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The South Dakota Conservation Officers Association is proud to present this collection of stories about the inception of our organization, and officers past and present.

			This book is dedicated to all the officers who have served over the years, protecting South Dakota’s natural resources – especially those who have fallen in the line of duty or passed away early in life. We would also like to extend a special thank you to all the spouses and families who support us in the work we do. We could not do it without you!

			Chris Kuntz, President

			South Dakota Conservation Officers Association

			2017-2018
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			A Tribute to Conservation Officers

			By Spencer Vaa

			Spencer Vaa is a former conservation officer, game manager and state waterfowl biologist. He worked with South Dakota Game, Fish & Parks from 1972 – 2010. Spencer originally wrote this piece for A History of Waterfowl Management, Research, and Hunting in South Dakota, published in 2014. It is reprinted with permission from the author.

			When a landowner, sportsman or private citizen needs to talk to a “wildlife person,” he or she is likely to dial up a conservation officer. Conservation officers, commonly called COs (or even the more dated “game warden” title), are the face of South Dakota Game, Fish & Parks (SDGFP).

			Why is this? I believe it’s because a CO is a person who’s involved with virtually all of the activities going on within the department.

			One day it might be enforcing game, fish and boating laws along with running a pheasant brood survey. The next day it could be signing up Walk-in-Access area or conducting a youth hunter safety class. The CO becomes well-known by the public in his or her area (usually a county or two) and becomes the point of contact for the department.

			I’ve always been of the opinion that working as a CO is a great way to prepare a person for virtually any job within SDGFP. The hours can be long because the position means the CO is on call 24-7 and will likely be working on the opening day of pheasant, duck and deer seasons.

			But the rewards are great because a good CO can make a difference protecting the wildlife resources and delivering excellent services to farmers and ranchers, sportsmen and the general public.

			Federal game wardens, more properly titled “Federal Agents,” work closely with state COs. I’ve had the privilege of working with some of these talented men, including former Federal Agent John Cooper, who served as Secretary of SDGFP from 1995-2007. I remember working with John and CO Dan Plut at the McDowell goose pits near Pierre back in the 1970’s, when Dan and I were rookies. Now, that was an experience!

			To the close fraternity of State and Federal Wildlife Officers – thank you for a job well done!

		

	
		
			The Inception and Accomplishments of the South Dakota Conservation Officers Association

			By Owen Meadows, May 2018

			Owen spent his career as a conservation officer in Hot Springs. He served as a state game warden and then a conservation officer from 1967-2000. In 2018, as this book was in the works, Owen served on the board of the South Dakota Conservation Officers Association (SDCOA) as the representative for retired members. He is also a founding member of the SDCOA. His recollections of the events that led to the founding of the SDCOA are from documentation he kept over the years.

			Prior to 1970, wildlife law enforcement was the responsibility of officers referred to by South Dakota law as state game wardens. They functioned in the Division of Law Enforcement within the Department of Game, Fish, and Parks. At this time in South Dakota, fifty game wardens were supervised by one chief game warden and three assistant chief wardens.

			In 1970, the Department of Game, Fish and Parks experienced a reorganization. Game wardens were renamed conservation officers. The minimum educational standard was increased to require a Bachelor of Science degree in Wildlife Management or a related field, which also earned a raise in pay. The officer job description was amended at this time to include management responsibilities for game and fish, as well as lands owned by South Dakota Game, Fish & Parks, though many of those efforts were already being handled by game wardens.

			Five regions were created in the state. Supervisors and assistant supervisors were put in place in each region for all areas of responsibility including law, game, fish and land. In addition to regional leadership, separate, statewide supervision positions were located in Pierre for fish, game and department-owned land. However, because the chief game warden position was eliminated, there was no centralized coordination position for law enforcement.

			As the reorganization unfolded, the changes implemented and the kinks worked out, conservation officers were considering the benefits of forming an association. Though not a union, an officer association could pursue dialogue and changes in the common interest that could potentially benefit officers, the Department of Game, Fish & Parks, as well as the public. It would be a way for officers to speak with one voice.

			Conservation Officers had always worked closely with their local police, sheriff and highway patrol, with calls for assistance going both ways. However, the reorganization put the focus of conservation officers on wildlife and habitat resource management and less on law enforcement activities.

