


We began as a small group of people answering a call to 
action, and in 10 years, have evolved into a comprehensive 
nonprofit. We collaborate with—and empower—Lakota 
youth and families to improve the health, culture and  
environment of our community in a way that heals and 
strengthens our identity. And in a way that transforms this 
place we proudly call home. 

Through our work, we are actively disrupting the status  
quo and creating models of change that overpower  
intergenerational poverty and build momentum toward 
regional equity. 

Inspired by our ancestors, and propelled by our youth,  
we are Thunder Valley CDC. 

THIS IS OUR STORY.

The traditional life of our Lakota ancestors was one of 
determination and ingenuity. Our enduring relationships 
with the Creator, and the environment, led us to develop a 
thriving society, durable economy, and comprehensive set 
of beliefs built on sustainability, spirituality and community.

Today, we return to those roots with a bold hope for our 
future: to change our reservation forever.

Thunder Valley Community Development Corporation  
is a Lakota-led grassroots organization working to create 
systemic change on the Pine Ridge Reservation in  
South Dakota. 



How long are you going to 
let other people decide the

FUTURE  for your children?
 ARE YOU NOT 
WARRIORS?
It’s tim

e to stop talking.
And start doing.



There w
as an aw

ful lot of com
plaining on the reservation. Teenagers 

and elders alike, troubled by their circum
stances w

ere losing hope and 
w

anted som
ething different. 

These feelings w
eren’t unw

arranted either—
the Pine Ridge Indian  

Reservation, like m
any of our nation’s reservations—

has been beaten 
dow

n by policies and system
s that have created perpetual poverty.

A
nd yet, w

e w
ere ready for change. 

Q
uietly, there w

ere conversations am
ong a sm

all group of young  
people about how

 to create a m
ovem

ent. There certainly w
asn’t a 

shortage of people w
ho cared about this com

m
unity—

com
m

unity 
m

em
bers w

ho had ideas and w
ho believed things could be different. 

M
oving beyond the ideas, and into action, w

as going to be hard.  
B

ut not im
possible.  

W
hile the path forw

ard m
ay have been unclear, there w

as one thing for 
certain: N

o one w
as going to care as m

uch about our people as w
e do. 

If w
e w

anted transform
ation, w

e needed to create it. 

That change needed to com
e from

 w
ithin.

  Don’t com
e from

 a place of fear.
Com

e from
 a place of hope.

ANYTHING IS POSSIBLE, 
BUT YOU NEED TO TAKE 

ACTION.



The m
ovem

ent is here. 
THE TIME IS NOW

.



From
 the very beginning, young people have been at the heart of  

our w
ork. In fact, w

e w
ere founded by young people w

ho had young 
grow

ing fam
ilies. 

D
uring our early days, w

e started the practice of bringing youth to  
sacred sites around the B

lack H
ills—

it w
as an opportunity to expand 

their know
ledge about Lakota culture, history and spirituality. B

y  
show

ing how
 the history of our people connects to our present, w

e also  
em

pow
ered them

 to think about how
 their actions w

ould im
pact the 

future for their children. 

D
uring the first year w

e also built our C
om

m
unity H

ouse, creating a 
place to gather in prayer, com

m
unity and gratitude. M

en, w
om

en, 
elders and youth of our com

m
unity cam

e together to create this shared 
space, w

ith our ow
n hands. The house is still an im

portant structure in 
our com

m
unity today.

Then, as a new
ly form

ed organization, eager to grow
, w

e w
ent public at 

the Lakota N
ation Invitational in 2008. O

ne of the largest N
ative events 

in South D
akota, our kids w

ere w
earing t-shirts, handing out flyers, and 

connecting w
ith other com

m
unity m

em
bers to discuss the future of our 

people. 

W
e w

ere going public. 

A
nd building our com

m
unity.



In Thunder Valley C
D

C
’s early days, conversations and connections 

started to m
ove the com

m
unity forw

ard in a thoughtful, m
eaningful, 

and progressive w
ay. In the m

onths to com
e, w

e gathered com
m

unity 
m

em
bers together for num

erous m
eetings, resulting in hundreds of 

hours of discussions, ideas, and visions for the future.

These conversations carried an unexpected, but not unjustified  
challenge: To think about the possibilities and not only the challenges 
that m

ight block the path to people’s dream
s. 

Som
e felt these discussions m

ight be creating false hope. W
hy tem

pt 
ourselves w

ith these ideas w
hen w

e don’t have the resources to m
ake 

them
 into reality? 

