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Acronyms
Acronym Term/Definition

ACS American Community Survey conducted by the U.S. Census Bureau

AIAN American Indian and Alaska Native 

• AIAN alone refers to people who identify solely as American Indian or Alaska
Native

• AIAN in combination with other races refers to people who identify as American
Indian or Alaska Native and one or more other races

CDFI Community Development Financial Institution

FHA Federal Housing Administration

HUD U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development

PR Public Relations

TDHE Tribally Designated Housing Entity

TVSO Tribal Veteran Service Officer

USDA U.S Department of Agriculture

VA U.S. Department of Veteran Affairs
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Executive Summary
Introduction. The Statewide Native Veterans Housing Needs and Homeownership Study was 
conducted from June of 2023 until June of 2025 by the South Dakota Native Homeownership Coalition 
(SDNHOC) in cooperation with Big Water Consulting, Lakota Funds, and several tribal stakeholders. The 
previous study (often referred to as the “pilot study”), which concluded in 2019, collected data from three 
tribes in South Dakota: the Cheyenne River Sioux Tribe, Oglala Sioux Tribe, and Sisseton Wahpeton Oyate. 
The goal of this study was to collect data from Native veterans representing all nine tribes in the state to 
better identify the barriers to housing and services faced by veterans across all of South Dakota. In doing 
so, programs and funding avenues could be intentionally tailored to meet the specific and unique needs 
of each community. Additionally, since this survey included contact information from each responding 
veteran, service providers can choose to directly engage with respondents to further strategize program 
development on an individual tribal basis. 

Project Timeline. As noted above, this study was the second iteration of the Native Veterans Housing 
Needs and Homeownership study. Study planning and design meetings started in June of 2023 and 
continued until September 2023. Starting in October 2023, survey outreach coordinators began 
distributing surveys and conducting outreach to Native veterans on each reservation and throughout 
the state. Respondents had the choice to fill out the survey online, on paper, or over the phone.  The 
data collection phase ended in January 2025, and after a period of data analysis and reporting, Big Water 
Consulting presented an overview of the key findings from the study on June 11th, 2025. A draft report 
highlighting key findings was delivered to SDNHOC for a final round of review and feedback in late June.  
Final reports for the overall study, as well as for each participation tribe, were released on July 11th.

Data Collection Methods. Information was collected from participating Native veterans using an 
intercept survey; the content was developed in collaboration with the project’s advisory group consisting 
of tribal stakeholders around the state. The survey questions addressed key demographic information, 
period of military service, education, employment status, income and finances, housing context and 
preferences, and use of and familiarity with VA benefits and services. This revised study also included 
more in-depth questions regarding veterans’ current and preferred living situations, housing challenges, 
use of veteran-focused benefits and services, and suggestions for supportive services and programs

Selected Results. The Statewide Native Veterans Housing Needs and Homeownership Study collected 
responses from 418 Native veterans living in South Dakota. A selection of key themes that emerged from 
the data are highlighted below:

• Survey respondents were generally younger than veterans overall across the state; 31.2%
of respondents were 65 years old and older compared to 49.8% of all veterans in South Dakota
according to American Community Survey (ACS) data and 44.7% of respondents according to the
VA Veteran Population Projection Model & VA Annual Benefits Report.

• A lower percentage of Native veterans in this study had attained their bachelor’s degrees
than the general veteran population of South Dakota; 20.4% of respondents had received
a bachelor’s degree or higher which was lower than the overall percentage of veterans in South
Dakota with a bachelor’s or higher (33.0%).
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• The majority of unemployed Native veterans were not actively looking for work (57.4% of
those unemployed), citing physical disabilities and health problems (63.9%), VA disability rating
(27.8%), and mental health issues (8.3%) as the most common barriers to seeking employment
opportunities.

• Native veterans in this study had a median annual personal income of $30,000 which wass
notably lower than the median annual personal income for veterans overall in South Dakota
($55,145) and the general population in the state ($41,281).

• Native veterans were often primary earners in their households according to this study;
median individual income made up 75% of median household income (80.4% on average).

• Respondents in this study lived in larger households on average than the rest of South
Dakota; living in households ranging from 1 to 15 members, the average household size in this
study (3.83 members) was notably higher than the average household size in South Dakota
overall (2.34 members).