			Nevertheless, officers were still likely to happen upon situations involving intoxicated drivers, thieves or other criminals. In this case, they would be forced to make a citizen’s arrest. This would potentially expose them to greater liability than an average citizen. They were law enforcement, to an extent, and may not have the exception an average citizen may be granted in the event of an unlawful arrest or detainment.

			At the time of its inception, the primary concern of the SDCOA was earning peace officer status for conservation officers.

			On April 28, 1973, 26 South Dakota State Conservation Officers met in Fort Thompson to discuss forming an association. Examples of constitutions and by-laws were considered by those in attendance, and a discussion was held to determine favorability of moving forward.

			The officers present voted to form the South Dakota Conservation Officers Association.

			Association officers were elected that day, as were regional representatives. A formal meeting followed, presided over by President Floyd Gaarder. Formalities were discussed and dealt with. Any remaining needs or formalities required to have a functioning association were to be handled by the elected officers.

			Very little time passed before 49 officers joined as charter members. The Association held its first statewide meeting in July of 1973 in Pierre, South Dakota.

			Some of the changes and improvements achieved by the association’s efforts to work with administration include:

			
					Earning peace officer status, which took three legislative sessions (1973-1975).

					Discussions for improved uniform and badges began in 1973 and were realized in 1978. Additional changes and improvements were made as years passed and will probably continue as long as conservation officers and the association exist.

					In 1975, conservation officers were granted use of South Dakota State Radio’s law enforcement channel at night if so equipped. Efforts toward this began in 1973. Eventually, officers received authorization for 24-hour use of the frequency.

					In 1980, officers were issued Smith & Wesson .357 Magnum side arms, along with the associated leather and equipment by the department. Efforts toward this also began in 1973.

					Glock .40 caliber semi-auto side arms replaced the Smith & Wesson .357 Magnums in 1991.

			

			For some undocumented reason in 1992, the wearing of sidearms as a uniform item became controversial. Officers of each region met with South Dakota Game, Fish & Parks Commissioners. Following the four regional meetings, the administration, other employees and the commission came out with improved understandings of why sidearms should always be part of the uniform. The firearms policy was improved at this time.

			
					Efforts for officers to receive Class B or Law Enforcement Retirement began in 1979 and were realized in 1983.

					Support for efforts to improve officers’ employment classification and compensation, 1973-present.

			

			In addition to working with the department in these ways, SDCOA actively works to support outdoor education, students and families.

			
					Assist outdoor women’s groups with events and education 1990’s – present.

					Provide scholarships to university students interested in wildlife law enforcement degrees.

					Contribute to and participate in youth hunting activities.

					Assist officers wishing to attend the North American Wildlife Enforcement Officers Association (NAWEOA) annual conference.

					Community service through volunteerism and fundraising for officers and families in need.

			

			As a professional organization, the association continues to work with members to improve the profession, guided by our mission statement:

			The South Dakota Conservation Officers’ Association (SDCOA) will pursue the highest professional status of wildlife conservation officers and the practice of wildlife law enforcement. This shall be accomplished by promoting effective communication and relationships between the SDCOA, Department of Game, Fish and Parks, wildlife professionals, and other law enforcement agencies.
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			This poem was written by Florence Binger, wife of Harvey Binger, who was the game warden in Britton for many years. It is printed with permission from their son, Ron.

		

	
		
			How the Conservation Officers Trained the Commissioner

			By Berdette Zastrow

			Berdette Zastrow served on the Commission for South Dakota Game, Fish and Parks from 1987 – 1994, serving as chairperson in 1990. She was born and raised on a farm near Groton and then farmed with her husband, Bruce, at Columbia on the James River. She is an avid big game hunter and angler, and shares the tradition with four grandsons. After retiring from actively writing outdoor features for magazines and newspapers, she has written two books about her hunting adventures.

			This story was published in INTERNATIONAL GAME WARDEN magazine, Winter 1993-94, near the end of Berdette’s time on the commission. It is reprinted with permission from the author.

