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Human service agencies throughout the nation are 
responsible for addressing some very basic needs of 
society as they relate to children, the aging, the disabled, 
the poor, those needing health insurance, those needing 
mental health services and those needing vocational rehabilitation services.  North Dakota’s Department of Human Services 
works to address such needs statewide, especially in areas with rapid population growth like western North Dakota.

The North  Dakota Department  of  Human Services (DHS) delivers its services through eight regional Human Service 
Centers.  Service delivery for the region is based out of 
Williston (Northwest), Minot (North Central), Dickinson 
(Badlands), and Bismarck (West Central).  The growth 
in the Bakken has impacted DHS in two ways:  1) a 
challenge to internal staffing, budgeting and employee 
housing and 2) an increase in the demand for services.

In the Northwest Human Service Center (based in 
Williston and serving Divide, Williams and McKenzie 
counties), the client load has increased from 1263 in 

2008 to 1833 in 2012—a 45.1% increase. During this period, client caseloads also grew at double-digit rates at the 
regional  human service centers in Bismarck and Grand Forks.

Professional Contributor

“Human service issues weave into everything that happens in 
the region. The whole issue for us is communication between 
community stakeholders and Department of Human Services about 
local needs.”

Alex Schweitzer

Director of Field Services, North Dakota Department of Human 
Services

The impacts to the general population for the underserved western region are: 1)significant increases risk in the spread of communicable 
diseases, 2) increase in homeless population, 3) increase in mental health related emergencies, crimes and homelessness, 4) a transient 
population vulnerable to unaccustomed weather conditions, 5) a population unprepared for emergency/disaster situations.

ISSUE:  human services

The Issue
Communities throughout the region are concerned 
about the demands placed upon regional human 
service agencies. The need for additional  mental 
health and child protection services is high.

RECOMMENDATIONS
1. Expand the Mobile Crisis Team Concept to Western North Dakota
2. Provide Shelter Solutions to Communities for Working Homeless
3. Assure Local Communities Provide Input to Department of 

Human Services (DHS) Regional Directors to Assist DHS in 
Meeting Local Needs

4. Increase Human Services through Technology and 
Telecommunication

5. Create and Administer a Public Education Campaign Addressing 
Stress Management Needed due to Rapid Growth
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Human Services

Human Services SPOTlIGHT - Divide County
Divide County has increasing mental health care issues, and has no locally based services (other than a remote office in which service is 
based out of Williston).  The Steering Committee wants to work toward more local mental health services, especially in conjunction with the 
school district.  The committee recognizes that mental health issues have always existed but these issues are now more noticeable.

 

At a time when Vision West ND’s largest city, Minot, was beginning to feel the impact of the oil development, the 
Souris River Flood occurred.  The 2011 flood caused the evacuation of 11,000 residents. Increasing populations only 
exacerbated DHS’s ability to respond and provide service.

DHS  reports that along with population growth, there has been an increase in usage of services in western North 
Dakota related to domestic violence and drug and alcohol addiction treatment.  Also of great concern to DHS are 
the non-immunized populations living in communal housing and lack of education needed to manage emergency 
weather conditions.

ReCommendaTion #1: expand The mobile CRisis Team ConCepT To WesTeRn noRTh
Summary: Given that the Mobile Crisis Team program is very successful in Cass County, there could be a great demand for it in western North Dakota 
where people have to travel great distances to receive mental health services.

Action: Create Policy, Fund

Lead: North Dakota Department of Human Services

Need for Expanded Mental Health Services

Of all of the services provided by DHS, the type of service most mentioned during local strategic planning sessions was mental health. Mental health  
expertise and services of all kinds are needed in the rural communities.

One of the national best practices in the field of mental health is the creation of mobile crisis teams.  Currently being piloted in Cass County, this service 
is in high demand and proving to be a very effective way to address mental health crises. The mobile teams travel to people in need and serve them 
until they can be redirected to an appropriate provider.

