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ANNUAL
REPORT
PUTTING THE PIECES TOGETHER
FOR EQUAL JUSTICE IN
EASTERN SOUTH DAKOTA

MESSAGES FROM THE
BOARD PRESIDENT & DIRECTOR

With the coronavirus pandemic largely behind us, we can begin to take
stock of its impact on East River Legal Services. Reduced social interaction
with our clients, social distancing necessities in the court system, and
months of remote work presented challenges never before encountered.
While this interrupted our work, things have now begun to normalize.
During 2020, East River was able to shift its focus to expansion of the
physical plant in Sioux Falls, adding office space in our present location to
accommodate the return of our staff to 335 North Main Avenue. In
addition, East River launched a pilot project in Aberdeen to ensure equal
access to justice for residents of the fourth most populated county in South
Dakota and the surrounding area. This effort requires sacrifices of time and
energy by our attorneys and staff, but
expansion of in-person services is central to
our mission. Thank you, East River donors,
volunteers and staff, for continuing to
advance the cause of justice under the law.

JEFF SHULTZ
BOARD PRESIDENT

Dear Friends:
2020 was a year that tested our resolve. As the Pandemic spread, our world
changed forcing us to reshape how we live our lives and adapt to a new
normal. This required us to quickly adjust to meet the unique needs of our
clients as they, more than most, faced the economic impact of Covid-19.
More than ever, our work advancing access to justice is imperative for all
those who face systemic inequality. By protecting people’s homes, ensures
their safety, and financial stability we level the playing field for those who
have been marginalized, abused, and ignored.
Our growth last year helped ERLS become a stronger, more effective
advocacy, advancing the interests of low-income people, the marginalized,
and the disenfranchised. In the following report, you will see the stories
from just some of our clients, illustrating the day-to-day work done at ERLS.
We work tirelessly to ensure the legal rights of our clients are given
meaning and effect throughout our community. This effort is made
possible through the generous support of our community partners and
funders. On behalf of the Board of Directors and staff, we thank you.
In gratitude,

BRENT THOMPSON
EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR
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OUR PRIORITIES
Orders of Protection

Bankruptcy

Divorce

Public Benefits

Custody/Visitation

SSI/SSDI

Guardianship

Reemployment Assistance

Mediation

Consumer/Debt Collection

Abuse & Neglect
Paternity
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Eviction Actions
Landlord/Tenant Rights
Prevention of Homelessness

Fo

Elder Law (60+)

Public & Subsidized Housing

Rights of the Disabled

Fair Housing

Veterans

Discrimination

Victims of Crime

33 COUNTIES

SERVED
Numbers denote circuits
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WORKING TOGETHER

Economic
Stability

2

Almost 1,200 babies are born into
poverty in South Dakota every year.

1,089
requests for
assistance
received

In 2020, services provided to:
1,357 Adults

LEGAL
LEGALAID
AIDIMPACT
IMPACT

1,308 Children
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In 2020
ERLS closed 986 cases,
thereby helping over
2,665 people.

295

cases
involved veterans

15%

74%

of people
served were
female

of cases handled
involved people
60 years or over

59%

of households
assisted included
children

148

cases involved
a victim of abuse

295

people
served with
disabilities

CASES BY LEGAL PROBLEM CATEGORY
Income Maintenance
4.1%

Health
0.4%
Misc Consumer
4%
9%

Employment
2.7%

Housing
16%

Individual Rights
1.6%
Juvenile
3.3%

Family
58.9%
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THE YEAR OF COVID
The spread of the COVID-19 Pandemic triggered sustained reductions in the workforce and
household income. This left large numbers of South Dakotans, already living paycheck to
paycheck, further unable to pay their rent/mortgage, utilities, daycare and medical
expenses. As an organization, we have witnessed these effects firsthand as a part of our
day-to-day practice.

DOMESTIC VIOLENCE

HOUSING

Long-term shortage of affordable housing continued to increase rent across South Dakota.
At the same time, wages remain stagnate. Thirty-two percent of South Dakotans were
considered “rent burdened” by the U.S. Census Bureau, meaning 35% or more of their
monthly income goes to rent costs. Now, after a year of public closures and joblessness,
many South Dakotans find themselves precariously housed. The Census Bureau estimates
roughly 37% of South Dakotans could be behind on their rent or mortgage. ERLS' work is
important to help people assert their rights in court.