			“This button runs the siren, these are the special lights, this button runs this radio and that button runs that radio. Oh yeah, here’s the shotgun, remember it’s a pump, and here’s the .38 to put in your purse. Now remember the checklist on what to do if I get into trouble. OK, now we’re set—let’s go!”

			While sitting in the conservation officer’s pickup with a look of overwhelming confusion and terror, off we went to find some deer “shiners.” And so, my “hands-on” training of “what it’s like to be a conservation officer” began.

			When I was first appointed to the South Dakota Game, Fish and Parks Commission, I received a phone call from my local conservation officer inviting me to lunch. It was not a division director from our head office in Pierre, it was not anyone from our regional or district office who called me, it was the conservation officer (CO).

			“Lunch” turned into a three-hour presentation of just some of the philosophies, reasons behind decisions, discussions of current issues, and a lot of time spent on officer duties. Was I bored? Heck no! I found it fascinating!

			What was really incredible was the fact that officers chose their profession to enhance their love of the outdoors and wildlife, not for the money. I also remember a lot of time spent discussing “privatization of wildlife.” Having to deal with this issue ever since I started on the commission, I really learned to appreciate that first lecture. I soon found out that this conservation officer, and later, those in neighboring counties, were walking encyclopedias on wildlife and a ready resource for me on many issues.

			At the time I was appointed, conservation officers were given the directive not to speak to commissioners, which was incomprehensible and unacceptable to me. How could commissioners get any firsthand field input? COs are the department, as far as the constituency is concerned. They are the ones who receive complaints, compliments, suggestions and ideas because they are “out and amongst ‘em.”

			What better way to know what’s going on out in the field than contact with these “public receptors?”

			Recognizing the background in wildlife they were giving me, I took advantage and sought out their input whenever possible. Due to that fact, I acquired a great deal of respect for the wildlife law enforcement profession. Only later did I learn that they are many, many times more likely than any other law enforcement officer to be assaulted on the job.

			There were some scary times when I was “riding shotgun” scouting for shiners that really drove that point home. The first night we found some illegal, beered-up characters who made the officer and me very nervous and I thought, “Now I know why I was taught all the procedures in the pickup before we left.”

			Later, working with an airplane giving us the location of a suspicious vehicle that had driven into a farmyard. We drove to that yard, and it was then I realized a firearm could be aimed at us out of any window in the house. It was experiences like these which really made me appreciate what our officers live with and how they lay their lives on the line, all for the protection and preservation of wildlife.

			Of course, some of these early “shotgun rides” were not without humor. Working with two officers, each in their own pickup and communicating by radio, a meeting place was set in a particular area where shining had been taking place. We were stopped, called each other—in the dark, blackout lights only. In frustration, the officer I was with started the pickup, took off for another road, but then slammed on the brakes. The second officer’s pickup was right in front of us! Stopping in time but somewhat shaken, we all got out and I remember the officers nervously laughing, “Boy those headlines would’ve been good — Two Game Wardens Kill Commissioner!”

			Spending time in the field with officers is extremely valuable to me. I get involved in the same situations and watch how they handle people. That is fascinating. I am always amazed how they can turn an irate, screaming, negative individual into a quiet, agreeable and sometimes pleasant little lamb, all by using their personality, with plenty of common sense and psychology.

			Watching this diplomacy is a real treat. I saw this happen with a hot-headed neighbor of mine, not knowing exactly what would happen. I observed this again with another CO as a carload of irate strangers approached. That time the officer was in plain clothes and we never identified ourselves until the confrontation was over, and those people were pleased with what they had been told. Many lessons can be learned by using this quiet, positive, common-sense approach and I try to take advantage of this knowledge whenever the situation arises.

			A few years ago, the commission lowered the walleye limit in the state, which was met with strong opposition from various special interest groups. A few months later, I was with an officer during a road check and it was a delight to watch how he visited with the people but still acquired all the information he needed. The situation turned out very positive and it’s nice to watch our guys receive the compliments, too. I’ve observed relationships between COs and landowners and I was proud to have the landowners tell me they really like and respect their conservation officer.

			I have lived on a farm all my life and thought I knew a lot about wildlife, their habitat, etc. Due to COs, I have received an education on wildlife and land management that rivals college classes, I’m sure. I have always respected wildlife, but never as intensely as I do now. When I was driving, I’d see wildlife here and there—nothing like the critters I can see now because I was taught how to look for them in their habitat and have fun observing them.

