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Executive Summary 

The Rural Learning Center is a product of visionaries. Both organization and place, it is a 

platform for rural people to discover, teach, share and reimagine--together. In the midst of 

Miner County, South Dakota’s quiet, remarkable transformation from dying town to place of 

hope and opportunity, this small rural community has become a living learning laboratory for 

innovative and sustainable solutions.  

Now, we’re building a platinum LEED certified1 conference and training center along Howard’s 

Main Street. The Maroney Rural Learning Center’s location is intentional: we will welcome rural 

communities to learn together in a community that has done the hard work required to make 

big changes.  The location is also proximate to Howard’s growing renewable energy industries. 

The facility will house an innovative renewable energy training program for students from local 

high schools, technical schools and existing industry employees (incumbent workers).   

The Concept.  The Maroney Rural Learning Center will be a centerpiece and showcase of the 

ongoing work and learning in Miner County, and a gathering place for rural communities to 

learn from one another about the issues that challenge them.  The facility will include: 

• A conference center for workshops, events, and community gatherings 

• A green energy training program where industry meets workforce 

• On-site lodging   

• A programming and office center for RLC staff and partners 

• A community kitchen and local foods dining room 

• Cutting edge, hands-on  green design principles and materials 

• The latest in renewable energy and efficiency technologies 

Slated to open in 2010, the facility will cost an estimated $11.6 million to build.  Currently, $3.5 

million of the needed funds are 100% secured, while another $4.3 million are pending.   

The Need.  The Rural Learning Center team is overwhelmed with requests for help from rural 

communities.  The renewable energy industry has difficulty finding and building a trained 

workforce.  Young people are looking for relevant education that provides real opportunity.  

The needs are easy to define—the solutions are harder to come by.  They require multi-faceted, 

multi-layered responses and experts in solving tough problems.   

                                                           
1
 Leadership in Energy and Environment Design is the “nationally recognized benchmark for the design, construction, and  operation of high 

performance buildings.” www.usgbc.org 
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The Purpose.  The creation of the Maroney Rural Learning Center facility is a natural response 

to needs we have experienced in rural communities and growing industries.  The Center will 

facilitate shared learning and collaboration among and between rural stakeholders.  The Center 

will house a cutting edge green energy training program that brings communities, high school 

and adult students, technical institute programs, and the renewable energy industry together.  

In short, the Maroney Rural Learning Center is that multi-faceted, multi-layered solution to the 

challenges communities and industries in South Dakota are facing.  It’s an experiment, it’s 

different, and we think it can change how we all see and do community and workforce 

development.   

Our Principles.  The Rural Learning Center team has always done things a bit differently.  We 

bring all kinds of people to the same table to make things work.  We think about how the 

system can work better for rural people and rural communities.  We know things don’t change 

overnight, and we keep working to make good things happen.   

Why Us? The expertise and persistence required to do rural community development is 

something the Rural Learning Center team knows well.  We’ve stared adversity and despair in 

the face, and turned into hope and revitalization. The development of the Maroney Rural 

Learning Center facility will allow the RLC team to reach out to rural communities, businesses 

and leaders. 

Why here? Howard is the only place we would build the Maroney Rural Learning Center facility.  

It is where we began, and it is a rural community who has done the hard work necessary to 

create a new, promising future.  Miner County has become a learning lab for small rural 

communities across the nation, and building the Maroney Rural Learning Center here allows 

people to see the transformation in real time.  

Why now? The time is right for rural community renewal.  The renewable energy movement is 

bringing opportunity to rural communities everywhere.  It’s now or never for many 

communities, and the people of Miner County won’t settle for never.  All the right players are 

assembling to build this symbol of America’s rural future.  
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Making It Happen 

We’ve assembled a strong list of partners for this project.  That’s the only way something of this 

magnitude can really work.  What’s better is that our partners haven’t just pledged support; 

they’ve designed the facility and what happens inside of it with us.  Learn more about who is 

making the Maroney Rural Learning Center facility happen below.   

