For Press Release

Negativity often permeates stories about Indian Country.  There is plenty of press about Alcoholism, Suicide, Unemployment, and Crime.  It’s as if media writers and filmmakers want to see the problems of Indian Country as irretraceable, and perpetual despite the many attempts of various federal programs to fix things.  In fact nothing is static in Indian Country and great strides have been made in many areas.  The Lakota Fund has created one enduring bright spot; it is one of the few CDFI’s (Community Development Financial Institutions) in Indian Country. Their first few years of existence were quite humble, which began with a $5,000. grant from First Nations Development. Corporation.  All but invisible, their impact has grown every year as has their lending capabilities.  One of the first things they did was start a peer lending program called Circle Banking, which led to a need for opening a gallery and craft supply business for local artisans. Their commitment to local arts has only grown over time with the creation of the now two-room Spirit Horse Gallery.  Former President Clinton made national news by doing his first on-line shopping at their web site.

Now in their sixteenth year of operation, their offices are located in an attractive two story building in Kyle, known as the Lakota Trade Center.  Next to their office suite is the TBIC (Tribal Business Information Center), which provides computer access to the Internet, free to the public, workshops on business plan writing, key documents, and marketing research. The space also provides a meeting and training room for a wide variety of organizations, like the Pine Ridge Area Chamber of Commerce, The Small Business Administration and Farm Service Agency.

The Lakota Fund’s initial purpose was to provide direct loans to startup Native Business, provide practical business training and whatever amount of technical assistance might be needed to make the business succeed.  While it has substantially broaden its scope of programs on reservation, business development remains its primary focus. 

Loans are only given to those who have attended the ten-week training course and written a solid business plan or have been in business for two years or longer and are able to provide us with tax statements.  Monica Drapeaux, business woman and Executive Director of The Lakota Fund, stated, “We don’t give loans to the same people that banks do.  Standard banks have rejected most of the people we work with.  We have evolved a very savvy loan committee and when we do give a loan we are confident that the business plan and the personalities of the applicants will create a success.  We bend over backwards to work with our loan recipients taking into account situations and short term problems banks probably would not.”

Loans to date have included an accounting firm, arts and craft business, beauty salon, bakery, Bed & Breakfast, Bee Keeping, Buffalo Hide Tanning, Camp Grounds, Food Service, Tour Company, Computer Sales, Construction, Convenience Store, Electrical Contracting, Pawn Shop, Lumber Yard, Quilting, Tire Repair, Auto Towing, Stone Carving, and Buffalo, Horse and Cattle Ranching.  The Lakota Fund, offers loans from the Micro size $1,000. to the substantial $200,000.  Interest rates vary from as high as 18% for micro loans to as low as 7% for long-term loans.  The average interest rate is 10.5%.  Community members from virtually every village on the reservation have received business loans including 4 in Allen, 1 in Batesland, 1 in Cuny Table, 2 in Hisle, 2 in Interior, 6 in Kyle Village, 8 in Rural Kyle, 2 in Long Valley, 4 in Manderson, 10 in Martin, 1 in Oglala, 4 in Pine Ridge, 5 in Porcupine, 1 in Potato Creek, 1 in Rockyford, 1 in Scenic, 1 in Slim Buttes, 7 in Wanblee Village, 4in rural Wanblee, and 1 in Wounded Knee.

These loans have been made to existing businesses and also for start-up ventures. Over thirty percent of those who have borrowed from Lakota fund have received a second loan.  “In 2001 we made a total of 56 small business loans, and disbursed, $732,262.24 and created 66 jobs.  Our Micro Loan program gave 38 loans and disbursed $23,958.61 and helped 38 individuals develop their home based business.” Monica Drapeaux explained,  “Currently we have had a ninety to ninety-five percent repayment on loans made, this is exciting, very encouraging and flies in the face of stereotypes.  I have been working as the Executive Director of the Lakota Fund for about a year now, and while I’ve had a number of businesses and the challenges that go with them, I find working at the Lakota Fund exciting, challenging, and rewarding.  We help to create real jobs producing a real service.  By doing this we are creating a stronger economy and a brighter future.”

“Some of the businesses have had some difficulty but in the vast majority of cases we have helped them get back on track.  We believe in the people we give loans to!”