RE-EMPLOYMENT ASSISTANCE

A record number of South Dakotans received Pandemic Unemployment Assistance (PUA).
The South Dakota Department of Labor now says it overpaid people $2.7 million in
unemployment benefits, creating further financial hardship for many South Dakotans. As
the Pandemic continued, the State found that it approved some people by mistake or didn’t
have enough paperwork to make a final determination. Many recipients have been issued
significant overpayments due to no fault of their own. ERLS has received numerous
applications from these recipients as they resolve their issue. Applying for a waiver,
appealing an agency determination, and appealing to District Court is a technical and
challenging process with which ERLS has assisted clients.

PANDEMIC CHANGES
ERLS was unable to hold in-person outreach and clinic
events due to the pandemic. However, we acted to
implement monthly virtual educational events, such
as Table Talk, to educate on topics such as:
unemployment, custody changes and eviction issues.
In 2020, discussions were started to meet the needs of clients in rural
locations. To do so, a mix of brick and mortar buildings and technology
are necessary. An Aberdeen, SD office was opened to physically serve
clients in the Northern part of the state.
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IMPACT ON PANDEMIC

Surveys show a spike in domestic abuse rates since January of 2020, jumping markedly
year over year compared to 2019. As a state with few resources, victims are often left feeling
they have no place to turn for help. This lack of basic services - like access to transportation,
housing, and daycare - creates barriers to escape, and increases an abuser’s control. Victims
are left further entrenched in a world of violence. ERLS' work has never been so imperative.
Not only do we provide legal services necessary to dissolve an abusive marriage, and
resolve issues like child support and visitation rights, we also offer supportive services to
help guide clients to financial independence and secure necessary community resources.
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TESTIMONIAL

JESSICA SARGENT

I’ve been so happy with ERLS and how
they cared about me. I spent many
days in their office crying … going
through something very difficult at the
time and I felt like they really cared. I
even – to this day – feel like I could
reach out to the lawyers and talk to
them if I needed help. They have been
amazing and it’s a service I want
everyone to know about.

"I really appreciate the
excellent services provided
throughout my case. The
communication skills and
ability to answer any
questions made this stressful
situation much easier."

I really felt like they
were really there for
me and trying to get
the best possible
outcome that they
could for me. And I’m
so pleased with how
everything went.
JESSSICA SARGENT
ERLS CLIENT

I'm very grateful for East
River Legal Services! I
thought I would never see
the light at the end of the
tunnel. East River took on
my case to mediation and
in a few hours everything
was finalized. I highly
recommend ERLS!
KERRI W

-ERLS Client

EAST RIVER LEGAL SERVICES WAS A LIFESAVER FOR ME.
EVERYONE WAS SO NICE AND SUPER QUICK AT RESPONDING
TO ALL OF MY QUESTIONS. I HIGHLY RECOMMEND THEM TO
ANYONE THAT COULD USE SOME HELP!
-SARAH KNUTSON

The staff is very professional, empathetic to my
concerns, very knowledgeable, and worked hard to find
the sources/contacts to assist me with the situation. They
make the legal process of my claim(s) as easy as possible.
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--Lisa Lund,
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TELLISA ROODE
Tellisa R. was referred to ERLS at the beginning of August 2019 by a Minnehaha County Circuit Court
employee. Telissa’s then-husband had taken their six-month-old baby two months earlier and
disappeared with her. When ERLS met with Telissa, she had attempted to start her own divorce case
without an attorney. Telissa explained she didn’t know where her husband was, and as a nonlawyer, had no idea of how to serve him with the divorce papers. ERLS attorneys went into action
and began a campaign to find Telissa’s husband and child. Telissa didn’t stop either. First, through
her own investigation, she found the father’s trail in Wyoming. Unfortunately, law enforcement
there wouldn’t honor her temporary custody order from South Dakota because of a technicality
requiring it to have been registered in Wyoming. The father moved on, and the trail was lost.
Attorneys at ERLS started working with legal aid offices across three states to find her baby. ERLS
partners in Wyoming, Nebraska and Washington all cooperated.
ERLS knew time was crucial. This
required the task of having Telissa’s
temporary custody order registered in
each state and to obtain necessary court
orders. And of course, the desperate
need for law enforcement officers to
take custody of
Telissa’s daughter.
Ultimately, it was
Telissa who figured out
her daughter had been
taken to Seattle. ERLS
attorneys were able
to have the father served with a
Complaint for Divorce. Next ERLS was ready to move quickly when the father didn’t respond to
the Court’s orders. At last, Telissa obtained her divorce, but even more importantly, the Court's
order giving her sole legal and physical custody of her daughter. She was able to take the custody
order from South Dakota to Seattle, register it for enforcement there, and with the help of law
enforcement, bring her daughter home.