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

 

Rural Learning Center 

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 nation2.”  From the roots of a movement started by Howard high 

school students more than a decade ago, and continued through a remarkable partnership with 

the Northwest Area Foundation, Howard and its surroundings have become a place of hope and 

opportunity. 

• City sales tax revenue has increased 191% in the last 10 years; 

• Renewable energy companies are locating and expanding in Howard—over 150 living 

wage jobs have been created since 2002; 

• School enrollments are on the upswing, the 2008 school year began with 11 more 

students than last year; 

• Population in 2010 is projected to increase in Miner County for the first time in 80+ 

years by the Governor’s Office of Economic Development. 

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 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 has become the “Rural Learning Center,” building from its roots 

of local success, to ignite and lead a broader rural movement of change in small communities.  

As a centerpiece for the work in and out of Miner County, the RLC along with dozens of 

partners, are building a learning and demonstration center in Howard, SD. The Maroney Rural 

Learning Center facility will be a living showcase of innovations in rural sustainability, a 

gathering place to share and experience rural community learning, and the home of an 

innovative workforce development experiment.   
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Over the past 10 years, the Rural Learning Center team has developed a reputation in South 

Dakota and throughout the nation for their innovative approach to community development.  

The Maroney Rural Learning Center facility will allow the RLC team, the community of Howard, 

the facility’s partners, and the state of South Dakota to showcase collective expertise in 

sustainable community and workforce development. 

Learn more about the Rural Learning Center organization and our journey of change in Miner 

County at http://RuralLearningCenter.org. 

 

Heartland Consumers Power District
Heartland Consumers Power District is a n

Madison, SD. Heartland provides supplemental power to the City of Howard from a diversified 

mix of resources in the Midwest. Heartland has partnered with the Rural Learning Center on 

the development of the training center to allow both organizations to develop comprehensive 

energy efficiency training and education tools. 

 

“The state of South Dakota needs to get in front of the emerging renewable energy wave that is 

coming,” said Russell Olson, manager of commun

“We need to have qualified, trained and certified renewable energy laborers to meet the 

demand that is a certainty. Heartland has made a commitment to the Rural Learning Center 

because we believe it can help meet

 

“Imagine South Dakota as a national leader in renewable energy, energy 

environmental stewardship,” said Heartland President Mike McDowell. “Imagine Heartland and 

Howard developing a smart grid community and a real

 

Over the past 10 years, the Rural Learning Center team has developed a reputation in South 

nation for their innovative approach to community development.  

The Maroney Rural Learning Center facility will allow the RLC team, the community of Howard, 

the facility’s partners, and the state of South Dakota to showcase collective expertise in 

ble community and workforce development.  

Learn more about the Rural Learning Center organization and our journey of change in Miner 

County at http://RuralLearningCenter.org.  

Heartland Consumers Power District 

Heartland Consumers Power District is a non-profit public corporation headquartered in 

. Heartland provides supplemental power to the City of Howard from a diversified 

mix of resources in the Midwest. Heartland has partnered with the Rural Learning Center on 

ning center to allow both organizations to develop comprehensive 

energy efficiency training and education tools.  

“The state of South Dakota needs to get in front of the emerging renewable energy wave that is 

coming,” said Russell Olson, manager of community and economic development for Heartland. 

“We need to have qualified, trained and certified renewable energy laborers to meet the 

demand that is a certainty. Heartland has made a commitment to the Rural Learning Center 

because we believe it can help meet this demand.”  

“Imagine South Dakota as a national leader in renewable energy, energy efficiency

environmental stewardship,” said Heartland President Mike McDowell. “Imagine Heartland and 

Howard developing a smart grid community and a real-time energy learning laboratory.”

 

Over the past 10 years, the Rural Learning Center team has developed a reputation in South 

nation for their innovative approach to community development.  