W
hy create m

ore broken prom
ises for our people? 

A
nd they had a point––too often our people endured the  

disappointm
ent of a hollow

 prom
ise. B

ut our youth had endless ideas 
and enthusiasm

. If w
e w

anted to create change, w
e first had to know

 
w

hat our people w
anted for their futures. Even though w

e didn’t have 
the resources yet, w

e knew
: 

“It doesn’t cost anything to dream
 big.” 

Q
uickly, Thunder Valley C

D
C

 becam
e a safe space for fam

ilies to com
e 

together and have hard, honest discussions about w
ho w

e are, w
hat w

e 
w

anted for our fam
ilies and com

m
unity, and how

 w
e w

ould take steps 
to realize our hopes together.



In 2010, Thunder Valley C
D

C
 purchased 34 acres of land 

near Sharp’s C
orner in Porcupine, South D

akota. A
n area 

noted for its rolling hills, vast plains, and vibrant sunsets, 
the land sits at the geographic center of the Pine Ridge 
Reservation. 

C
onversations w

ith com
m

unity m
em

bers began to  
form

 tangible objectives through the O
yate O

m
niciye  

C
onsortium

; or, the C
ircle M

eetings of the People.  
W

ith support from
 a num

ber of foundations and federal 
partners, a regional planning docum

ent for the Pine Ridge  
Reservation began to take shape—

inform
ing decisions w

e 
w

ould m
ake about econom

ic developm
ent, youth  

program
m

ing, education, infrastructure, and other things 
that our com

m
unity identified as priorities.

The w
ork m

obilized local partners. It also offered clear 
directions and priorities for our people. 

Through the developm
ent of the plan, our people could 

see m
ore clearly our com

m
on goals and w

hat w
e  

collectively envisioned for our reservation. 

W
e w

ere on-board and ready to w
ork. 

A
nd so w

ere they. 



W
e understood very early that solid, honest partnerships w

ould  
m

axim
ize our chance of success. From

 our start, Thunder Valley C
D

C
 

has been figuring out how
 to unlock doors previously closed on our 

people, cultivating relationships w
ith partners that share our values as 

an organization, and recognizing that trust and m
utual respect is the 

foundation of all quality partnerships. There’s m
uch w

e have learned in 
our first 10 years, but perhaps none m

ore im
portant that to accom

plish 
our vision w

e m
ust find partners w

ho believe in our vision, share our 
values, and w

ish to dream
 big w

ith us. 

This starts by turning to our greatest asset: our com
m

unity. O
ur people 

have w
alked alongside us every step of the w

ay, nurturing and creating 
things that are good for our future. W

e’ve invested in our people from
 

the start, taking our first four years to engage anyone w
ho w

ould talk to 
us in deep discussions about w

hat w
e w

ant, and how
 w

e w
ould earn it. 

A
s our organization has developed plans for our future, w

e have  
w

elcom
ed other partners to share in our journey of learning and  

creating, including m
aster planners and architects w

ho have recognized  
the im

portance of our culture, bolstered our ability to succeed by 
challenging us, and helped us to cultivate a plan forw

ard. So, too, have 
Lakota artists and culture bearers of all kinds added their creativity into 
our design decisions—

encouraging us to com
m

unicate our culture and 
identity in every space, and in every program

 w
e innovate. 

C
hange happens at the intersection of diversity in people, sectors,  

and disciplines. 

A
t Thunder Valley C

D
C

, our w
ork em

bodies that intersection.



“I’ve seen so m
any negative articles

m
eant to show ‘the truth’ of Pine 

Ridge, but they only capture half of it. 

Thunder Valley showed m
e there  

are people dedicated to m
aking  

our hom
e better by helping youth  

and preserving the earth. 

THEY GIVE ME HOPE
that som

eday the negative press  
won’t have any truth to them

 at all.”
–Sierra C

oncha



2011. 
W

hen w
e com

pleted our first 
m

aster plan, w
e thought the next 

step w
as to start building. B

ut w
e 

realized that the plan didn’t feel 
like our com

m
unity. So w

e w
ere 

brave, and risky, and scrapped 
it. The redesign—

w
hat guides 

us today—
is m

ore green, m
ore 

efficient, and places our Lakota 
culture at the center. 