• The homeownership rate for respondents in this study wass lower than the rate for the
general population in South Dakota; 42.6% of respondents owned a house or unit on their
own or with others compared to 69.4% of households in South Dakota overall.

	ο Homeowners in this study tended to be more often retired and less often unemployed, with
incomes slightly above those than respondents overall.

	ο Responding homeowners spent 23.5% of their personal income on mortgage payments on 
average and a majority said their homes needed renovations or replacement.

• Native veteran renters who participated in this study tended to be retired at lower rates
than homeowners and unemployed at higher rates; 14.6% of renters were retired and 17.2%
were unemployed compared to 31.6% of homeowners who were retired and 8.6% who were
unemployed.

• Limited available housing and financial hardship caused one in six Native veterans in this
study to live doubled up or unhoused; 12.7% of respondents say they lived doubled up and
another 3.7% were unhoused. 75.6% said there was not enough available housing which was a
reason they were living doubled up, 36.6% said they did not have enough money to pay rent or
mortgage, and 29.3% cited poor or a lack of credit.

• 52 Native veterans in the study who were homeowners (29.9%) were interested in
renovating a home. They tended to have similar incomes compared to all respondents, and a
smaller proportion were unemployed.

• 187 Native veterans in this study (46.1%) were interested in purchasing a home. They
tended to have lower incomes compared to all respondents, and a similar proportion were
unemployed.

	ο Veterans in this study faceed barriers to homeownership throughout the entire homebuying
process, from accessing a homesite to navigating the homebuying process to qualifying for a 
loan and making housing related payments.

• Respondents who obtained home loans and other loans tended to have more stable
employment and higher incomes compared to respondents who hadn’t secured a loan within
the past 5 years.
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• Just under one-third of responding veterans (30.2%) said they hadn’t taken out any type
of loan (home loan or otherwise) in the past 5 years. These respondents tended to be
older than respondents overall, with a median age of 61 years, and their incomes tended to be
much lower than other respondents, with a median personal income of $18,000 per year and a
median household income of $23,040 annually. An almost equal proportion were employed in
permanent full-time positions (32.5%) as were unemployed (30.8%), reflecting much higher rates
of unemployment compared to the survey group overall.

• 84.8% of respondents said they have never used a VA home loan benefit. Respondents
primarily cited that unfamiliarity—about the program itself and who qualifies—and
dissatisfaction with the length of the program’s administration were the main reasons they were
not using a VA home loan benefit.

• In addition to limited understanding about the Native American Direct Loan (NADL) program,
respondents to the survey also expressed that they had varying (low) levels of
understanding about VA benefits and services.
	ο Over three-quarters (77.3%) of respondents in this study who were interested in purchasing

a home said that they had no understanding or minimal understanding of the VA Home Loan 
Benefit Program.

	ο Two-thirds (66.1%) of respondents who were unemployed said that they had no 
understanding or minimal understanding of the VA Education and Training program.

Selected Actions to Consider.

• Increasing accessibility and awareness of VA Home Loan Program. Results show that the
NADL and VA Home Loan Guarantee are heavily underutilized programs. Dedicate resources to
proactively guide Native Veterans through program eligibility criteria, completion of required
paperwork, and the full application process.

• Further engagement with Native CDFIs. Continue expansion of outreach to surrounding
communities of Native veterans. Provide credit builder/rebuilder and small business loans to
help improve veterans’ credit scores.

• Utilize veterans’ disability compensation benefit data to tailor loans. Offer home loans that
are customized to meet the financial needs of these Native veterans by reducing the weighting
of credit scores and placing greater emphasis on stability of income/disability compensation
payments and employment.
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Lake Traverse Reservation (SWO)
The Statewide Native Veterans Housing Needs and Homeownership Study collected responses from 
418 Native veterans in South Dakota who are currently serving or have served on active duty in the U.S 
Armed Forces, referred to as ‘respondents’ throughout the rest of this section. 42 respondents in the 
overall study lived on the Lake Traverse Indian Reservation (LTIR), and 52 were members of the Sisseton 
Wahpeton Oyate (SWO) (living both on the LTIR and elsewhere throughout South Dakota). This section 
focuses on the data collected from 50 completed surveys making up the Standing Rock Survey Group 
(herein referred to as ‘Lake Traverse respondents’), comprised of Native veterans that resided on the 
LTIR (42), as well as those affiliated with the SWO but not living on any of the nine reservations in South 
Dakota or in Rapid City (8). 

