FAQ’s for Pine Ridge Workcamp
Where do we go?  This Workcamp takes place for two weeks on Pine Ridge, the largest Indian Reservation in the country and home of the Lakotas.  The population on this Reservation (“The Rez”) is estimated to be between 30-40,000 people. 
Why here?  On the Rez, unemployment is 80%.  Alcoholism is also very high.  All social indicators of community health (infant mortality, drug abuse, teen pregnancy) are far higher than the national average, and life expectancy is well below the national average. According to national statistics, the poorest county in the country is on the Rez.  It is a community with a proud and tragic history that is trying to find its way forward.  Many of the national policies continue to influence the people here, and it is our hope that, through this Workcamp, we can be a supportive force. 
In addition to these facts, Friend and Arizona resident Mike Gray (who co-leads this Workcamp) has been going to the Rez for over 20 years.  For many of these years, his ministry was supported by American Friends Service Committee and Intermountain Yearly Meeting, but in 2009 they both laid down their support.  Quakers, however, have long-standing relations with Indians going back to William Penn and his vision for the Peaceable Kingdom, so it is important that Friends continue to do what we can to responsibly carry on. 
Where do we meet?  We meet at Rapid City, SD airport.  In the past, all participants have arrived within a few hours of each other.  American Airlines, United, and Delta serve this airport.  Rapid City is between 90 and 150 miles from where we camp.

What projects do we do?  In general, we work on two different kinds of projects.  One is to help Shannon Freed and her organization, Earth Tipi, in developing her vision of sustainable living.  This has included helping to build an earth home and grounds, and a sustainable garden.  Other projects include helping Shannon’s neighbors and others in the Manderson, SD community with home maintenance and repair.  It is an opportunity to see some of the struggles and challenges of day-to-day life on the Rez.  

The other project has a very different purpose: it is to support the continuation of Sundance Ceremonies, one of the most sacred of ceremonies.  We camp out on lands jutting into the Badlands in Wanblee, helping to prepare grounds for a Sundance Ceremony.  We learn about not just the sacredness of the ceremony, but also the sacredness of the land on which the ceremony takes place.  We camp and share meals with a diverse range of people for whom this ceremony has great meaning – Lakotas as well as people from other native/indigenous backgrounds and people who have been adopted into the family.  We have also, in the past, been invited to participate in Sweat Lodges as we prepare for the Sundance.  This year, the last day of the Workcamp will be participating in the first day of the Sundance Ceremony, called “Tree Day”.  Because of the sacredness of this ceremony, we recognize that it is not a “Workcamp” project, which is why we are not staying beyond the first day.  However, for those who have been on previous Workcamps and have received the invitation to be a part of the entire ceremony, we will help plan logistics for this to happen.  For first-timers, most likely you will be receiving the invitation to be a part of future ceremonies. 
The difference between these two projects is that the first one can be more challenging for people as it is dealing with real-life issues and all the frustrations that come with it (including things not going as planned, delays, etc), whereas preparations for the Sundance, because of the sacred nature of it, have people putting aside their own issues for a brief period to support the continuation of this tradition.  It is strongly recommended that people participate for both weeks to get the full experience of how the Sundance Ceremony helps to continue the cycle of life, and the work in Manderson helps us to see what that life is.  If only one week is an option, we recommend the first week, as it speaks more to the daily challenges that people face living on the Rez.  

But what, exactly, do we do?  In the true spirit of Quakerism, we proceed as way opens.  This means that what we have done in the past is not always an indicator of what we will do.  Much depends on what Shannon needs done, how many others show up at Wanblee, and other needs that may arise because of weather, for example.  In addition, the interests, leadings and gifts of our own group will be a factor.  It is the synergy of all these that ultimately determine what we do.   

Where do we stay?  For the past few years, we have camped out in Manderson and Wanblee.  These are family grounds, not campsites.  We have portable cooking facilities (in Wanblee there is a cook’s kitchen), and there are at least outhouses.  We have been creative with showers such as using sun showers or making a periodic trip to a pool.

Who plans and cooks meals?  All planning and cooking of meals is done by the group.  We do have a budget for meals, and we like to have conversations about how we can best use this for greatest positive impact, meaning at times we perhaps eat “on the cheap” so we can offer more to others.  

If I am doing this as part of my Service Learning requirements, how many hours do I get?  In general, we count 8 hours per day for service, although if it were up to us, we would count all waking hours as service, given that while we are not doing projects, we are engaged in a process of learning and reflection that can be just as important as any structure we build in terms of helping achieve sustainable actions.  