2012-15. 
The w

orld starts to know
 Thunder 

Valley C
D

C
. President B

arack 
O

bam
a shines a light on our 

w
ork, and legislators like  

Senator Tim
 Johnson (D

-SD
) and 

Secretary of H
ousing and U

rban 
D

evelopm
ent Julian C

astro visit. 
The attention is a rem

inder of the 
reach of our w

ork, and grounds 
our desire to root our w

ork here 
at hom

e. 

2015. 
A

n evening glow
 run and  

daytim
e color run rem

ind us  
w

hat happens w
hen you  

set out to transform
 the  

com
m

unity—
laughter, joy,  

friendship, and m
ore.  

Thunder Valley C
D

C
 is m

ore  
than just buildings. It is a place 
w

here dream
s becom

e reality, 
and change actually happens.

2016. 
W

e help put our com
m

unity  
to w

ork. Through the W
orkforce 

D
evelopm

ent Through  
Sustainable C

onstruction 
Program

, the sam
e com

radery 
happening w

ith our youth can  
be found on our construction 
team

s as they pour concrete,  
link electrical lines, and construct 
hom

es.

HERE, nothing is created in

ISOLATION.
It is grow

n and adapted and honed by a group of people w
ho take  

an idea, contem
plate it, try it out, adjust it, and then drive it forw

ard.  
Every action, every step, inform

s the next. 

You can see it throughout our history, and in the decisions w
e are  

m
aking together for the future. 

2007. 
Thunder Valley C

D
C

 started out 
w

ith youth visits to the sacred 
sites around the B

lack H
ills 

region. Lakota kids had cultural, 
spiritual, positive experiences—
but w

ould then go hom
e and 

fall into the sam
e situation. This 

had to change. It launched our 
system

ic w
ork. 

2010. 
Support from

 foundations and 
federal partners allow

ed us to 
bring our planning to the next 
level, engaging kids and elders 
to paint a vision for their  
com

m
unity. O

ur youth taught us 
that if w

e are going to dream
, w

e 
are going to dream

 big. 



“They have decided as a
com

m
unity to take  

ownership of their future. 
THAT MAKES ME HOPEFUL.” 
–B

arack O
bam

a, 44th President of the U
nited States



Looking out at the land, our early founders could see w
hat it w

ould 
becom

e—
a “show

-m
e place,” as Lenny Lone H

ill, a construction trainer 
in our com

m
unity, referred to it. “People w

ill soon see w
hat w

e  
are doing.” 

W
ith the purchase of the 34 acres of land, and the O

yate O
m

niciye 
Regional Plan in place, Thunder Valley C

D
C

 began m
oving fow

ard, 
focusing program

m
atic efforts first on our youth through a C

om
m

unity 
G

arden. W
e also got behind the ideas of other people and groups 

doing critical w
ork for our people, like the Lakota Im

m
ersion C

hildcare 
Program

 that later grew
 into our Lakota Language Initiative. 

B
oth program

s w
ere tackling tw

o critical issues in the com
m

unity—
food 

sovereignty and a revitalization of the Lakota language. In a few
 short 

years, they have been nurtured carefully, and have grow
n into  

cornerstones of our m
ovem

ent. 

Step into our C
om

m
unity G

arden today, and you’ll find organic 
produce taking root. Planted and harvested by our Food Sovereignty 
Initiative and Youth Leadership D

evelopm
ent Program

 participants, 
each year the plants—

just like the program
—

take on a life of their ow
n, 

grow
ing to m

eet the needs of the com
m

unity, and the am
bitions of  

our youth. 

You’ll also hear the sound of children in our Lakota Language Initiative, 
w

here kids are learning the Lakota language in an innovative, nurturing 
setting. Lakota children enter the program

 at 18 m
onths, establishing 

language acquisition at a pre-verbal age. It serves as a foundation for 
continued fluency of our N

ative language throughout their lives, and 
positively im

pacts their self esteem
 m

oving forw
ard.



This m
ovem

ent is one of em
pow

erm
ent, innovation, and learning. A

ll 
of our w

ork is place-based and com
prehensive, centered on applying 

indigenous innovation in a w
ay that honors our cultural heritage and is 

adapted for the needs and vision of our local com
m

unity. You can see it 
in our people, our program

s, and our structures. 

In 2013, that ingenuity could be found in the piles of straw
 bales  

delivered to Thunder Valley C
D

C
, used to build the first-of-its-kind 

straw
 bale house in our com

m
unity. The hom

e that stands today, built 
from

 the ground up by engineers and com
m

unity m
em

bers, represents 
our com

m
itm

ent to green, sustainable, net-zero affordable housing. 