The Maroney Rural Learning Center facility will allow the RLC team, the community of Howard, 

the facility’s partners, and the state of South Dakota to showcase collective expertise in 

Learn more about the Rural Learning Center organization and our journey of change in Miner 

profit public corporation headquartered in 

. Heartland provides supplemental power to the City of Howard from a diversified 

mix of resources in the Midwest. Heartland has partnered with the Rural Learning Center on 

ning center to allow both organizations to develop comprehensive 

“The state of South Dakota needs to get in front of the emerging renewable energy wave that is 

ity and economic development for Heartland. 

“We need to have qualified, trained and certified renewable energy laborers to meet the 

demand that is a certainty. Heartland has made a commitment to the Rural Learning Center 

efficiency and 

environmental stewardship,” said Heartland President Mike McDowell. “Imagine Heartland and 

y learning laboratory.” 
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Energy Maintenance Service / Broadwind Energy 

 EMS, a Broadwind Energy company, is committed to building the most technically-skilled, 

innovative, and experienced workforce in the industry. This commitment is evidenced by a 

technical training program that is second to none. EMS invests heavily in their employees and 

training programs to ensure that their workforce is fully-equipped to safely and efficiently solve 

problems in the field.  

 

As EMS prepares to double its workforce in the next two years, it is partnering with the Rural 

Learning Center team to deliver training to current and potential future employees at the 

Maroney Rural Learning Center facility.  EMS will also use the facility to host specialized vendor 

training sessions for the industry as a whole.  The facility will expand both the number of 

employees that can be trained and the kinds of training EMS will offer.     

 

Broadwind Energy oversees, directs and provides a unifying vision for companies that 

manufacture, install and maintain components for energy and infrastructure-related industries. 

In all of those sectors – and especially in wind energy – our reach is broad, multifaceted, 

encompassing and growing by the day. Broadwind now owns five company platforms, including 

EMS.  
 

 

Knight and Carver Wind Group 

 Knight & Carver Wind Group has become well-respected in the wind energy industry for its 

innovation and quality, working closely with the world's largest wind energy producers. 

Currently, the fast-growing Wind Group has repair projects in 15 U.S. states, as well as a large 

project under way in Spain. 

Knight & Carver Wind Group owns and operates a full-scale blade manufacturing and repair 

facility in Howard, South Dakota. Built on a 7.2 acre site in the Howard Industrial Park, the 

26,000 square foot facility serves as the company's prime blade headquarters. The company 

now employs 62 full-time workers in Howard, with plans to expand. 

• Full-service blade repair and production facility 

• Serving Upper Midwest and neighboring environs 

• All-weather 26,000 square foot facility on 7.2 acres 

• Exclusive producers of the Star Blade for low wind speeds 

• Opened March 2007 

• Economic impact: The addition of Knight & Carver further bolsters the efforts of the 

State of South Dakota and the RLC team to bring living-wage jobs and economy vitality 

to the region through the use of renewable energy sources.  
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Horizon Health Care, Inc. 

Horizon Health Care, Inc. is an organization of community health centers located in ten 

communities in eastern, central, and southwestern South Dakota.  Horizon also serves as the 

center of a high-tech network of 28 Community Health Care site clinics in South and North 

Dakota, connecting them into a ‘high tech’ network that allows exceptional access to data & 

information, streamlines their operational performance, and provides opportunities for 

continued medical education for their health care providers through video conferencing.   

 

Horizon Health Care, Inc. is a partner in the current Rural Learning Center facility, managing the 

27 T-1 lines that link at the Rural Learning Center hub, and providing technical support to the 

facility. Horizon will be a key partner in the further development of the Maroney Rural Learning 

Center facility, and will use the facility to expand staff development trainings in addition to 

hosting industry conferences.   

 
 

Mitchell Technical Institute 

Mitchell Technical Institute’s vision is to be a leader in learning and a valued partner in 

transforming the lives and communities of South Dakota.  MTI sees the Maroney Rural Learning 

Center facility as a way students can gain hands-on experience in the renewable energy 

industry and culinary arts program.   MTI is partnering with local industry now to develop the 

degree and diploma programs companies really need. “This project is magic,” said MTI 

President Greg Von Wald. 

