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Bandits host home
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Falls East starting
Wednesday
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The city now owns the first two lots on the south side of Front Street, seen here past the 72-hour parking lot behind the Old Armory.

Downtown Debate

With purchase, city now holds 4.7 acres of downtown.

By JosH LINEHAN
The Brookings Beacon

BROOKINGS — When the city
council approved a budget transfer of
$450,000 to purchase the lot with grain
silos near the railroad tracks downtown
last week, it cast a marker on a future

downtown revitalization.

With the purchase — the city was the
highest bidder when the property went
to auction — Brookings now has near-
ly 5 acres of contiguous property at the
south end of downtown to work with
going forward.

The city now owns the Old Armory
— as well as the parking lots to its
immediate south and west — along with
the old fire department, the soon-to-
be-old police station, and the two lots
across Front Street to the south of them.

See LAND, page 4
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Onward!

Aurora
event
space
opens

Former workshop
repurposed as
spot to host.

By Amy CeciL. HoLm
The Brookings Beacon

AURORA — A former
workshop outside Aurora
has been transformed
into Bella Casa, a venue
designed to host events
ranging from weddings
and rehearsal dinners to
book clubs and family

gatherings.
Owner Teresa
Holloman recently

completed the build-
ing renovation, creating
what she describes as an
elegant and welcoming

space.
“I want people to feel
like they’re walking into
a home when they come
in,” she said.
interior is
See CASA, page 3
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Counties consider extra half-penny tax

Money raised would go directly to
property tax relief, by new law.

By JacksoN DIRcks
SDPB

Counties are begin-
ning to look at and
consider the first-ever
option in South Dakota
for a county sales tax. It’s
one of the major legis-
lation pieces that some
have dubbed property
tax relief. Though, others
have called the option
regressive.

As of July 1, counties
in South Dakota have
the option to implement
a half-cent sales tax.
Dollars generated from
the new tax must be
used to lower the coun-
ty portion of homeowner
occupied property taxes
in the county. Money
generated from the tax
does not go into county
budgets. Rather, it is put
into a property tax reduc-
tion fund. The funds are
then allocated as a credit
against the county prop-
erty tax levy on homes in

an equal percentage. The
bill allows the counties to
keep 2% of the amount
collected in the first
year and up to $20,000
in subsequent years to
cover the costs associ-
ated with implementing
the new tax.

With the option just
coming online, coun-
ties are taking note and
considering it. SDPB
reached out to many
counties that had not
discussed the option
yet. However, some are
actively considering the
option. The Pennington
County Commission and
the Codington County
Commission both held a
first reading on the tax
proposal. SDPB reached
out to Minnehaha and
Lincoln County commis-
sioners, but either did
not receive a response
or could not confirm
whether plans are in the
works to move forward
with the sales tax.

The Department of
Revenue is helping coun-
ties interested through
the process.

“Several other coun-
ties continue to evalu-
ate the option and have
been seeking addition-
al information from the
Department of Revenue,”
Michael Houdyshell,
Secretary of the
Department of Revenue,
told SDPB.

Kris Jacobsen also
told SDPB it’s been a
conversation. Jacobson
is the Executive Director
of the South Dakota
Association of County
Commissioners and
County Officials.

“Well, at this point in
time, I would say coun-
ties are discussing the
option,” Jacobsen said.
“There has been no
formal movement by any
county that I'm aware of
as of yet. Especially since
this opportunity just
became effective July 1.”

SDPB spoke with
Jacobsen prior to a Meade
County Commission

Brookings
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meeting in  which
commissioners adopted
an ordinance to imple-
ment the new tax. Per
the ordinance, the sales
tax would go into effect
Jan. 1, 2027, should it
stick. While counties can
implement the sales tax,
the citizens of a coun-
ty can refer it to a vote
of the people. That was
made allowable when the
law, Senate Bill 96, was
passed during the most
recent South Dakota
legislative session.