Results 
Primary Demographics and Military Service. Lake Traverse respondents tended to be older and more 
often female than Native veterans statewide in this study. Respondents ranged from 21 to 94 years old, 
with the median age being 61.5, and 16% were female. Lake Traverse responding female Native veterans 
made up a relatively higher proportion of the respondent population compared to the state’s female 
Native veterans (10.4%) and female veterans overall (9.6%).14 100% were enrolled members of the SWO 
and half were single and had never been married or were separated, divorced, or widowed. A similar 
proportion of Lake Traverse respondents had served in the military since 2001 (34.8%) compared to the 
statewide data (37.5%).

Table 1: Period of Active Duty in the U.S. Armed Forces Number Percentage

September 2001 or later 16 34.8%

August 1990 to August 2001 (includes Persian Gulf War) 9 19.6%

May 1975 to July 1990 9 19.6%

August 1964 to April 1975 (Vietnam Era) 18 39.1%

February 1955 to July 1964 3 6.5%

July 1950 to January 1955 (Korean War) 1 2.2%

January 1947 to June 1950 1 2.2%

December 1941 to December 1946 (World War II) 1 2.2%

Education and Employment. Lake Traverse respondents had slightly lower levels of educational 
attainment compared to respondents overall, but higher levels than SWO Native veterans who responded 
to the 2019 survey. 34.0% of Lake Traverse respondents in this study did not have any education beyond 
high school compared to 27.3% of respondents overall and 46.4% of Pine Ridge Native veterans in 2019. 
18.0% of Lake Traverse respondents had attained a bachelor’s degree or higher; the rate was higher 
than the 12.3% of respondents in the 2019 study but lower than the 20.4% of respondents to this study 
statewide. The rate at which Lake Traverse respondents attained a bachelor’s degree or higher was 
notably smaller than the 33% of veterans in South Dakota who had attained their bachelor’s or higher.15

14	 https://data.census.gov/table/ACSDT1Y2023.B21001C?q=south+dakota&t=Age+and+Sex:Veterans
15	 https://data.census.gov/table?q=South+Dakota&t=Veterans&y=2023

https://data.census.gov/table/ACSDT1Y2023.B21001C?q=south+dakota&t=Age+and+Sex:Veterans
https://data.census.gov/table?q=South+Dakota&t=Veterans&y=2023
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Despite similar levels of permanent full-time employment, Lake Traverse respondents were unemployed 
at a much lower rate and retired at a much higher rate relative to the statewide data and to Lake 
Traverse respondents to the study in 2019. Half (50.0%) of Lake Traverse respondents were permanently 
employed full-time compared to 51.9% of respondents overall. Of those that were employed, 65.4% of 
Lake Traverse respondents had been with their current employer for more than five years, and 11.5% 
had been at their job for less than one year. 42% of Lake Traverse respondents were retired compared to 
24.5% of respondents overall. 8% of Lake Traverse respondents were unemployed, reflecting a decrease 

compared to responding 
SWO veterans in 2019 (12.9%) 
and a lower proportion than 
respondents to this study 
overall (16.7%). Of the Lake 
Traverse respondents who were 
unemployed, three fourths 
had not looked for work in the 
previous month, primarily due to 
physical health issues (66.7%) and 
their VA disability rating (33.3%). 

Income. Lake Traverse respondents’ primary income sources were similar to respondents overall, but 
a notably smaller percentage reported utilizing and understanding VA disability benefits. Lake Traverse 
respondents mainly received income from wages and salaries (81.1%), VA service-connected disability 
compensation payments (72.2%), and Social Security or Railroad Retirement (54.5%). A larger proportion 
of Lake Traverse respondents reported utilizing VA service-connected disability compensation payments 
relative to respondents statewide (56.1%) and reported that they understood the program well or very 
well (indicated by a rating of “3” or “4” on a scale of 1 to 4); over one quarter (27.3%) of Lake Traverse 
respondents said they understood the program very well, compared to only 18.1% of respondents 
overall. 