MOTHER AND
DAUGHTER REUNITED

WITHOUT EAST
RIVER I WOUDN'T
HAVE GOTTEN
THROUGH. I WOULD
STILL BE FIGHTING
TODAY TO GET MY
DAUGHTER HOME.

OUR IMPACT

I DEFINITELY WOULDN'T
HAVE GOTTEN THROUGH
THIS....I WOULD HAVE BROKE
DOWN. I HAD SUCH HIGH
ANXIETY AND SUCH MAJOR
DEPRESSION THAT I WAS
WORKING EVERYDAY AND
ALL I WOULD DO
IS GO TO WORK AND SLEEP.

In the airport
heading
home while
FaceTiming
Grandma.
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DO YOUR PART TO INCREASE ACCESS TO
JUSTICE IN EASTERN SOUTH DAKOTA
Your donation helps families: escape abuse, keep their homes,
become self-sufficient, and access health care and services.
Need for your help continues to grow. Your support makes it
possible for ERLS to respond to urgent needs like helping
crime victims, supporting struggling families, keeping children housed,
and anything helping those impacted by the COVID-19 Pandemic.

How can your contribution support the fight for equal justice?

$100

Helps prevent an
eviction and
supports struggling
familes to keep
children housed.

$250

Helps a crime victim
safety plan, provides
a protection order or
divorce.

Join our community of donors by
making a gift today at:
https://erlservices.org/donate/
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$1000

Helps those impacted
by the COVID-19
Pandemic with
economic stability
needs.

Or your tax-deductible
donation can be mailed to:
East River Legal Services
335 N Main Ave, Suite 200
Sioux Falls, SD 57104

WAYS TO SUPPORT LEGAL AID
Each and every donation has a direct, positive impact on lives in our
community. To learn more about making a gift that works for you, please
contact info@erlservices.org or Brent, Executive Director, at (605) 275-6938.

Direct
Donation

Your donation will support direct client services,
provide critical legal assistance, and ensure that
justice is not based on what one can afford.
Monetary donations can be mailed to our office or
made online at https://erlservices.org/donate.

The demand for legal assistance in South Dakota is
high and growing rapidly. If you are an attorney
looking to make a donation of time and service, please
contact Nichole Townsend, Pro Bono Coordinator, at
nichole@erlservices.org or (605) 275-6931.

Planned
Giving

Volunteer

ERLS has been serving the community for over 50 years.
To ensure that the same service is available to coming
generations, please consider making a planned gift,
either as part of your estate or to commemorate a
cornerstone event such as a birth, graduation,
retirement or other joyous occasions.

We believe a dynamic partnership with
corporations is essential to solving complex
community challenges. This program has been
specifically developed to enhance not only your
relationship with East River Legal Services, but also
your relationship with the clients and communities
we serve.

Join our community of donors by
making a gift today at:
https://erlservices.org/donate/

Corporate
Partnership

Or your tax-deductible
donation can be mailed to:
East River Legal Services
335 N Main Ave, Suite 200
Sioux Falls, SD 57104
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Thank-You
FOR YOUR COMMITMENT TO THE MISSION OF EQUAL JUSTICE.
Every donation and volunteer hour given to East River Legal Services has an
enduring impact on the people and the communities that we serve.
We are deeply humbled by your generosity.