It’s part of a so-called
property tax relief pack-
age created this year.
The state Legislature
and Gov. Larry Rhoden
approved a package that
relied on using sales and
use tax dollars to lower
property tax levies at the
county and school levels.
SB 96, the county tax
option, was considered
more “targeted” relief
and gives areas with
high tourism the ability
to leverage out-of-state
dollars for property tax
relief. However, resi-
dents of the county and
in the state who spend
in the county will pay
more on items at the
grocery store, and other
items that fall under the
sales and use tax, if a
county implements the
0.5% option. Supporters
argue it widens the tax
base and provides relief
to homeowners.

The bill was champi-
oned by incumbent Gov.
Rhoden as it made its way
through the Legislature.
He told SDPB that he
views it as a way for local
communities to use it as
a tool in their toolbox.

“We left as many
options available to the
local governments as
possible. They can, the
County Commission can
adopt it, or the people
can initiate the measure,
or it is referable,” Rhoden
said. “So it’s totally up
to individual counties
whether it’s a good fit for
them or not, and whether
the citizenry agrees with
them or not.”

Those opposed to
the plan have called the
system regressive, saying
renters and non-home-
owners pay more at the
store to fund individuals
who own homes.

During the 2026
Legislative  Session,
opposition to the tax poli-

cy was bipartisan. Pierre
Rep. Will Mortenson
spoke on the House floor,
calling it “going out and
taxing everyone, and
giving it to some,” as well
as a “redistribution bill.”

“[This bill is a redis-
tribution] from the poor-
est South Dakotans to the
richest South Dakotans,”
Mortenson said. “And
from the poorest coun-
ties to the richest coun-
ties.”

SDPB confirmed
with the Department of
Revenue that the prop-
erty tax credits used
to reduce owner-oc-
cupied property taxes
will be applied “in the
same percentage amount
regardless of the value of
the house.”

Despite lots of conver-
sation around the new
tax policy, for Meade
County the ordinance
received no comments
when commissioners
asked for public input.
Meade County houses
Sturgis, which sees an
influx of tourists during
the Sturgis Motorcycle
Rally. It’s something the
commission noted when
adopting the ordinance
during a recent meeting.
Commissioners argued
citizens would benefit,
and that the funds are
earmarked specifical-
ly for owner-occupied
property tax relief.

Projections  show
Meade County home-
owners could save 50%
of the county portion of
their tax bill. The gover-
nor’s office projected a
$325,000 home would
save $530 on their prop-
erty tax bill from the new
tax.

Homeowners won’t
see any savings until the
2027 assessment. That’s
taxes payable in 2028.

According to Jacobsen
with the Association of
County Commissioners,
there’s been discussion
among both urban and
rural counties.

“Well, counties right
now are working on their
preliminary budgets,
and of course, it’s a great
discussion point at this
time, but I think we all
are aware that gener-
al public is not always
friendly to additional
taxes,” Jacobsen said.
“So, that will be some-
thing that will probably
come to light as counties

move forward.”

This comes off a tight
GOP  Gubernatorial
campaign in which U.S.
Rep. Dusty Johnson
made attacking sales tax
increases for property
tax relief a focal point of
his campaign. According
to an April South Dakota
News Watch poll, almost
half of the respondents
polled opposed giving
counties the option
to raise sales taxes in
exchange for lowering
property taxes. At that
time, only 33% were in
support of the idea.

However, counties
are taking the option as
a way to relieve the tax
burden on homeowners.
Another county in the
mix is Fall River County,
which includes Hot
Springs and Edgemont.

Joe Falkenberg is
Chair of the Fall River
County Commission. He
told SDPB they’re plan-
ning to put it to a vote of
the people this Fall.

“The most difficult
problem we have in our
county is their taxes [are]
too high for landowners,
for household owners,”
Falkenburg said. “These
people have been suffer-
ing so much, so long.
We’re one of the high-
er counties in the state
of South Dakota. So that
was my feeling: we need
to get relief if we can
wherever we can.”

Falkenberg noted
not all commissioners
were on board, saying
some worried it might
not work or be used to
reduce the tax burden on
residents. He shared that
he hasn’t heard a lot of
feedback outside of a few
individuals. But, he said
that’s why it’s important
to let the voters decide.

“I think the best thing
you can ever do is turn
it over to the people.
We were elected by the
people, but that doesn’t
mean we know all of the
things of how people
feel,” Falkenburg said.
“This gives them an
opportunity, not anyone
else to decide: yes, we’ll
take this .5 cents and
use it for property tax
relief.”