Capital has always been a great barrier to Native Economic Development, and The Lakota Fund has been relentless and creative in securing more capital a growing loan capability.  “This year we’ve been aggressively increasing our loan capital base including $358,000 from the Empowerment Zone, and $500,000 from Fannie Mae.  These funding sources helped create 65 permanent jobs and will do much more because they are a permanent addition to our capital base.

“In 2000 we had a critical A133 Audit and passed with flying colors.  This means that every penny entrusted to the Lakota Fund could be honestly accounted for.  Passing has made us eligible for a 400,000 gift from Ford Foundation that will come to us over the next three years.  Of course every loan that is successfully paid off also adds to our growing ability to lend.  “Additional sources of funding has come from Ford Foundation, Stewart Mott Foundation, Northwest Area Foundation and individual investors.

In June 2001 the Lakota Fund applied for federal funding from the Office of Community Services and their assets for Independence Act to begin an IDA program here on the Pine Ridge Reservation, Individual Development Accounts were developed to help low-income families save for assets such as a business, home ownership, or post secondary education.  In order to receive the federal funding TLF had to match it with non-federal dollars. They met the Hearst Foundation in San Francisco who agreed in September to team up with LTF and supply these critical dollars.  The Lakota Fund’s goal is to help 30 families save a maximum of $75.00 a month.  The Lakota Fund will match that with $150.00 per month for a 2:1 match.  Participants will save a maximum of $5400 by the end of the two years.

In April TLF will launch the Family Savings Plan, a two year project where participants will first attend 6 weeks of financial literacy training beginning in May, which will cover budgeting and credit counseling.  When they choose which asset they want to acquire they will attend 10 weeks of asset specific training in home ownership, small business capitalization, and post secondary education, Oglala Lakota College and the Oglala Sioux Tribe Partnership For Housing are teaming with the Lakota Fund to provide the asset specific training in post-secondary education and homeownership respectively.

Another success has been the creation of a Pine Ridge Area Chamber of Commerce, The Lakota Fund was the first group to step forward and encourage the start of this organization providing part time staff, book keeping and $28,500.  The Chamber of Commerce has grown to 73 members.


Land reform is one of the tougher issues facing Indian Country, as it is many poor parts of the world.  Often land owners rights are not respected by the people who lease the land.  With each birth of a new tribal member, already minutely fractionated lands become more so.  Some tribes are aggressively purchasing former Indian lands to secure a future.  How the land still in Indian hands can best benefit members is an ongoing debate.  Lakota Fund is active in researching this issue in partnership with Northwest Area Foundation and Indian Land Working Group to look at all these issues and possible solutions.  Monica Drapeaux is quick to point out, “We don’t know how all of this will turn out.  When I took the job it was not one of my priorities, but now that I’m here I can see that it is very critical to our future as a people.  One outcome might be to help people obtain land for an individual home or business.  One hypothetical outcome would be to develop a smooth process for one Tribal member to sell land to another tribal member.


“One of the programs I am most excited about is the Youth Entrepreneurship Project, we have hired a staff member to develop a capitalization strategy to work with youth.  An organization called Global Enterprise Partnership has been working with young people in projects like this for years and will prove a valuable team member and asset as we develop this.”  The Lakota Fund hopes to get two youth projects going here and two on the Rosebud Reservation in the very near future.  Lisa Bryant has provided some leadership in this project.


With eyes to the future and a growing role in the development of the private sector, The Lakota fund is putting together a high level advisory committee or brain trust, potential members include Beth Davis of South Dakota Rural Economic Initiative, Kevin Gover, former Assistant Secretary of Interior, Gerald Sherman of Travois Corp., of Red Lodge, Montana, Molly Smith Art Director for the Arena Theatre in Washington DC, Linden Hooper of Security First Bank, Rushville, Tom Allen of Mitom Consultants, Mercedes Marquez, a former HUD Sec. Cuomo staffer and expert in non-profit housing, Bob Simpson of Fannie Mae, Lance Morgan of Hochunk Inc, Jeremy Nowak from the Reinvestment fund and Elsie Meeks of the Oweesta Corp.  One job at a time, one business at a time, Lakota Fund is accomplishing in a lasting way, the once vague dream of a day when there will be a healthy economy on the Oglala Homelands.