2020 PLATINUM DONATIONS
Second Circuit Bar Association
Woods, Fuller, Shultz & Smith PC
Davenport, Evans, Hurwitz & Smith, LLP
South Dakota Trust Company, LLC

2020 DONORS

2020 FIRM DONATIONS

– Helen Keller

2020 INDIVIDUAL DONATIONS
Alex Moreno
Chet Groseclose
Christina Ward
Dale Froehlich
Daniel and Mrg Simon
Dave and De Knudson
Deb Fischer-Clemens
Richard & Judy Travis
Hon. Karen Schreier

Hon. Larry Piersol
Hon. Veronica Duffy
Jason & Kristi Shanks
Jeff & Janet Brekke
John and Jeanelle Lust
Kelly Collinsworth
Kevin Koliner
Kristy Sogn
Lee Burd
LJ & SM Kouri

Lynn Moran
Mark Regan
Matthew Murphy
Michael Loy
Rebecca Millan
Renee Christensen
Richard Moe
Roy A. Wise
Steve Morgan
Tony & Ali Teesdale
Van D. Fishback

2020 CORPORATE DONATIONS
First Bank & Trust-Sioux Falls

SPECIAL THANK YOU TO
The Ballard Spahr LLP Pro Bono Project:
Dan Fritz, Joshua Brown and Mary Akkerman

THANK YOU FOR YOUR SUPPORT!
Legal Services Corporation
Access to Justice
South Dakota State Bar and Foundation
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“Alone, we can do
so little; together,
we can do so
much.”

Angel Law Prof, LLC
Ballard Spahr, LLP
Bantz, Gosch & Cremer, LLC
Boyce Law Firm Foundation
Boyce Law Firm, LLP
Cadwell Sanford Deibert & Garry, LLP
Fuller, Williamson, Nelson, Preheim, LLP
Gerry & Kulm Ask, Prof., LLC
Green, Roby, Oviatt, Cummings & Linngren, LLP
James D. Taylor, P.C.
Johnson, Janklow, Abdallah & Reiter, LLP
Keith Goehring Law Office
Lewno Law, PC
Lynn, Jackson, Schultz & Lebrun, P.C.
Marlow, Woodward & Huff, Prof., LLC
McCulloch Law Office
Patrick Kiner Law Office
Robins Kaplan, LLP

Indicates:
$25,000 +

Nobody made a
greater mistake than
he who did nothing
because he could
only do a little.
- EDMUND BURKE -

$5,000 to $10,000
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PRO BONO
light
t
o
p
S
ATTORNEY

Melissa Neville

Tyler Haigh

Bantz, Gosch & Cremer, L.L.C.

Evans Haigh & Hinton LLP

Dana Vuong

Jami Bishop

Vuong Law

Johnson, Janklow, Abdallah & Reiter, LLP

JD, University of South
Dakota School of Law

JD, University of South
Dakota School of Law

JD, University of St. Thomas
School of Law

JD, University of South
Dakota School of Law

Areas of Practice: Melissa's
practice focuses on family law
and general civil litigation.
She is also a formally trained
and court-approved mediator
so her work in family law
includes maintaining a busy
mediation practice.

Areas of Practice: Tyler
represents clients in all types
of litigation, professional
negligence claims,
employment law, and
personal injury.

Areas of Practice: Family
Law and Criminal Defense

Areas of Practice: Civil
Litigation, personal injury
and workers’ compensation

Personal: Melissa and her
husband have been married
for 30 years and have 5
children, all in various stages
of life, and all in the Aberdeen
area. They also have two cats
that keep them on their toes.
"There are so many people in
need, and it takes very little
for an attorney to devote a
fraction of their time to
serving those who may not
otherwise be able to afford
representation. If we can
serve justice in all corners of
society, we make our
communities better for
everyone."

Personal: Tyler and his wife
have a two-year-old son and
will be adding to their family
this summer. Tyler also sits
on the Board of Directors for
Family Services Inc., a nonprofit counseling agency in
Sioux Falls.
"Pro Bono work makes you a
better person and attorney. I
feel very lucky to work for a
firm that values it. You also
get to experience other parts
of the law which makes
things more interesting and
fun. "

Personal: Dana is a South
Dakota native who was raised
in Sioux Falls. She practiced
criminal and civil law in
Luverne, MN before returning
to South Dakota. Before
entering into private practice,
Dana worked for the
Minnehaha County Public
Defender's Office.
"Pro Bono work is very
rewarding. About 95% of my
caseload is courtappointments or low-bono
clients. I have a passion for
helping those who are
underrepresented, such as
low income and minority
groups. My goal is to provide
quality, approachable,
compassionate legal services
to them. "