According to the
governor’s office, home-
owners in the county
could see relief around
15% on their property tax
bill.
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Casa: From couples dinners to weddings

Continued from page 1

arranged with a living
room area, dining area
and open kitchen, along
with a large gathering
space featuring a fire-
place that can accom-
modate dining tables or
dancing. The custom-
built black walnut bar
stands out as a center-
piece, and the venue also
has a grand player piano.
Holloman spent about
ayear collecting furnish-
ings to create the atmo-
sphere she envisioned.
“I knew the vibe that
I wanted to create —
Italian, elegant, old-world
home comfort,” she said.
Bella Casa — it means
“beautiful house” in
Spanish and Italian —
stands available for events
like weddings, receptions,
rehearsal dinners, prom
dinners, baby showers,
reunions and club meet-
ings. Holloman said the
venue can accommodate
an event for as few as two
people or up to 100 inside
for a larger celebration.
Rather than offering
event planning services,
Bella Casa provides
the venue and optional
amenities. Tables, chairs,
linens, dishes, silverware
and glassware are avail-
able for customers, or
guests may bring their
own. Holloman is certi-
fied to prepare and serve
food and can provide
meals, although outside
caterers are welcome.
The property features
outdoor gathering areas
with paved, lighted pati-
os, seating areas, water
features and a gazebo.
Additional improve-
ments are already in the

COVER: Theresa Holloman poses at Bella Casa. ABOVE:

serve guests dinner.

works. A neighboring
building will be reno-
vated into a bridal suite,
groom’s lounge, patio,
reception area and nurs-
ery. Future phases of the
project include four to six
micro-cabins for over-
night stays and another
building with a swim-
ming pool, picnic area
and sports court.
Holloman said Bella
Casa is the latest in a

series of entrepreneurial
ventures. Since moving
to the Brookings area
in 2014, she previous-
ly owned and operat-
ed JoJo’s Candy Arcade,
Baybee Luv Boutique and
The Vape Arcade. She
purchased the Aurora
property in 2018.
Originally from
Kansas, Holloman spent
much of her life in
Minnesota before moving

to South Dakota. She now
lives on the property with
her dogs, cats, chickens,
goats and a pig. She has
five grown daughters and
12 grandchildren living in
Montana, Minnesota and
Wisconsin.

She said Bella Casa
grew out of her desire
to find a business that
better fit both her life-
style and the communi-
ty’s needs.

“With retail, times

are tough, and the owner
has to be there no matter
what. With something
like this, I can plan
ahead and budget more
easily. And I love feed-
ing people, I love hosting
them, I love seeing them
smile,” she said. “I like
making them laugh. I like
making them feel happy.”

The venue hosted its
first gathering Sunday,
July 12, a thank-you
dinner for those who

Nichole Linehan/The Brookings Beacon

The exterior of the remodeled building. BELOW: The dining area where Holloman will

helped get Bella Casa up
and running. Holloman
said the event also served
as a trial run for the facil-
ity.

Bella Casa will host
open houses July 24-26
and July 29-31 from 3-8
p.m. each day. Find more
information on Bella
Casa’s website (bellacas-
aweddingeventvenuesd.
com/) and Facebook page
(facebook.com/profile.
php?id=61591501580213).
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LAND: “You need to buy something when it’s for sale’

Continued from page 1

All told, that’s 4.7
acres with which to
pursue a revitalized
Downtown Brookings.

“We have an oppor-
tunity here to strategi-
cally redevelop more
than four and a half
acres of bare ground
right in the center of the
city,” Council Member
Nick Wendell told the
Beacon in an exclusive
interview. “It’s like once
in a generation, proba-
bly once in every two
generations, would we
ever see all of this come
together at the right
time.”

Wendell is speak-
ing out in favor of the
proposal after social
media posts about the
purchase sought to
portray the purchase as
overreaching or fiscally
irresponsible. Nothing,
he said, could be further
from the truth.