B
ut it actually represents so m

uch m
ore. The house w

as an educational 
opportunity for our organization. It w

as a chance for us to refine our  
approach, and evaluate how

 w
e balance the costs associated w

ith 
building a hom

e like this alongside the need to create teachable  
m

om
ents that train a 21st century w

orkforce. U
ltim

ately w
e chose a  

different design for the rem
ainder of the hom

es on the developm
ent. 

W
e stayed com

m
itted to the sam

e goals by focusing on creating our 
ow

n pathw
ay out of poverty and building local skill and leadership 

capacity. B
y exercising our sovereignty, and creating a space that  

em
pow

ers our people to realize their fullest potential, this com
m

unity 
goes beyond the bricks and m

ortar.

Som
e w

ill say that it took us 10 years to build a hom
e. 

That’s true. A
nd w

e w
ouldn’t have it any other w

ay. For, w
ithin the w

alls 
of that first hom

e are our dream
s and values and lessons learned. A

nd 
our legacy. 

W
hat’s the LEGACY

 
you want to leave?



In June 2015, on a perfectly cloudless day on Pine Ridge, hundreds 
of children and fam

ilies and elders gathered at Thunder Valley C
D

C
, 

and the first shovels broke the ground, m
arking the official start of our 

Regenerative C
om

m
unity D

evelopm
ent 

B
ut it w

asn’t only Thunder Valley C
D

C
 staff or architects or visiting  

dignitaries breaking ground. It w
as every single one of us. Every  

com
m

unity m
em

ber, local partner, federal partner, and m
ore took part 

in turning over soil as a sym
bol of w

hat w
e w

ould cultivate together.

Listen to the full poem
 at w

w
w.thundervalley.org

.

“THIS IS THE DAY
we m

end the hoop that was broken. 

W
e build the world 

that was prom
ised. 

And it will not be with letters of  
fire that we m

ap the future, but with 
roots, houses, and planted trees.”
–From

 “B
reaking G

round,” a poem
 by M

ark Tilsen to  
com

m
em

orate our groundbreaking.



H
ousing is a m

ajor crisis on the Pine Ridge Reservation. N
early  

4,000 hom
es m

ust be built in our com
m

unity just to address the  
current housing shortage.

W
e knew

 w
e needed to be active in creating solutions that w

ould  
provide our people w

ith access to safe, affordable and sustainable 
hom

es w
here they could raise their fam

ilies.

A
fter our groundbreaking, construction began on the roads, w

ater and 
sew

er lines that are needed for our com
m

unity. The actual hom
es also 

started to take shape, som
e constructed by w

om
en and m

en w
ho are 

part of our W
orkforce D

evelopm
ent Through Sustainable C

onstruction 
Program

. Launched in 2015, the program
 educates participants on how

 
to build single-fam

ily hom
es from

 start to finish. 

B
ut the 10-m

onth program
 isn’t just about learning the construction 

trade. Each person com
pletes an individual education plan and success 

plan to im
prove the financial capacity of them

selves and their fam
ilies, 

and in turn, build a stronger tribal com
m

unity. 

This program
 creates a national m

odel to alleviate poverty and build 
sustainable com

m
unities w

hile training the local w
orkforce in green 

building practices. A
t Thunder Valley C

D
C

, w
e are invested in a set of 

principles that shape the holistic goals of our citizens, developing a 
healthy energy-efficient m

odel that em
pow

ers fam
ilies to take  

responsibility for their future. 



W
E are working to create

SOLUTIONS
that are as large and com

prehensive as the historic challenges facing 
our com

m
unity. 

D
uring our first decade, w

e strengthened our pow
er to accom

plish 
lasting change through dedicated grassroots practices, increasing our 
com

m
unity’s ability to flourish, and setting an exam

ple for N
ative and 

rural com
m

unities everyw
here. 

A
s w

e continue the m
ovem

ent, w
e w

ill incubate and nurture program
s 

rooted in a set of principles that em
pow

er fam
ilies to take responsibility 

for their future, centered around seven focus areas.

       Developm
ent. 

Lakota im
agination and ingenuity 

is at the center of our  
Regenerative C

om
m

unity. This 
is a place w

here tradition and 
innovation collide to ensure our 
people, planet and prosperity as 
a nation thrives.