VOLUNTEER ATTORNEYS
Clair Gerry
Rick Mickelson
Jack Nichols
Corey Bruning
Joshua Brown
Brian Kirby
Mike McKnight
Merilyn Trefz
Kelly Collinsworth
Steve Huff
Melissa Neville
Dana Voung
Jim Taylor

Tim Billion
Dana Larson
Heather LaCroix
Tom Keller
Renee Christensen
Eric Schulte
Jami Bishop
Tyler Haigh
Amber Mulder
Emily Maurice
Beth Roesler
Anthony Teesdale
Tim Hogan

PRO BONO WORK

Hobbies: Hanging out with
her family and friends,
camping and traveling
Personal: Jamie and her
husband have 3
rambunctious boys. She
also serves on the Board of
Directors for Big Brothers
Big Sisters.
"There is a significant need
for pro bono services in our
community. I feel that
everyone should devote
some time each year to
providing those services to
people who cannot afford a
lawyer. There is great
satisfaction in being able to
have a meaningful impact on
a person's life."

LAW STUDENTS AND INTERNS
Jessica Allen
Alexa Ankrum
Chesney Arend
Kalei Bjorklund
Melanie Dumdei
Elizabeth Peterson
Alex Murdock
Evan Papka
Anne Weyer
David Levine

Joshua Liester
Dylan Miller
Levi Mitchell
Roy Turner
Dylan Ramstad Skoyles
Gabriele Sayaloune
Nick Thompson
Mikayla Gallagher
Spencer Determan
James Roemer

PRO BONO

Hobbies: Reading, travel,
and scrapbooking.

Hobbies: Playing basketball,
reading, watching sports, and
spending time with his family.

Hobbies: Gardening,
kayaking and my family.

VOLUNTEERS
Deb Essam
Rhonda Erickson
Kayla D. Hanson
Paul Bulman

Help change the course of a life. It might even be yours.
Do you want to volunteer for ERLS or provide pro bono legal assistance? No matter your
practice or practice setting, we have opportunities for you and will tailor your experience to
fit the needs of ERLS, the client, and you. Full representation not your thing? Write an article
for our legal resources website, www.sdlawhelp.org. Fact check an article that a law student
wrote. Preview a video that we produce for accuracy. Be a resource and mentor for our
attorneys. Volunteer to be a mediator or participate at one of our clinics. The list of
opportunities is endless.
For More Information contact:
Nichole Townsend
Pro Bono Coordinator
605.275.6931
nichole@erlservices.org
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2021 EAST RIVER LEGAL SERVICES
BOARD OF DIRECTORS
President
Jeff Shultz
Woods, Fuller, Shultz & Smith, LLP

BOARD OF DIRECTORS

Vice President
Sharon Chontos
Sage Consultants
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Treasurer
Melissa Fiksdal
Jeff Larson Law, PC

Timothy Cummings
Green Roby Oviatt LLP
Anthony Teesdale
Ribstein & Hogan Law Firm
James Taylor
James D. Taylor, P. C.
Ken Teunissen
Veteran, Sioux Falls, SD

Dan Fritz
Ballard Spahr LLP

Kimberly Dorsett
Richardson, Wyly, Wise, Sauck & Hieb, LLP

ERLS provides
a strong voice
for those who
need one.
Jesssica Neidert
ERLS Board Member

NEW BOARD MEMBER SPOTLIGHT
Sara Kindvall

Sara is a domestic violence survivor who uses her life experiences to
mentor others in the same situation that she was once in. Sara is the
founder of Sara Speaks, which is an organization that supports women
on their healing journey after they have broken free from a toxic
relationship. Part of the advocacy of Sara Speaks includes public
speaking and giving her testimony, which she has done at many large
events in Sioux Falls. Sara lives in Sioux Falls with her two daughters.

Sarah Knutson
Sarah moved to Sioux Falls to attend Massage Therapy School and has
been a licensed massage therapist since 2004. She loves all music and
during her free time, you will often find her playing the guitar and
singing anything from Chet Atkins to Janis Joplin. Sarah also has a
sense of adventure and will take spontaneous road trips in her
Volkswagen Beetle with her little dog Jack.