The median annual individual income for Lake Traverse respondents of $31,600 reflected a decrease 
from $35,000 in 2019. While the Lake Traverse median personal income in this study was higher than 
respondents in the study overall ($30,000), it was lower than the overall median for veterans in South 
Dakota ($55,145). The median annual household income of $32,000 was notably lower than respondents 
overall ($40,000). Lake Traverse responding veterans supported 87.3% of their household’s total income 
on average.

Current Housing Conditions. Lake Traverse respondents lived in households ranging from 1 to 9 
members, and the median household size was 3 members. Among the most common housing unit 
types, nearly three fourths of Lake Traverse respondents (72.9%) lived in stick-built single-family homes 
detached from other structures and 4.2% lived in single-family homes attached to other homes (e.g., 
duplex, triplex, etc.), another 8.3% lived in apartments, and 4.2% in a FEMA trailer. 

Homeowners. Lake Traverse responding homeowners tended to be more often retired, less often 
unemployed, and had relatively comparable incomes than homeowners in this study overall. The 
homeownership rate for Lake Traverse respondents (66%) was higher than the rate for respondents 
overall (42.6%) and the rate for SWO respondents in the 2019 study (44.6%). Lake Traverse responding 

Figure 1: Employment Status
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homeowners in this study had a median age of 63 years, making them slightly older than homeowners 
in this study overall (58 years). 51.5% were employed in permanent full-time positions, 42.4 were 
retired, and 6.1% were unemployed (compared to 24.5% of respondents statewide who retired and 
16.7% unemployed statewide). Their median personal income of $32,000 was similar to the median 
for responding homeowners statewide ($32,400), but their median household income of $33,000 was 
considerably lower than the median for homeowners statewide ($42,000).

Of Lake Traverse responding homeowners, 34% owned free and clear and 32% owned their home 
with an outstanding mortgage balance. Responding Lake Traverse homeowners with mortgages paid a 
median monthly mortgage payment was $912.5, of which responding veterans paid a median amount of 
$674 per month. Lake Traverse responding homeowners paid an average of 95.8% of their household’s 
mortgage payment, though this rate decreased as the number of household members increased. As a 
proportion of their income, Lake Traverse responding homeowners with mortgages spent 26.7% of their 
annual individual income on monthly mortgage payments on average.

Renters. Lake Traverse responding renters tended to be similarly aged to their non-renting counterparts, 
participated in the workforce and were unemployed at similar rates, and had incomes that were similar 
to all Lake Traverse respondents. 24% of Lake Traverse respondents rented a house or unit alone or 
with others; renters had a median age of 53.5 years compared to 52 years for respondents overall. Lake 
Traverse renters were retired at lower rates than Lake Traverse homeowners and unemployed at much 
higher rates; 58.3% of Lake Traverse renters were employed in permanent full-time positions, 33.3% were 
retired, and 8.3% were unemployed. Their median personal income ($20,250) and median household 
income ($20,500) were considerably lower than the medians for all responding renters in the study 
($31,000 and $40,000, respectively). Lake Traverse renters paid a median total monthly rental payment of 
$538 ($693.18 average), of which veterans paid a median amount of $400 ($583.75 average); this reflects 
that Lake Traverse respondents paid an average of 74.9% of their household’s rental payment, though 
this rate decreased as the number of household members increased. As a proportion of their income, 
Lake Traverse responding renters spent 37.1% of their annual individual income on monthly rental 
payments on average.

Veterans Living Doubled Up or Unhoused. The rate at which Lake Traverse respondents lived doubled 
up or unhoused (10% in total) had not meaningfully changed since 2019 (10.8%) but was lower than 
respondents in this study overall (16.4%). The 8.0% of respondents that reported living with friends or a 
family member accredited their living situation equally to a lack of available housing, not having enough 
money to pay for rent or mortgage, and other factors such physical health issues (see Table 2). 