       Language. 
Less than 3 percent of our  
people speak Lakota fluently. 
Through our Lakota Language 
Initiative, w

e nurture our  
children by building a com

m
unity 

of young fluent speakers w
ho 

take pride in our past, and have 
confidence in our future. 

       W
orkforce. 

O
ur people need m

ore access 
to jobs. W

e are creating them
, 

building capacity by m
eeting 

our people w
here they are and 

developing skills w
hile w

orking 
w

ithin a team
. 

       Youth. 
H

alf of our population today is 
under the age of 18. B

y creating 
opportunities for them

 to gather, 
learn, and lead program

s and 
events, w

e set the stage for the 
future m

ovem
ent builders and 

leaders of tom
orrow

.

       Social Enterprise. 
W

e w
ish to support the  

entrepreneurial spirit of our  
people, and have yet to find a 
m

ainstream
 m

odel that is  
congruent w

ith our Lakota  
people. Through a new

 Lakota 
C

om
m

unity W
ealth B

uilding 
M

odel, w
e are creating an  

inclusive, sustainable econom
y 

that addresses social issues and 
gives our people exactly w

hat 
they w

ant—
and need. 

       Food. 
Pine Ridge is a food desert. 
D

iabetes and other preventable 
diseases are at their highest rates 
here. W

e know
 w

e can be part of 
the solution. Through our Lakota 
Food Sovereignty C

oalition, w
e 

are collaborating w
ith others to 

strengthen our local food system
, 

increasing access to healthy 
foods and econom

ic opportunity 
through agriculture.

       Housing. 
W

e need 4,000 hom
es to  

address the housing shortages 
on Pine Ridge. W

e’re building  
affordable, energy efficient 
hom

es and creating  
opportunities for our people 
to find jobs, build assets and 
increase stability, so that housing 
can m

ove from
 being a crisis to 

being a solution.



1. N
ew

 buildings w
ill begin to take shape at an accelerated pace, 

giving our com
m

unity a blend of hom
e, retail, recreation, and  

com
m

unity spaces to live, w
ork and play in. 

2. O
ur Food Sovereignty C

oalition w
ill lead initiatives that create

affordable solutions to local food access, strengthen our local food  
netw

ork, and develop healthier com
m

unity. 

3. The Social Enterprise Program
 w

ill nurture new
 businesses and 

Thunder Valley C
D

C
 program

s by offering trainings and spaces that 
give entrepreneurs every opportunity to be successful. 

4. Through our Lakota language efforts, w
e w

ill create a pipeline of
Lakota learners and create unprecedented access to our language in 
a variety of form

s—
from

 in-classroom
 and im

m
ersion experiences to  

at-hom
e learning in a variety of m

edia form
ats. 

5. In all w
e do, w

e renew
 our com

m
itm

ent to regional equity so that w
e 

initiate system
ic change that transform

s the Pine Ridge Reservation.

OUR PEOPLE are driving 
the ways in which we

DO THIS W
ORK.

W
e are seeing w

ith our ow
n eyes, and are experiencing w

ith our ow
n 

hands, w
hat it m

eans to start som
ething. 

M
uch has happened in the decade since our call to action.  

There is also m
uch to w

ork tow
ard as w

e enter our next decade of 
transform

ation. W
ith the support of our people and extended  

com
m

unity, Thunder Valley C
D

C
 has am

bitious hopes for the future.

IN THE YEARS AHEAD, 



“THIS IS ABOUT 
ALL OF US–
our children and our grandchildren. 

W
e are laying the 

groundwork for a  
future that is 
deliberately created 
with THEM in m

ind. 
–A

ndrew
 Iron Shell



This w
ork is about disrupting the status quo and developing new

  
system

s for our people, based on the needs of our people. 

A
s w

e step into the next decade of Thunder Valley C
D

C
, w

e w
ill  

continue to m
ove through our w

ork in progressive and thought- 
challenging w

ays, w
hile alw

ays taking a m
om

ent to pause, evaluate, 
learn, reflect and then continue. 

Through our m
ovem

ent building, w
e are producing repeatable, 

m
easurable m

odels based on our values that can be utilized by other 
com

m
unities to inspire viral, transform

ative change.

O
ur hope? To share w

hat w
e learn—

the successes and the failures—
w

ith people like you. People w
ho are interested in know

ing our story. 
A

nd w
illing to share it back w

ith others.

THIS is how change happens.
On Pine Ridge.

AND EVERYW
HERE. 
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