Background

DEMAND FOR DHS SERVICES

State Fiscal Year
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2008 1,263 3,215 3,370 2,373 5,029 2,958 4,913 1,854 24,975 N/A

2009 1,342 3,197 2,318 3,555 4,968 2,991 5,027 1,891 25,289 314

2010 1,545 3,225 2,484 3,557 5,102 3,074 5,348 1,860 26,195 906

2011 1,650 3,325 2,607 3,608 5,042 3,236 5,655 1,912 27,035 840

2012 1,833 3,398 2,373 3,356 4,949 3,182 5,532 1,871 26,494 (541)

Percent Increase 2008 - 2012 45.1% 5.5% -29.6% 41.4% -1.6% 7.6% 12.6% 0.9% 6.1% N/A
Source:  Alex Schweitzer, Director of Field Services, North Dakota Department of Human Services; September, 2013

There is currently no public- or private-sector psychiatrist in the Northwest Human Service Center region 
(Williston area). DHS is using telemedicine to provide some psychiatric services.
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Human Services

Human Services SPOTlIGHT - McKenzie County
The provision of mental health services in McKenzie County is severely limited.  Due to the demands on the system, the services provided 
are often not timely, and other essential services such as marriage counseling and grief counseling are only provided in far-away cities like 
Bismarck.  People are on waiting lists for four to six weeks for emergency issues.  Even basic assessments are not provided in McKenzie 
County.

Very few services are provided to the area’s neediest families.  Programs that provide meals, transportation and after-school programming 
are woefully lacking.

ReCommendaTion #2: pRovide shelTeR soluTions To CommuniTies foR WoRkinG 
homeless
Summary: With rapid growth placing great demand on western cities and counties to address much-needed services such as EMS, law enforcement 
and various municipal and other services, a state-funded homeless shelter in Bismarck could provide significant relief to the western municipalities 
and centralize services for the homeless.

Action: Create Policy, Fund Legislate

Lead: Legislature and ND Dept. of Human Services

Homelessness

Homelessness can be serious and extremely dangerous to its victims in the North Dakota climate. The homeless condition is one that western North 
Dakota, with the “assisting your neighbor” ethic embedded in its community values, rarely dealt with until the recent oil development. Western North 
Dakotans are troubled by their inability to effectively address this issue.

Best Practices: Dickinson Churches United for the Homeless
Dickinson Churches United for the Homeless Inc. (homelessindickinson.org) began operations on February 1, 2013, after several months of 
planning.  This new group shelters homeless individuals during the winter months of November through March.  The DCUH is a collaborative 
effort of numerous Christian churches and governmental agencies in Dickinson.  They depend upon nearly 300 trained volunteers to make 
this program work.  Homeless guests are processed in via one of the partner churches or civic organizations in Dickinson.  Alternating 
weekly, Churches take turns hosting the shelter and also provide volunteers to monitor the shelter throughout the night.  They currently 
average between 6 and 12 guests per night. They sheltered 273 people in January of 2014. 

Their goal is to extend the love of Christ to those in need by providing a safe alternative to the bitter cold of a North Dakota winter night and 
don’t want to see anybody suffer from frostbite or worse due to a lack of housing.  When possible, they help to provide services that will 
increase the employability of their guests.  They have provided free haircuts and showers but those services are limited. The website is 
homelessindickinson.org.  

Human Services SPOTlIGHT - Twin Buttes
Twin Buttes would like to be able to keep its elderly citizens as local residents, rather than having them move elsewhere due to the lack of 
facilities and services that meet their special needs.   The creation of a facility that could serve seniors--either full-time or as a day-use 
facility, or both--is the top priority of the newly formed non-profit serving the community.
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Human Services

ReCommendaTion #3: assuRe loCal CommuniTies pRovide inpuT To depaRTmenT of 
human seRviCes (dhs) ReGional diReCToRs To assisT dhs in meeTinG loCal needs
Summary: As with all North Dakota state agencies, department managers welcome the opportunity to discuss needs, priorities and services.  
Scheduling a discussion about human services—especially behavioral health services—would be welcomed by the Department of Human Services 
(DHS).

Action: Advocate, Convene

Lead: Vision West ND

Connecting with DHS Regional Human Service Centers

The Vision West ND region is served by four DHS Regional Human Service Centers. Each of the centers are led by a regional director. The regional 
directors are involved in an internal “strategic initiatives” planning effort that will result in recommendations to the 2015 Legislative Assembly related 
to the priorities and services of DHS.