Table 2: Reasons Responding Veterans Were Living Doubled Up Lake Traverse Statewide

Lost job/ No employment 33.3% 22.0%

Not enough available housing 33.3% 75.6%

Physical health problems 33.3% 14.6%

Housing Needs and Preferences. Veterans were asked to choose the types of housing they think is 
needed to better house veterans in their communities. Overall, Lake Traverse respondents expressed the 
most interest in single-family homes (56.5%) and low-income rental housing (43.5%); equal proportions 
Lake Traverse respondents said they wanted homes for purchase in their communities (30.4%) and 
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studios or small apartments (30.4%). A smaller percentage of veterans said they want to see more 
innovative housing options such as tiny homes (19.6%), multigenerational homes (23.9%), and mobile 
homes (13%). Additionally, Lake Traverse responding veterans expressed desire for particular kinds 
of supportive housing such as assisted/independent living for seniors (17.4%), group housing (26.1%), 
permanent supportive housing (15.2%) and/or transitional housing (10.9%).

Interest in Home Renovation. 54.8% of Lake Traverse respondents who owned their homes said their 
homes needed renovations and another 9.7% said their home needed total replacement. Of responding 
veterans who lived in homes that needed renovation or replacement, more than double were interested 
in renovating their current home (55.0%) as were interested in purchasing a new home (25.0%). Those 
that were interested in renovating their homes lived in single family detached homes (traditional stick-
built construction, 92.3% of homeowners interested in renovation) and mobile homes or trailers (7.7%), 
and 53.8% had never obtained a home loan before. 

Interest in Homeownership. 11 Lake Traverse respondents (23.4%) were interested in purchasing a 
home. 36.4% of those interested in purchasing a home were looking to buy now, 18.2% in 1-2 years, 
and 36.4% in 2-5 years. The overwhelming majority of those interested in purchasing a home wanted to 
purchase single family homes, either stick built or modular homes (63.6% and 18.2%, respectively) (see 
Table 3). 45.5% of prospective Lake Traverse responding prospective homebuyers were current renters 
(four-fifths of whom had ever obtained a home loan before) and 9.1 were living doubled up. 72.7% said 
they would live with up to 4 people, including 54.5% who would live alone or with one other person.

Table 3: Types of Housing Lake Traverse Veterans Wanted to Purchase Number Percentage

Single family home (traditional stick-built construction) 7 63.6%

Single family home (modular construction) 2 18.2%

Duplex/townhome 1 9.1%

Mobile home 1 9.1%

Total 11 100%

Barriers to Homeownership. Lake Traverse respondents primarily cited housing unaffordability and 
land unavailability as their top barriers to homeownership. 54.5% claimed they could not save enough 
money to afford a down payment and other closing costs, and 27.3% struggled to get land in a place 
they wanted to build a home. 18.2% had a low credit score (compared to 45.1% of respondents overall 
who cited low credit as a barrier), and 18.2% reported that there were no homes available. These three 
barriers were also the top barriers identified in the 2019 study, though each were identified as barriers at 
lower rates in this study. 

Other barriers reported by Lake Traverse respondents in this study centered around homesite 
preparation; 18.2% said there was no infrastructure on their land. Access to existing resources also 
blocked the path to homeownership; 18.2% of Lake Traverse respondents interested in homeownership 
said they could not find available builders or contractors and 9.1% could not access a bank or lender. 
These same veterans and others also reported limited levels of homebuyer education; 18.2% of veterans 
said they did not know enough about how to purchase a home which is an inherent barrier for getting 
started even if they were otherwise prepared. 



  South Dakota Statewide Native Veterans Housing Needs and Homeownership Study Final Report
10

Personal Finances and VA Home Loan Utilization. Most Lake Traverse respondents utilized basic 
financial tools like a checking and savings account; 89.5% of respondents confirmed they had a checking 
account (compared to approximately 88% in 2019), which is lower than the rate for overall respondents 
(96.8%). 82.6% of Lake Traverse respondents said they had a savings account. 