			At the time of my appointment, I was a pheasant “flusher” only, but had grown up fishing with my father. I guess the officers saw that I needed some help in the hunting area so they went to work on me. My husband only hunted pheasants and, being as busy as he was on the farm, was happy that I would have some hunting instructors. Because of the officers, I now love hunting of all kinds and appreciate their efforts immensely. From all types of waterfowl to grouse, turkey, pheasants, whitetail and mule deer, I have enjoyed them all.

			I am still receiving encouragement for two more species on my list—antelope and elk. I’ve been helped with fishing tips, too. When an officer recently looked into my sparse tackle box, I was quickly given a shopping list of lures, followed by lectures on fish biology. It was a CO who first talked me into hunting alone—something unheard of to me. I tried and learned a lot about myself and the wildlife I pursued. In addition to being a landowner, it’s also from the COs that I learned just how bad or good some hunters’ ethics are, a great concern to all of us. It was also a CO who gave me the idea for my personalized license plate: “I HUNT 2.” (Other commissioners hunt and “I HUNT TOO.”
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			Berdette Zastrow is pictured after a successful hunt.

			I attend most of our regional CO meetings, seeking input from the field. It’s there where I become aware of situations that I will ultimately have to handle or make a decision upon at the commission table. These meetings are where many ideas are born, where season-setting schedules start, where problems are discussed. When making commission decisions, this background information is invaluable. I don’t know how an intelligent decision can be made without input from the field.

			It’s not only the COs in my immediate area who have advised me in the past and still continue to do so. Except new hires, I have the advantage of knowing all the COs in the state and readily seek their input if/when needed.

			Commissioners have to make decisions affecting the entire state and we need information on many issues in many parts of South Dakota. I appreciate very much the working relationships I have with our COs as knowing and working with them has done a tremendous job of making my commission work easier and more meaningful with more intelligent decisions.

			Working together and coordinating efforts between commissioners and COs can accomplish many goals, with the ultimate decisions being made for the good of everyone and the resource. Commissioners can help COs in their jobs, too. I never thought I’d feel proud disposing of a road kill, but I did! Coming upon a deer lying on the highway, I stopped, put on my old gloves, dragged the deer way down the ditch and removed it from the public’s view. I later called the county CO and told him. To say he was surprised is putting it mildly. But why should he be called when I know what to do, am capable of doing it and can save him time and all of us money by handling it myself until he can take care of it?

			I appreciate the officers’ spouses, too. Like someone said, we get two employees for the price of one! Recognizing the spouses’ contributions early on, I felt we should have some type of appreciation ceremony for spouses at an SDCOA convention. Yellow rose corsages were made and each spouse received an appreciation certificate from the officer along with a kiss of thanks. I obviously included my husband in the ceremony for all the wonderful family support I have received in this job. He also must answer irate phone callers, put up with weird schedules and smile sometimes even if he doesn’t want to.

			I have tremendously enjoyed being “trained” by the conservation officers. I feel I have received the equivalent of a degree in wildlife by now and it all has worked very well to make my decisions easier, more intelligent and more caring. One of the greatest honors I have received was the Certificate of Award from NAWEOA in Red Deer, Alberta. How pleased I was to accept that—from this international association of wildlife law enforcement professionals—the best in the world!

			I know from personal experience that our conservation officers are not cold, ruthless, unfeeling cops as some perceive them to be. I have seen and felt the deep compassion they have for their fellow man and for the creatures in the wild. Yes, these officers did train me—to be more aware of my environment and to use my position to make this a better world for all of us. To each of them, I say a very grateful THANK YOU.

			I’m concerned about the future of our hunting and fishing heritage. We need to have more women and children involved in our activities. I would hope that with the talented officers we have, ideas will spring forth which will help insure our youth have further involvement in the wildlife world. What else do I want? I think it would be great to have my very own badge and to be able to participate in an undercover operation. And, maybe someday, with lots of tolerance, my conservation officers will let me sing and play a song I composed for them!
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			Addendum: It was with the help and guidance from conservation officers which allowed me to later take South Dakota elk and antelope, for which I am forever grateful. (Added 2018)

		

	
		
			Our Neck of the Woods: GF15-5 & GF9-5 & GF49-5

			Harry Haivala grew up in Harding County, South Dakota, one of nine children. After high school, he enlisted in the Air Force. In addition to his work with South Dakota Game, Fish & Parks, Harry joined the National Guard in 1972 and retired in 1997 as a CSM(E9).