High Plains Technical School 

A consortium of 3 public high school districts formed High Plains Technical School in 2008, in 

partnership with the Rural Learning Center team, to create a program for students that would 

encourage relevant educational programs tied to specific high-growth career paths.  High Plains 

Technical School, and the now 13 school districts they represent, will use the Maroney Rural 

Learning Center facility to educate and train both at-risk and excelling high school students who 

are interested in renewable energy and other industries.  

 

High Plains member school districts: Howard, Madison Central, Chester Area, McCook Central, 

Montrose, Lake Preston, Oldham-Ramona, Canistota, DeSmet, Sanborn Central, Rutland, 

Arlington, and Colman-Egan. 
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Additional Partners 

• American Wind Energy Association 

• City of Howard 

• Howard Industries, Inc. 

• Miner County Development Corporation 

• Miner County Economic Development 

• Howard Public Schools 

• SDSU School of Engineering 

• Northwest Area Foundation 

• Koch Hazard Architects 

• SD American Institute of Architects 

• US Congress 

• Bowden Productions 

• Alternegy, Inc. 

• Analysis and Engineering Consulting 
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Construction Plan 

The Maroney Rural Learning Center facility will include: 

• A conference center for workshops, events, and community gatherings 

• A green energy training program where industry meets workforce 

• On-site lodging   

• A programming and office center for RLC staff and partners 

• A community kitchen and local foods dining room 

• Cutting edge, hands-on green design principles and materials 

• The latest in renewable energy and efficiency technologies on display 

 

 

Construction on the $11.6 million facility will begin March 2009, with a projected completion 

date of July 2010. 

 

  

Maroney 
Rural 

Learning 
Center

Conference/
Events

Industry 
Training

Lodging

Office 
Center Kitchen/

Dining

Rural
Green

Learning 
Exhibits

Design Process 

We do most things differently at the Rural Learning Center. Designing a vision for the Maroney 

RLC facility has been no different.  Our staff and board didn’t design the facility in a vacuum. 

Instead, the community of Howard, industry experts, and additional stakeholders have been 

designing the Maroney Rural Learning Center facility together so that it works for everyone.  

Ideas were better. Collaborative relationships were strengthened. Needs were understood. And 

the result is beautiful. 
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Construction Estimates 

Phase 1 Building, Land, Technology $1.25 million 

Additional Site Preparation $0.40 million 

Facility Construction $7.85 million 

Architecture, Engineering, and other 

Professional Services 

$1.40 million 

Green Energy Production Fixtures $0.70 million* 

  

Total $11.6 million 
*Possible full-scale wind turbine off site would add $1.8 million, and would be funded entirely by a partner. 

Funding Status 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

See the details of our secured and pending funding sources in Appendix 1. 

 

Green Design 

The Maroney Rural Learning Center will be built to the highest ‘green’ standards. We’ll use 

strategies, materials and systems that are friendlier to the environment, more energy efficient, 

and as local as possible. We’ll install solar electric panels, geothermal heating systems, wind 

turbines and living roof gardens. We’ll flush toilets and water plants with collected rain water. 

We’ll orient and open things up just right to let Mother Nature take care of the heating and 

cooling as best she can. We’ll use old-is-new-again building techniques like rammed earth and 

straw bale walls.  

 

In short, we’ll design and build toward LEED Platinum standards, with the help of the region’s 

greenest architecture firm.  And we’ll turn the whole building into show-and–tell by exposing 

the green systems and materials and displaying the building processes and energy efficiencies. 

Visitors to the facility will learn about sustainable design and building just by being here.  
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Concept Plans 

 

For additional concept detail and floor plans, see Appendices 2 and 3.   
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Operating Plan 

The following sections touch on our strategies and projections for each component of the 

Maroney Rural Learning Center facility, followed by three year overall projected revenues and 

expenses. All projections are quite conservative, in order to ensure long term self-sustainabilty 

for the facility. 

