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Sam and Carlyn Stangle hold their new baby Noelle, the first baby born in Brookings County in 2026.

Arriving right on time
Brookings Health System

BROOKINGS — Noelle Ira Stangle, the daughter of 
Carlyn and Sam Stangle of Brandt,was born at 4:26 p.m. 
on Jan. 1, making her the first baby of the New Year 
at Brookings Health System. She weighed 8 lbs., 10 oz. 
and measured 20.5 inches long.

Noelle arrived right on cue, something her parents 
weren’t prepared for. Her due date was Jan. 1, but 
the Stangles thought they’d have a few more days to 
prepare. 

Carlyn admits she just completed the flooring in the 
nursery two days before Noelle’s arrival.

See BABY, page 2

See COURT, page 3

Former 
UPD chief 
pleads 
not guilty

By Josh Linehan
The Brookings Beacon

BROOKINGS — The former 
chief of police at SDSU made his 
first court appearance on Monday 
after he was charged with five 
counts of cruelty to animals and 
lost his job at the college.

Timothy Heaton  
appears in court on  
animal cruelty charges.

See WRECK, page 3

Timothy Heaton

Man hospitalized after rollover wreck on I-29
By Josh Line han
The Brookings Beacon

B R O O K I N G S 
COUNTY — A 28-year-
old Milbank man was 
hospitalized in Sioux 
Falls after a single-car 
rollover accident on I-29 

last week, according to 
local authorities.

The Brookings County 
Sheriff’s Office respond-
ed to the accident shortly 
after 8 p.m. on Jan 1 near 
mile marker 144 nearest 
White. According to a 

release from the Sheriff’s 
Office, a 2001 Chevrolet 
Silverado was likely trav-
eling southbound on I-29 
when it struck a guard-
rail, entered the medi-
an and rolled — coming 
to rest on its passenger 

side.
According to the 

release, deputies identi-
fied one male driver alert 
and trapped inside the 
vehicle.

Brookings Fire 
Department units 

responded to extricate 
the man from the vehi-
cle, Brookings Fire Chief 
Troy Hughes said, and 
to support the deputies 
with traffic control while 
a wrecker removed the 
truck, which sustained 

disabling damage 
according to the Sheriff’s 
report.

The Milbank man 
was transported by 
Brookings Ambulance to 
the Brookings Hospital 

Welcome print subscribers!



January 7, 2026The Brookings BeaconPage 2

Local

Your LOCAL news source
Shining a light in Brookings

The Brookings Beacon (USPS # pending) is published weekly by Linehan, LLC dba 
Brookings Beacon, 1804 Edgebrook Circle, Brookings, S.D. 57006-5004. Application to Mail 
at Periodicals Postage is pending at Brookings, S.D.

POSTMASTER: Send address changes to: 
The Brookings Beacon, 1804 Edgebrook Circle, Brookings SD 57006. 

Josh Linehan 
Managing Editor  
BrookingsBeacon@gmail.com  
(612) 220-8319

Nichole Hammond Linehan 
Business Manager  
Info@BrookingsBeacon.com  
(605) 651-0447

www.BrookingsBeacon.com

Your LOCAL news source
Shining a light in Brookings

The Brookings Beacon (USPS # pending) is published weekly by Linehan, LLC dba 
Brookings Beacon, 1804 Edgebrook Circle, Brookings, S.D. 57006-5004. Application to Mail 
at Periodicals Postage is pending at Brookings, S.D.

POSTMASTER: Send address changes to: 
The Brookings Beacon, 1804 Edgebrook Circle, Brookings SD 57006. 

Josh Linehan 
Managing Editor  
BrookingsBeacon@gmail.com  
(612) 220-8319

Nichole Hammond Linehan 
Business Manager  
Info@BrookingsBeacon.com  
(605) 651-0447

www.BrookingsBeacon.com

“She’s a first baby,” said Carlyn. 
“They say you usually wait a week 
and a day for a first baby. But labor 
started on the 31st. I’d been having 
what I thought was false labor since 
seven o’clock in the morning. It started 
getting more intense and more regu-
lar at 11 that night, and that’s when I 
thought it might be leading into real 
labor.”

While Carlyn was timing contrac-
tions, Sam was putting in the finishing 
touches on their nursery and finally 
went to bed himself at 3 a.m.

“She woke me up a half hour later 
and said we’re going to the hospital,” 
said Sam.

While at the hospital, the Stangles 
were informed there was a competition 
between them and another couple for 
the New Year’s baby. Noelle arrived 
about an hour or two before the other 
newborn and took the title.

The Stangles are quite smitten with 
their new baby and have already bond-
ed with her and noticed unique traits. 
Dad’s voice calms her down and she 
likes to go to sleep while listening to 

him tell her stories. She also has an 
earlobe with a double fold that runs in 
the paternal side of Mom’s family and 
she is ticklish on her sides, just like 
her mother.