“I think there’s always
going to be a segment of
the population that have
a worldview that the
public sector shouldn’t
be involved with any
development of any
kind, and I can respect
that view,” Wendell said.
“Then I think there’s
another segment of the
population, frankly, that
would like it to seem as
though every action the
current council takes
is controversial. And
I think we’re going to
see a lot of that between
now and November. I
think there are folks who
have real motivation
and incentive to make
it seem as though our
actions are controver-
sial when they’re real-
ly not. And I think this

2026 D

City-Owned Property

Co — Op Purchase

4 ac.

owntown

Courtesy image

A slide deck prepared by the city shows the property it owns on the south end of Downtown Brookings near the railroad tracks.

is another example. So
we just need to articu-
late why this was a good
value, why it sets us up
in a good position for the
future to be a good part-
ner — to really thought-
fully and strategically
develop that land.”
oKk koK

The City Council’s
last development proj-
ect has seen Aldi open
and Target poised to
follow suit, both on land
near the interstate that
the city bought and held
for more than a decade.
That, Wendell said, was
a direct response to a
survey of city residents
who clamored for the

national retailers. The
move made good busi-
ness sense for the city, as
well, with the hopes that
tax revenue that used to
drive itself out of town
would stay in Brookings.

Now, he said, the
council also wants to
continue its commit-
ment to a strong, vibrant
downtown.

The idea is to foster
a walkable, livable
community and not let
development overwhelm
one area along I-29, as
arguably has happened
in both Watertown and
Sioux Falls.

“That’s a commit-
ment we’ve made to the
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core of the communi-
ty from the beginning.
That we’re hearing the
demand for national
retailers,” Wendell said.

“But I've said from the
beginning, I want us to
very thoughtfully keep
investing in downtown.
So we tried to get in front
of that with the down-
town master plan. We
know that one element
of that is obviously beau-
tifying downtown and
continuing to invest in
infrastructure there.
We’ve got a mini grant
program for storefronts
and signage and light-
ing, but I think what can
really help a downtown
turn the corner is how
you reinvest in opportu-
nities for people to live
downtown, and we see
that in so many mid-size
and larger downtowns:
When people live there,
there’s a little bit differ-
ent retail mix that is
possible.

“If we can make some
investments now that
bring some different
types of living down-
town, now you start
to get some momen-
tum,” Wendell contin-
ued. “You’ve got public
space, a gathering space.
You’ve got mixed use
with retail and residen-
tial connected. You rein-
vest in public spaces like

the fire department, and
now all of those things
are firing on all cylin-
ders, over time.”

Listening to council
deliberations over the
last few years, a large
concern has been this:
As the city has grown
southward it has verged
on sprawl, with nearly
exclusively residential
neighborhoods cropping
up, along with many
roads that are not grid-
ded as efficiently as they
could be.

A healthy down-
town engine would
likely help bolster both
downtown businesses
and real estate prices in
core neighborhoods in
the older parts of town,
which currently lag
newer developments,
Wendell said.

“From a city perspec-
tive, I want us to
thoughtfully grow in
all different neighbor-
hoods and sectors of the
community because if all
of our residential devel-
opment happens south
of town on large lots,
with winding streets
and cul-de-sacs, 20 years
from now the cost to the
city to maintain those
neighborhoods when we
have to resurface those
streets and invest in
drainage and curb and
gutter and snow removal

and garbage pickup, all
of your basic municipal
services are just more
expensive in new neigh-
borhoods,” Wendell said.

“So if we can contin-
ue to reinvest in those
core neighborhoods
around Hillcrest and
Medary and Sexauer
and downtown, where
your streets are grids,
you’ve got open alley-
ways. You've got garag-
es facing those alleys. I
mean, everything is just
more efficient. I'm not
saying all of our devel-
opment needs to happen
in the core of the city,
but if we keep sprawl-
ing out and not rein-
vesting in the core, not
only does it make those
core neighborhoods less
livable and less connect-
ed, it’s just going to cost
us all. And when I say
all, I mean taxpayers,”
he said.

HokoKok ok

The city did not set
out to buy up downtown
land.

It has owned the Old
Armory, the 72-hour
parking lots, and of

course, the fire and
police stations, for
decades.

That issue came up
at the last council meet-
ing when Zeno Wicks

pressed the councilors
See LAND, page 5