 

Conferencing and Events 

 
The seeds of the dream to build the Maroney Rural Learning Center are rooted in the 

overwhelming number of requests to Miner County leaders for help by other rural communities 

over the past eight years. Just in the past two years, 62 rural communities from 14 states have 

asked RLC staff for assistance and plugged into the shared learning that we try to host.  

 

Rural needs a gathering place to share ideas and learn together. Not in a city, but right in the 

middle of real, genuine rural. We believe there is something powerful about the idea of coming 

to a unique, state-of-the–art conference center in a small rural town that is destroying popular 

misconceptions about the future of rural communities.  

 

Our facility will also be perhaps the ‘greenest’ small town facility in the nation. We’ll build over 

and above the highest level standards. We’ll host events and show exhibits, but the facility itself 

will be the grandest exhibit.  

Several organizations (some of which are listed below) have already indicated strong interest in 

hosting conferences in Howard.  A unique rural setting in South Dakota paired with a 

community whose work has been described as “the most extraordinary rural development 

project in the nation3” will generate national interest in this conference and training center.  To 

top it off, the RLC expansion will be the first LEED Platinum building in South Dakota and in the 

great plains region.  It will certainly be something to see and experience.   

Generally, conference centers alone are not a source of revenue.  Instead the conference 

center will spur the profitability of related ventures, including the lodging, kitchen/dining, and 

RLC programs.   

  

                                                           
3
 Dr. Forrest Calico, “What Makes Rural Health Care Work? National Rural Health Association American Tour, February, 2007 
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Industry Training 

 

The Maroney Rural Learning Center will host and facilitate a partnership between Mitchell Technical 

Institute, High Plains Technical School and local industry partners like Energy Maintenance Service, 

Knight and Carver Wind Group and Heartland Consumers Power District. Industry leaders will sit at the 

table with technical education institutions and the RLC team to design associate degrees and diploma 

programs that are immediately relevant to industry trends and needs.  By marrying community, industry 

and education, we’ll custom-build training programs that will give birth to South Dakota’s next 

generation renewable energy workforce. 

The renewable energy industry, particularly the wind energy sector, is in a very high growth stage. 

According to a recent study by BCC Research4, the compound annual growth rate in the wind industry 

between 2008 and 2013 is expected to be 40%. Wind industry leaders project a demand for 6000 

additional wind technicians in the U.S. over the next two years.   

Technical schools in the U.S. are currently producing only about 250 new wind technicians each year, 

and South Dakota is graduating zero.  As South Dakota finds itself on the cusp of dramatic expansion in 

the renewable energy industries, we are also in the midst of a workforce shortage crisis. We have more 

jobs than people, and the projections are more staggering. Our state needs a collaborative effort to feed 

the growing appetite for wind and other renewable energy workers.  

Our new facility will provide four smart classrooms dedicated to industry training, as well as a large 

shared space for hands-on training (allowing students to dig into full-scale wind turbines inside the 

Maroney RLC, for example).  

In partnership with Horizon Health Care, we’ll also build a smart classroom for health care clinic staff 

training on site. This will allow Horizon to train its own growing rural health care workforce as well as 

offer training to others in the industry.  

There will be four kinds of industry training taking place at the Maroney Rural Learning Center: 

• General introduction and hands-on internship learning by at-risk high school students in 

partnership with High Plains Technical School; 

• General and specific associate degree and diploma programs offered through Mitchell Technical 

Institute in partnership with the RLC and industry leaders; 

• Training offered by local industry directly to new and existing employees (ie. EMS Tech I, II, III); 

• And technical, vendor and safety training offered by renewable energy companies to the 

industry at large. 

                                                           
4
 “Wind Turbines: The U.S. Market.” For more information, visit http://bccresearch.com. 
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The RLC team will provide the venue and facilitate the process. We’ll generate revenue in two ways: 

• By renting training space to local companies to train their own employees or offer training to 

the industry, and 

• Through facilitation fees charged to Mitchell Tech and High Plains Technical School on a per 

student and/or per credit hour basis.  