“I know there will be a celebration 
because she’s the first grand baby on 
both side for us,” said Carlyn. “I know 
she will be very spoiled. I’m expecting 
our house to be a revolving door of rela-
tions for the next few months.”

As for advice for other parents plan-
ning to have a baby in 2026, Sam says, 
“Finish the baby room before you think 
you’re going to need it. I thought we 
had another week, or at least another 
three days. Turned out to not be the 
case.”

Like all newborns born at New 
Beginnings Birth Center, Noelle 
received a Team Isaac sleep sack and 
other essential educational items for 
her parents on safe sleep practices.

As the New Year’s Baby, Noelle and 
her parents also received special gifts 
from the Brookings Area Chamber of 
Commerce, Deb Gulbrandson, Denise 
Avila, Nana’s House Country Crafts & 
Needlework by Jeri Kurtz and Tend.

Dryer fire put out it 
Volga factory

VOLGA — A small fire at the 
Prairie AquaTech plant in Volga 
was put out with no injuries and 
minimal damage on Monday morn-
ing.

Volga Fire Chief Jamie Russell 
said a small fire started in a dryer 
compartment at the plant, causing 
minimal smoke damage to the inte-
rior. No one was injured.

The Volga department respond-
ed to the call around 5 a.m., with 
one engine from Bruce also 
responding.

According to a release from 
the Brookings County Sheriff’s 
Department, crews remained on 
the scene for around 90 minutes 
to make sure the fire was extin-
guished. Damage to the dryer was 
estimated at $2,000.

Russell thanked the Bruce 
engine for responding and said he 
was happy the fire was resolved 
with no injuries and minimal 
damage.

The Prairie AquaTech manu-
facturing center in Volga produc-
es plant-based but protein-rich 
animal feed.

Names released in 
fatal wreck

KINGSBURY COUNTY — A 
Minnesota man died and another 
was seriously injured in a two-ve-
hicle crash Friday evening near 
Arlington, SD.

Peter Juergen Ritschel, the 
driver of a 2016 Mercedes-Benz 
Metris, was traveling eastbound 
on US 14 near mile marker 399 
and crossed the center line, collid-
ing head-on with a 2015 Chevrolet 
Silverado 2500, driven by Lauren 
Hser, in the westbound lane.

Ritschel died at the scene. 
Hser sustained serious, 

non-life-threatening injuries.
The South Dakota Highway 

Patrol is investigating the crash. 
All information released so far is 
only preliminary.

The Highway Patrol is an 
agency of the South Dakota 
Department of Public Safety.

— From staff reports

Baby: Best advice?  

Finish the nursery before 

you think you need to
Continued from page 1
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and then, because of the severity of 
his injuries, to a hospital in Sioux Falls.

There was no update on his condi-
tion on Friday morning.

In addition to the damage to the 

vehicle, the Sheriff’s Office estimated 
the damage to the guardrail at $57,000.

Linehan is the Beacon’s managing 

editor and welcomes tips and comments 

at BrookingsBeacon@@gmail.com

Wreck: Man taken  
to Sioux Falls hospital
Continued from page 1

Tim Heaton’s attorney 
entered a plea of not guilty 
and asked for a preliminary 
hearing in the matter and the 
request was granted by Judge 
Bob Pesall. Heaton faces five 
counts of felony cruelty to 
animals after five German 
Shepherds were found to be 
living in an apparently aban-
doned home he owns on Third 
Street in Brookings.

Heaton, 59, owns a resi-
dence at 1008 Third Street 
in Brookings where, accord-
ing to court documents, dogs 
were found living in neglected 
conditions that included feces 
piled up to a foot deep — as 
well as no heat or running 
water.

According to the prob-
able cause affidavit in the 
case, neighbors routinely 
complained about both the 
home and the dogs, which 
led to a Brookings Police 
Department investigation and, 
eventually, probable cause for 
a search warrant that BPD 
executed on Dec. 3.

According to the docu-
ments, when officers searched 
the home: “A strong odor of 
feces was detected from 

outside, and multiple dogs 
were heard inside upon arriv-
al.” Five German Shepherds 
were removed from the resi-
dence and transported for 
veterinary evaluation.

According to the docu-
ments, a full search of the 
home revealed extreme unsan-
itary conditions, including 
large amounts of fresh and old 
dog feces, urine-soaked floors, 
heavy dust, dog hair, clutter 
and thick cobwebs. The resi-
dence had no heat and it was 
10 degrees indoors. There were 
frozen water pails, unusable 
kitchen and bathroom areas 
and structural damage from a 
prior fire. The basement and 
second floor contained exten-
sive piles of dog feces, in some 
areas estimated to be up to a 
foot deep. Conditions inside 
the residence were unsafe for 
human or animal habitation, 
the documents state.