Lake Traverse respondents reported obtaining home loans at a higher rate than respondents overall and 
shared about their unfamiliarity with the program and low levels of confidence about their qualifications. 
50% of Lake Traverse respondents had utilized a home loan generally (VA or other) compared to 
20.4% of respondents in the overall study to purchase a home, refinance a home loan, or make home 
improvements. Of those who had obtained a home loan, nearly half (41.7%) obtained their loan within 
the past 5 years. An even smaller percentage of Lake Traverse respondents (27.1%) had utilized the VA 
home loan benefit in particular compared to 16.2% of respondents overall who had not obtained a VA 
home loan. Respondents primarily cited that unfamiliarity—about the program itself and who qualifies—
and dissatisfaction with the length of the program’s administration were main reasons they were not 
using a VA home loan benefit.

VA Benefits and Desired Supports. 
Despite the fact that many Lake Traverse 
respondents would appear to qualify for 
several available programs, there were 
gaps in how well responding veterans 
understood the use of these benefits. 
In addition to limited understanding 
about the NADL program, respondents 
to the survey also expressed that they 
had varying (low) levels of understanding 
about VA Transition Assistance, benefits 
for dependents and survivors, and life 
insurance among other programs, for 
example.

Responding veterans expressed that 
they desired particular support in critical 
areas upon their return from military 
service, including navigating VA benefits 
and accessing educational opportunities, 
temporary housing, and job placement 

assistance. Other veterans also expressed that they would like support with their physical and mental 
health (including substance abuse counseling), with transportation services, and for there to be more (or 
a return to conducting) traditional ceremonies for returning veterans (see Figure 3). 

Actions to Consider
The following is a discussion of various actions the Sisseton Wahpeton Oyate, Sisseton Wahpeton 
Housing Authority, and Sisseton-serving service providers, financial institutions, and non-tribal 
governmental organizations and agencies, for example, should consider as they continue to support 
Sisseton Native veterans. The actions discussed in this section, which are informed by data specific to 

Figure 3: Desired Support Upon Return from 
Military Service

Figure 2: How Well Respondents Understood VA Services
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SWO responding veterans but that mirror results for the statewide study, are inspired by the actions 
discussed in the main report.

Increase Awareness and Engagement in Existing Home Loan Programs.

• NADL and the VA Home Loan Guarantee are underutilized programs. Proactively dedicate
resources to guide native veterans through accessing, applying for, and navigating eligibility for VA
home loan benefits (NADL and the VA Home Loan Guaranty Program).

	ο 56.2% of Lake Traverse respondents reported that they had never used or obtained a VA
home loan benefit due to being unaware of the program (30.8%) and uncertainty about their 
eligibility status (19.2%). 33.3% of Lake Traverse respondents reported they did not understand 
the VA Home Loan program at all. 

Utilize Veterans’ Income Data to Inform NADL Relending Program Criteria.

• Utilize data showing veterans as income anchors for households to support the adjustment of
loan application evaluation criteria for the NADL relending program. Individual loans to veterans
impact reservation residents at large by increasing overall household stability, stimulating local
economic activity, and improving multigenerational housing conditions.

• Utilize data showing that Lake Traverse responding veterans tended to have lower credit scores,
and adjust loan application evaluation criteria to reduce weight of credit scores and increase
weight of income stability.

Further Engage Native CDFIs and Credit Unions in Veterans’ Homebuying Efforts.

• Improve veteran’s credit scores through issuing credit builder and small business loans.

	ο Lake Traverse respondents reported that low credit scores (18.2%) and lacking credit at all
(18.2%) were barriers to homeownership.

• Explore array of home loan products that CDFIs can tailor to the needs and circumstances of
Native veterans.

Partnership With and Outreach to Nearby Colleges. 

• Engage local colleges in creating veteran-specific recruitment to offer tailored college or
educational programs to assist in continued learning. Additionally, provide workshops or short-
term courses to teach native veterans relevant skills that can help them in the job application
process and ease transition into the traditional workforce.

	ο 39% of Lake Traverse respondents expressed interest in receiving job placement assistance
upon their return from military service. 

New Service Provision.

• Housing authorities could partner with TVSOs to create a new homeowner workshop to teach
interested Native veterans how to purchase a home.

	ο 18.2% of Pine Ridge respondents claimed that a lack of knowledge about the process of buying
a home was a barrier to homeownership. 36.6% of respondents expressed interest in receiving 
support with housing applications upon their return from military service. 

• Housing authorities could serve as contractors for housing projects to support veterans navigate
the housing process.
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