 

Lodging 

 The lodging component of the facility includes 34 private rooms in four different varieties for 

conference participants, trainees, and general community use.  The lodging areas are designed 

in ‘pods’ specifically to encourage collaboration and interaction among guests.  Each lodging 

pod includes 12 private rooms and two common spaces.   There are also 6 standard rooms and 

4 suites located on the second level in a more traditional format. 

 

Kitchen and Dining 

The kitchen and dining space will serve several functions within the Maroney Rural Learning 

Center facility: food service for guests will be prepared in the on-site kitchen, a private dining 

area will serve both community and guests, and the kitchen and dining area will serve as an 

incubator for local food products and product demonstrations.   

 

Other Spaces for Lease 

 

The Maroney Rural Learning Center facility will include a number of additional commercial, 

office and display spaces for rent/lease.  

Office Suites 

The Rural Learning Center team will occupy roughly 5000 ft2 of office space, both in the existing 

building and in new space. Horizon Health Care currently leases office space and shares 

reception, meeting and equipment space with the RLC team.   The new office space will allow 

the RLC team to lease four additional 700 ft2 office suites, with a separate shared reception 

space.  
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Co-working Space 

Our plan also calls for creating an open space working area to be used by a mix of RLC staff and 

temporary users. This area, commonly called a ‘co-working space,’ will provide a desk, 

workstation, phone, internet and office equipment and supplies for users. The co-working 

space will provide a shared work environment for people who might be in Howard for a few 

hours, a few days or a few weeks. Rents will be based on a per hour, day or week contract.  

Commercial Spaces 

The facility will also include a 1700 ft2 fitness area that will be leased by a local membership-

based fitness center. Members and Maroney Rural Learning Center guests will have access to 

the facility 24 hours a day. The RLC gift shop will also be leased to a local entrepreneur on a 

percentage of sales basis. Spaces will also be available to regional companies to rent for 

temporary displays and exhibits in the concourse area.  

 

  Final Notes 

Building the Maroney Rural Learning Center is an exciting event for South Dakota and Miner 

County. It’s a winning combination of the right people, the right place and the right time. You 

can help build a symbol of the new day for rural communities.  

Learn More or Become a Partner 

You are invited to join the effort. Designing the RLC campus has been a collaborative effort of 

many stakeholders, and we’ll need more partners to help make this dream a reality. 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@rurallearningcenter.org. 
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Appendix 1. Funding Detail 

Funding Status 

 

 

Funding Secured 

Maroney Family $1.00 million 

Company A $0.75 million 

Company B $0.50 million 

Rural Learning Center $1.25 million 

  

Total $3.50 million 

 

Funding Pending 

Company C $1.50 million 

Company D $1.00 million 

Local Capital Campaign $1.60 million 

Congressional Earmark $0.20 million 

  

Total $4.30 million 

 



17 | P a g e   

 

Appendix 2. Concept Drawings

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Appendix 2. Concept Drawings 
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19 | P a g e     

 

Appendix 3. Floor Plans 
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Appendix 4. RLC Leadership 

 

RLC Board of Directors 

Pat Maroney Chair 

Mads Andenas Vice-Chair 

Max Schwader Treasurer 

Sue Dillon Secretary 

Tom Kilian  

Bruce Williams  

Lois Perrine  

Jim Doolittle  

Dick Peterson  

Mary Stangohr  

Robin Gudahl  

  

 

Current RLC Team 

Randy Parry President 

Kathy Callies Vice President of Advancement 

Joe Bartmann Vice President of Community Outreach and 

Learning 

Teresa Poppen Vice President of Finance and Lending 

Lindsey Karlson Community Outreach Coordinator 

Tami Severson Housing Coordinator, Miner County 

Dawn Hamilton Administrative Coordinator 

Briana Hoffman Regional Development Coordinator, Deuel 

County 

Jim Beddow Senior Consultant 

Rita Edwards Consultant, Rural Housing Collaborative 

Mike Knutson Consultant, Rural Transformations Inc. 

  

  

 

 