The documents go on to 
state that Timothy Heaton 
acknowledged ownership of 
the residence and responsibil-
ity for the dogs’ living condi-
tions.

A later veterinary evalua-
tion revealed multiple indi-
cators of neglect and abuse, 

including gingivitis, broken 
and fractured teeth, feces 
matted in the hair, malnour-
ished conditions, sores on the 
feet and abscess in one’s ear.

Based on those findings, 
Heaton was arrested on five 
felony charges of animal cruel-

ty on Friday, Dec. 5. Each of the 
five counts is a class 6 felony 
in South Dakota a carries a 
maximum penalty of two years 
imprisonment in a state peni-
tentiary and/or a fine of up to 
$4,000.

SDSU replaced Heaton 

as police chief the day the 
charges were made public.

Heaton’s preliminary hear-
ing is set for 1:30 p.m. on Feb. 9.

Linehan is the Beacon’s 

managing editor and welcomes 

tips and comments at 

BrookingsBeacon@ @gmail.com

Court: Former UPD police chief  pleads not guilty
Continued from page 1

Nichole Linehan/The Brookings Beacon  

The home on Third Street in Brookings where five dogs were allegedly living without heat or access to 
water or the outside. Owner Timothy Heaton is charged with five counts of felony animal cruelty.
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New postmark rule 
threatens ballots

By Todd Epp
The Northern Plains News

South Dakotans who rely on 
the mail for ballots, tax payments, 
prescriptions, or legal filings face 
a new and largely invisible risk: a 
piece of mail can now be consid-
ered late even if it was mailed on 
time.

In late December, the U.S. 
Postal Service finalized a rule 
clarifying that official post-
marks are applied when mail is 
processed at a regional sorting 
facility, not when it is accepted 
at a local post office, according 
to USPS rulemaking documents 
and guidance published in the 
Federal Register and Domestic 
Mail Manual updates.

Why this matters
Under the new USPS clarifica-

tion, the date that matters for many 
legal deadlines is when mail reach-
es automated processing equip-
ment — often miles away from 
where it was mailed. Because rural 
post offices frequently lack late-
day pickups, mail can travel over-
night before being postmarked, 
increasing the risk of missed dead-
lines for rural residents, including 
many in South Dakota.

USPS has eliminated evening 
pickups at thousands of post offices 
more than 50 miles from a process-
ing center as part of its “Delivering 
for America” restructuring plan 
launched in 2021, according to 
USPS planning documents and 
congressional correspondence. 
As a result, mail from smaller 
communities is often transported 
overnight to processing facilities, 
where it receives its first machine 
postmark.

149 million 
Americans impacted

USPS estimates these pickup 
changes affect roughly 24,000 
of the nation’s 33,700 post offic-
es, impacting about 149 million 
Americans across 70 percent 
of U.S. ZIP codes, according to 
agency data cited by Democracy 
Docket.

South Dakota has only three 
major processing facilities — Sioux 
Falls, Huron, and Rapid City — 
after years of consolidation, 
according to reporting by South 
Dakota News Watch.

Sen. Rounds’ 
involvement

South Dakota’s congressional 
delegation has repeatedly pressed 
USPS on rural service reliability. 
Sen. Mike Rounds has requested 
investigations into delivery delays 
and the impacts of restructuring, 
according to statements from his 
office and reporting by SDPB.

Nearly 105,000 mail ballots were 
rejected nationwide last year because 
they arrived too late, according to 
federal election data summarized by 
Democracy Docket. Postmarks are 
also used for tax filings and certain 
legal deadlines, according to IRS and 
USPS guidance.

USPS advises customers mail-
ing deadline-sensitive documents 
to request a hand-canceled post-
mark, use Certified or Registered 
Mail, or obtain a Certificate of 
Mailing.

By Todd Epp
The Northern Plains News

SIOUX FALLS — South Dakota’s 
dairy industry has grown rapidly over 
the past two decades, but an industry 
leader warned Monday that maintain-
ing the momentum could depend partly 
on the number of workers allowed into 
the United States.

During a Downtown Sioux Falls 
Rotary panel discussion focused on 
the state’s dairy industry, Tim den 
Dulk, a dairy farmer and processor, 
was asked if uncertainty around labor 
is a concern. The federal government 
has implemented stricter immigration 
enforcement during the current Trump 
administration.

“We expect it to be extremely diffi-
cult to find employees, especially if 
we don’t allow more laborers in,” den 
Dulk said.

The dairy industry in the state has 
been affected by immigration enforce-
ment actions. Drumgoon Dairy, near 
Lake Norden, lost 38 of its 50 employees 
this summer after a federal Department 
of Homeland Security audit flagged 
workers for inaccurate, outdated or 
incomplete proof of U.S. citizenship 
or permission to work in the country.