Sister Patrick Leonard Murphy
Sister Patrick Leonard served in the Presentation Ministry as a teacher
and principal in SD and MN for 32 years. In 1992, she found herself in
Miles City, MT and stayed there for 10 years. She moved to Estherville,
IA after her time in MT. Sister Patric Leonard retired in 2016. She is
very active and is currently a volunteer chaplain at Dougherty Hospice
House and Avera Prince of Peace in Sioux Falls, SD.

Jessica Neidert

Jessica's father served in the military when she was young, so she
traveled all over the country before finally settling in Sioux Falls, SD.
She calls Sioux Falls home and has lived here for over 20 years.
Jessica has an eclectic career, from healthcare to the legal industry.
She has a 6-year-old daughter and miniature Schnauzer that keep
her busy, but when she does have a free moment, you will find her
reading, as she is a self-proclaimed "Bookworm."
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EXECUTIVE & ADMINISTRATIVE
Brent Thompson - Executive Director | Kim Poitra - Chief Financial Officer
Becca Wiersma - Technology Manager
Jack Howard - Program Development/Grants Manager
Gina Rogers - Managing Attorney

Saliya Ali
Nichole Townsend
Pro Bono Coordinator Legal Secretary

Tammy Bies
Staff Accountant

ATTORNEYS
PARALEGALS

Teresa Blom | Alicia Vogler | Emma Ward

Jessica Allen | Tillie Bulman | Gina Rogers
Jon Chapman | Peter Sommervold
Mrg Simon | Taylor Hayes

"I wanted to
start my career
where I could
make it count

INTAKE/OUTREACH

the most"
- JON CHAPMAN, STAFF ATTORNEY

CLIENT ADVOCATES

Shane Spargar | Tillie Bullman
Kayla D. Hanson | Keionna Badie

Shayla Sorensen
Housing Retention Specialist

Zach Geraets
Social Worker
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BEHIND THE SCENES

Jack Howard| Brent Thompson | Gina Rogers
Kim Poitra | Becca Wiersma
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Thank-You

COMMUNITY PARTNERS

TO OUR COMMUNITY
PARTNERS

13

THE ROI OF LEGAL AID
For every

$1.00
invested in
East River Legal Services,

$4.94
is realized in
economic
gains.
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FINANCIAL SUMMARY
Below is a snapshot of our 2020 financials based on our audit for year ending
December 31, 2020.

$1,018,550
$122,193
$78,984
$39,143
$176,533
$3
$1,435,407

71.0%
8.5%
5.5%
2.7%
12.3%
0.0%

*CARES funding includes $131.6K Paycheck Protection Program, $25K LSC COVID-19,
$16.1K Telework Capacity Building, and $3.8K Family Violence Prevention and
Services Act

We spend 80 cents of
every dollar on our
programs

Expenditures
Program Services Expenses
Salaries and Benefits
Space and Occupancy
Travel
Training
Program Contract Services
In-Kind Donated Services
Technology
Other Expenses
Total Program Services Expenses
Management and General Expenses
Salaries and Benefits
Space and Occupancy
Travel
Non-Program Contract Services
Other Expenses
Total Management and General
Fundraising Expenses
Salaries and Benefits
Other Expenses
Total Fundraising Expenses
Total Expenditures
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$772,760
$63,955
$15,977
$7,831
$41,594
$39,143
$36,028
$77,392
$1,054,681

59.0%
4.9%
1.2%
0.6%
3.2%
3.0%
2.7%
5.9%
80.5%

$179,438
$14,839
$718
$30,467
$15,058
$240,520

13.7%
1.1%
0.1%
2.3%
1.1%
18.3%

$15,263
$299
$15,562
$1,310,762

1.2%
0.0%
1.2%

FINANCIAL SUMMARY

Revenues
Government Grants/Contracts
Non-Government Grants/Contracts
Contributions
Donated Services
CARES Funding *
Other Income
Total Revenue
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ADVANCING

EQUAL ACCESS TO JUSTICE
FOR OUR MOST
VULNERABLE CITIZENS.
For Help:
erlservices.org

605.336.9230
1.800.952.3015

335 N Main Ave, Suite 200
Sioux Falls, SD 57104
208 S Main, Suite #3
Aberdeen, SD 57401

Follow East River Legal Services on:

East River Legal Services is a 501(c)(3) organization
funded in part by the Legal Services Corporation.