			He served on the local fire department for 20 years and on the school board for six years. He was elected president of the South Dakota Peace Officers Association in 1976, as well as being elected president of the South Dakota Conservation Officers Association in 1978 and again in 1986. He received the Shikar Safari Officer of the Year award in 1987 and retired in 1993.

			Harry and his wife Irene have two sons – one in Spearfish and one in Overland Park, Kansas – and five grandchildren.

			For 30 years, Harry Haivala dedicated his life to working as a game warden with South Dakota Game, Fish & Parks. He started in 1964 with Arlo Hass, Ron Catlin, Bill Shattuck, Lyle Brown and Art Wren.

			“It was the people I met along the way that stand out the most,” said Harry. “I remember the people. Especially Jim Schroeder and Chuck Webster. They were my closest friends. Our wives were friends too.”

			Virgil Johnson, chief warden in the early 1960s, was the first to ask Harry about being a game warden. He was out in Buffalo sage grouse hunting and Harry was working as a butcher.

			“No,” said Harry in response to his question. “I think I’d like to be a highway patrolman.”

			Harry grew up in Buffalo, South Dakota, and returned to the area after serving in the Air Force. Shortly after his conversation with Virgil, Dave Duncan moved in next door; he was the new game warden in the area.

			“It was Dave who convinced me to go to Rapid City and take the test,” said Harry. The exam to work for Game, Fish & Parks included physical requirements and a certain knowledge base. It was given once a year at two or three places statewide.

			“They tested you on what you knew about fish and game, as well as what you knew about South Dakota. At the time, all the wardens and biologists were hired based on that test.”

			Harry passed and began as a young warden in Phillip.

			“My dad was sheriff of Harding County for 12 years,” he said. “Before that, he was a deputy for 4 years under his brother Sam. My dad’s call letters were

			35-1 and when I started in Philip, mine were 31-5.”

			It was in these first years that he caught a break on a longtime poacher – one that officers before him had been after for years.

			“It was New Year’s Day,” he recalls. “I was out on a lake checking ice fishermen when I spotted a car on the highway that ran by. A car I recognized.”

			From his spot on the ice, Harry watched the car turn off, go through a gate and up a hill.

			“At the top of the hill he stopped and got a tub out of the trunk,” said Harry. “He dragged it over the hill where I couldn’t see what he was doing. But, when he came back, he was just carrying the tub so I knew he had thrown something out.”

			When the car left, Harry drove up the same hill and followed the tracks in the snow. He found a deer hide and gut pile.

			“Right away I contacted our state’s attorney, Robert Miller, to get a search warrant,” said Harry. “He was actually on the other side of the state but, when he heard what had seen, he told me he was on his way.”

			Robert Miller would later become the Chief Justice of the South Dakota Supreme Court.

			The local sheriff and a highway patrolman went along to serve the warrant. At the residence, they found deer on the table, mid-dinner, and more in the cellar. The rest of the deer was in the trunk of an old junk car in the yard.

			“The warden in Phillip before me, Darrell Brady – he was the assistant chief warden and my boss – had followed this guy for years,” said Harry. “He was very happy to hear we finally got him.”

			After three years in Phillip, Harry moved to Belle Fourche, where he took over for Chuck Webster.
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THE WARDEN

Tonights like tats of others
You've radioed you'll be late
A car on the highway hit a deer
Theres been a lot of late.

I put supper in the oven

To keep it warm for you

Hot or cold, you don't complain
A dry dinners nothing new

As you sit down to eat

The phone begins to rings
Someone wants a license, or
Where are the fish biting?

Seasons come, and seasons go
They march clear through the year
You get called out in the night
Some ones shinning deers

You say your works your hobby

So it makes me happy too

Cause you enjoy every minute, and
No one deserves it more than you.
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