ReCommendaTion #4: inCRease human seRviCes ThRouGh TeChnoloGy and 
TeleCommuniCaTion
Summary: Increasing accessibility to Department of Human Services through technology and virtual services such as counseling and education will 
provide important support to local communities and foster development of a safer and healthier population.

Action: Create Policy, Fund

Lead: ND Dept. of Human Services

Using Technology

The large geographical area in the Vision West ND region makes delivering and accessing services very difficult. DHS is now using telemedicine to 
provide some counseling services. Expanding this delivery method would provide DHS with a cost-effective way to address needs in rural and remote 
areas. The Vision West ND Consortium has expressed the need to have DHS services in every community. Telecommunication and telemedicine 
services would be an ideal solution to this problem.

Human Services Spotlight
According to Katherine Grandstrand of InForum, a web-based news publication, “Although down one-third of its staffing, the need for 
substance abuse counseling provided by Badlands Human Service Center in Dickinson has increased with the area’s growing population.

To meet the needs of southwestern North Dakota and to maintain its level of service, the center has gone to creative lengths.

“We utilize staff from the Department of Human Services West Central Human Service Center in Bismarck – which is basically our sister 
center,” said Lyden Ring, assistant regional director for Badlands Human Service Center. “They travel here and do evaluations for us, and 
we also utilize what’s called telehealth – we’re able to do evaluations point to point from West Central to here over the (interactive television) 
equipment.”

The center is meeting the demand, Ring said. The wait times might be a bit longer, but it’s comparable to other human service centers around 
the state.”*

* Source:  Addiction Counseling in Demand in Oil Patch, InForum: The Forum of Fargo Moorhead, January 2014
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Human Services

literature Review
“Testimony by the Department of Human Services to the North Dakota Legislative Assembly Human Services Committee” 
(Alex Schweitzer, North Dakota Department of Human Services, October 2013)

•	 The	North	Dakota	State	Hospital	is	located	in	Jamestown	and	provides	short-term	acute	in-patient	psychiatric	and	substance	abuse	treatment,	
intermediate psycho-social rehabilitation services and safety-net services for adults

•	 DHS	operates	eight	Regional	Human	Service	Centers	(HSCs)	and	each	provides	mental	health	and	substance	abuse	services	in	a	specific	
region of the state

•	 The	eight	HSCs	provide	an	array	of	community-based	services,	either	directly	or	through	contracts	with	private	providers
•	 Services	include:	Aging	services,	developmental	disabilities,	vocation	rehabilitation,	child	welfare,	children’s	mental	health,	serious	mental	

illness, acute clinical, substance abuse, outpatient sex offender treatment and crisis/emergency response
•	 DHS	completed	a	statewide	stakeholder	meeting	series	in	late	September	2013,	and	is	summarizing	the	regional	information	in	order	to	

quantify the stakeholder requests and to determine if any of the needs can be addressed within current services and capacity

“Addiction counseling in demand in Oil Patch” 
(Katherine	Grandstrand,	Forum	News	Service,	Jan	2014	-	http://www.inforum.com/event/article/id/423455/)

ReCommendaTion #5: CReaTe and adminisTeR a publiC eduCaTion CampaiGn 
addRessinG sTRess manaGemenT needed due To Rapid GRoWTh
Summary: As a public service to the general population, and as a preventative measure for service providers, the North Dakota Department of Human 
Services should develop and implement a stress management educational campaign.

Action: Advocate, Create Policy

Lead: ND Dept. of Human Services

Managing Stress

During the local planning process, communities frequently reported that the demands of rapid growth had created numerous negative effects related 
to stress. Rapid change can be difficult for the general population, and is particularly challenging for those providing services and addressing the 
needs of individuals, whether through human or municipal services. One of the results of this stress also manifests itself in the “crowding out effect,” 
which is addressed in another section of this plan. Residents and service providers have expressed a strong desire to be educated about stress 
associated with rapid change, and to manage it.


