the nation1.” Average wages are up 25%, city sales tax revenue has hit 

another all-time high, companies are locating and expanding, school enrollments are on the 

upswing, the housing market is robust, the people—young and old—are engaged. Today, 

Howard and it’s surroundings have become a place of hope and opportunity.  

With the leadership of Miner County Community Revitalization (MCCR), Howard has become a 

learning lab for rural communities throughout the nation who face a difficult future. Woven 

into the local work and effort from the beginning has been the commitment to share what’s 

been learned with other rural places. The intentional next phase of the work begun in Miner 

County is to expand MCCR’s mission, sharing discoveries and co-learning with rural 

communities everywhere. To do this, MCCR will become “The Rural Learning Center,” and build 

from its roots of local success, to ignite and lead a broader rural movement of change in 

understanding and behavior in small communities.  

Building a Learning Campus 

The Rural Learning Center (RLC) will be a unique combination of program and place. As a 

centerpiece for the work in and out of Miner County, RLC is designing and building a learning 

and demonstration campus in Howard, SD. The campus will be a living showcase of innovations 

in rural sustainability, and a gathering place to share and experience rural community learning.  

The campus will include a programming center, a conference and training center, a hotel, a 

community commercial kitchen and renewable energy systems (wind, photovoltaic and 

geothermal) , and will be designed to the highest level LEED certification standards. It will 

become a model of sustainable practices in communities, both for those who live in Miner 

County and for those who visit here. The campus will demonstrate innovations and ideas in 

developing a “living local” economy, renewable energy technology, low environmental impact 

design and practices, rural health care, collaborative learning and rural community 

transformation. 

 

                                                 
1
 Dr. Forrest Calico, “What Makes Rural Health Care Work? National Rural Health Association American Tour, February, 2007 



Why Green? 

The RLC and its partners, along with all the people of South Dakota, have an opportunity to 

make a bold move by modeling environmental sustainability and renewable energy in the 

campus. An green campus can become a symbol of the emerging, transformative future for 

rural communities, and a real model of community sustainability as a sum of  

social, economic and environmental sustainability. Green design brings more than 

environmental benefits to Howard and the rest of South Dakota—it will make a positive impact 

economically too.  

Miner County has the largest renewable energy sector, per capita, in the state of South Dakota 

(two facilities working in wind and one in geothermal). A sustainable building would be a 

natural fit for a community that has invested significantly in renewable energy. Furthermore, of 

the dozen or so LEED certified buildings in South Dakota, none have focused on the need to 

teach others about the importance of renewable energy and green design. 

Components and Cost Estimates 

Phase one of the RLC campus is complete, with a 7500 square foot programming center that is 

home to MCCR and Horizon Healthcare. So far, plans also call for a rural conference center for 

workshops and small conferences, a 24 room hotel2,  a community commercial kitchen3, a 

renewable energy training center and three types of renewable energy generation (wind 

turbine, photovoltaic array, and geothermal wells).  Below are rough cost estimates for each 

component of the campus: 

Programming Center 

(construction complete) 

$1.1 million 

Hotel $1.5 million 

Conference/Training Center $2 million 

Community Kitchen $1 million 

Energy Generation $3.5 million 

  

Total Project Estimate $9.1 million 

Radical Collaboration 

MCCR/Rural Learning Center cannot build a campus like this alone. The organization is 

convening a group of public, nonprofit and corporate partners who will together co-design, 

build and operate the learning campus. Partners will have an intimate role in bringing the 

campus vision to life, from concept to completion. They will also be contributing to a multi-

faceted approach to changing the way people think and act in rural places. Partners will not just 

be helping to build the campus, but also helping to bring new hope to more rural communities. 

                                                 
2
 Current hotel plans are based on 20 single rooms and 4 suites, total lodging for 28 people.  

3
 Kitchen would be used by local businesses for catering and food service on-site for Rural Learning Center and for off-site business. 



The final campus design will be the product of a design charrette. Design charrettes are a multi-

day, collaborative, and transformative events. Architects, engineers, local leaders, utilities and 

all other project stakeholders will gather for an intense week-long session on site in Howard. 

The week will begin with a near blank slate, and end with final concept drawings and details.  

Current Project Partners (as of January 14, 2008) 

Miner County Community Revitalization/Rural Learning Center 

Heartland Consumers Power District  

Energy Maintenance Service 

Howard Public School District 

City of Howard, SD 

Horizon Health Care, Inc. 

Northwest Area Foundation 

SD Community Foundation 

Local Miner County Families 

US Congress Members 

Knight and Carver Wind Blade Division 

Miner County Development Corporation 

Howard Industries, Inc. 

SDSU School of Engineering 

SD Governor’s Office of Economic Development  

Babcock & Brown  

USDA Rural Development 

CDBG Program 

SD American Institute of Architects 

Western Area Power Administration 

SD Futures Fund 

 

Project Funding 

Secured funds  

MCCR/RLC Programming Center equity $1.1 million 

Local family gift $1 million 

Total Secured:  $2.1 million 

  

Fundraising goals  

Additional local family gifts $2 million 

Partner Equity Investments $3 million 

Grants (Corporations, Foundations and Government) $2 million 

Total Need: $7 million 

  

Total Project: $9.1 million 



Learn More or Become a Partner 

You are invited to join the effort. Help build the next stage for one of rural America’s true 

success stories. To contact Project Leader Randy Parry, call 605.772.5153 or email 

randy.parry@mccr.net. To learn more about the Miner County story visit 

OpportunityHoward.com. 

 