Former Gov. Dennis Daugaard 
moderated the Monday discussion and 
opened it with a look back at the dairy 

industry’s growth. The number of dairy 
cows in the state increased 165% from 
2006 to 2025, and is expected to grow 
another 18% this year to 253,475 cows. 
Most of the growth has taken place 
along the Interstate 29 corridor in the 
eastern part of the state. Panelists said 
the growth has helped generate jobs 
and broaden the state’s agricultural 
economy.

However, without a reliable pipeline 
of workers, den Dulk said the industry’s 
recent growth could be hard to sustain.

“We could pay some people $35, $40 
an hour to milk a cow, and I still don’t 
think we would get them to be milkers 
for a 12-hour shift, five to six days a 
week,” he said. 

South Dakota also has the nation’s 
lowest unemployment rate, at 2%.

Jake Anderson, plant director at Bel 
Brands USA in Brookings, discussed 
the company’s ongoing expansion 
aimed at doubling production of its 
Mini Babybel cheese wheels. Anderson 
said a key strategy for staying compet-
itive in the job market is positioning 
the company as an employer of choice, 
including offering higher wages.

“Certainly, it is something that we 
do need to keep an eye on,” Anderson 
said of workforce challenges. “It is 
certainly on the top of a lot of organi-
zations’ minds.”

Dairy leader expects 
difficulty finding 
workers in state
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United Way nearing end of annual campaign
By Josh Linehan
The Brookings Beacon

BROOKINGS — The 
Brookings Area United Way’s 
annual campaign is making its 
final push through the month 
of January.

The fundraiser has hit 
around 64 percent of its $1.2 
million goal with a little over 
three weeks left.

BAUW Executive Director 
Heidi Gullickson stressed that 
while the number was ambi-
tious, it reflects the need of 
the community and the 35 local 
groups who receive the fund-
ing.

“One last push would be 
great. Those dollars that come 
in get used in 2026 — those 
dollars go right back into our 
community,” Gullickson said. 
“And so being able to allocate 
out as much as we can to our 
partners is such an import-
ant piece of what United Way 
does. And our goal is lofty, but 
it is based on what we need in 
our community to be able to 
meet those requests that come 
in from our partners, as well as 
running the United Way.”

Changes in both the busi-
ness climate and grant funding 

have been challenged for the 
United Way in raising money 
this year.

“We saw some differences 
in the grants that were avail-
able for us,” Gullickson said. 
“Last year, we had significant-
ly more in grants that we were 
able to bring into the commu-
nity. Those just either weren’t 
options this year, or we were 
awarded a decreased amount 
based on what they had avail-
able to get out.”

The money from the annu-
al campaign funds not just the 
more well-known United Way 
projects — such as the Boys 
and Girls Club or Brookings 
Area Transit Authority — but 
also myriad smaller groups, 
many of whom are operated by 

a handful of people who count 
on the yearly funding.

“Some of those are small-
er organizations that many 
people may not even have 
heard of before. It’s one of 
those things that until you 
need the help, or, you know 
someone who may need some 
help, you might not even know 
that it is happening in our 
community,” Gullickson said.

“And for many of our part-
ners, they are run, some of 
them completely by volun-
teers. Some of them maybe 
have part-time staff, or just 
like one or two staff members. 
And so for them, the United 
Way fundraising is such an 
important piece, because they 
their focus is on running the 

program, giving the assis-
tance.”

When food insecurity 
became a large potential issue 
with SNAP benefits in limbo 
this fall, the United Way took 
the lead in creating a Basic 
Needs Task Force for the area 
to coordinate donations and 
resources to get them to people 
in need.

Gullickson stressed the 
need for similar programs 
throughout the Brookings 
area.

“There are so many crisis 
programs that we really want 
to try to make sure that we 
can fund, to make sure folks 
aren’t getting infected, to 
make sure that the heat and 
the lights stay on, to make sure 

that there is food for folks,” 
she said. “And there are so 
many people that one disrup-
tion, one paycheck that isn’t a 
full paycheck, or one missed 
paycheck, maybe because of an 
illness or an accident, can just 
really disrupt their lives. And 
that’s where these programs 
can come in, to help stabilize, 
and help people continue to be 
a part of our community.

The easiest way to donate 
to the annual campaign is 
through BrookingsUnitedWay.
org, Gullickson said, where 
there are options to donate 
with a credit card or direct 
bank transfer. The United Way 
also offers a way to space total 
donations out monthly over 
the entire calendar year.

“I also want to give a thank 
you to those who have already 
supported us,” Gullickson said. 
“We do have a very generous 
community, and we are thank-
ful for all that is entrusted to 
us, to be able to to make an 
impact here in the commu-
nity.”

Linehan is the Beacon’s 

managing editor and welcomes 

tips and comments at 

BrookingsBeacon@@gmail.com


