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A 1,390-acre ranch property near Santa Ynez has been purchased by the Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians from Fess Parker Enterprises for about $40 million.

The deal had been rumored for weeks in the Santa Ynez Valley.

Chumash Tribal Chairman Vincent Armenta and Parker family lawyer Charles S. Bargiel disclosed the deal, which was in the works for several months, in separate short press releases Friday.

Armenta, in a brief phone interview, described the purchase as “a great thing” because the property holds historical significance to the tribe.

He said there are no immediate plans for the rural land near the intersection of Highway 154 and Highway 246, which is about two miles east of the tribe’s Santa Ynez reservation and casino.

The tribal membership voted to approve the land purchase, according to a statement from the tribe.

Parker, a valley winemaker and developer who first gained fame as Disney’s “Davy Crockett,” died March 18 at 85 years old.

Although Fess Parker had no active involvement in the sale, he was aware of the negotiations and supported the transaction, according to Bargiel, who has been counsel to the Parker family for more than 30 years.

Parker’s children, Eli Parker and Ashley Parker Snider, and other executors made the decision to go ahead with the deal, Bargiel said in a phone interview.

He said the Parker family had asked him to serve as the spokesman on the sale.

There are no commitments or stipulations in the deal regarding future use of the property, which closed escrow Thursday, he said.

While neither party disclosed the sale price, it was in the neighborhood of $40 million, according to county sources.

According to public records, $44,000 in documentary transfer tax was paid Thursday to Santa Barbara County, which means that the property sold for approximately $40 million.

The property consists of four separate parcels zoned AG-II-100 — meaning it is zoned for agriculture and cannot be split into parcels smaller than 100 acres — and each is approximately 355 acres, according to 3rd District county Supervisor Doreen Farr and documents filed with the county Clerk-Recorder-Assessor’s Office.

On the northeast corner of the intersection of Highway 246/Armour Ranch Road with Highway 154, known as the “Chumash Highway,” the parcel is the same piece of land the tribe and Fess Parker sought to annex into the tribal reservation in 2004 and develop into luxury homes, a resort hotel, two championship golf courses and an equestrian center.

However, the deal fell apart in late 2005 amid a vehement backlash from Valley residents and a failure to negotiate a final agreement between Parker and the Chumash.

At the time, the tribe reportedly considered buying the property outright from Parker, but lost interest after it was valued at $55 million.

It is not known whether the tribe hopes to make the land part of its reservation by taking it into trust through the federal government's fee-to-trust process.

The fee-to-trust process removes land from local jurisdiction and places it under tribal authority. The sovereign tribal land then becomes exempt from local and state taxes and local planning and zoning laws.

The Parker family bought the property, southwest of the Fess Parker winery, for $6 million in 1999, according to the Fess Parker Vineyards Web site.

Known as Camp 4 at the Parker Ranch, it produced its first grape crop for the 2003 harvest.

The property is the latest piece in the Chumash portfolio besides its casino and hotel on the reservation.

Holdings include Hotel Corque, formerly the Royal Scandinavian Inn, and Root 246 restaurant, both in Solvang, two gas stations in Santa Ynez, and an employee resource center in Buellton.

Solvang Mayor Jim Richardson said he is pleased to have the tribe as business owners and investors in the city, but he would be opposed to expansion of the reservation or the tribe’s gaming operations, and to any change in the property’s rural character.

“It depends on how they intend to develop the land. If they try to suburbanize the property with matching housing, I’m opposed to that,” he said.

The Parker property is under a Williamson Act contract, through which the owner promises to keep the land in agricultural use in exchange for the property tax being assessed on the land’s actual use rather than its potential market value.

There are several ways to end Williamson Act contracts. County officials can cancel a contract at the landowner’s request, but they must find that the cancellation is either consistent with the purpose of the act or in the public interest.

There is also non-renewal, in which either the landowner or the county decides not to renew the 10-year contract so that it runs out at the end of nine years.

Farr said that there is no record of a request for non-renewal being filed.

In early 2009, the tribe supported Senate Bill 170, which would have created a presumption that tribal cultural centers, infrastructure and housing would be a greater public benefit than preserving agricultural land in Williamson Act contracts.

If passed, it would have allowed tribes to cancel William-son Act contracts to proceed with development projects, but the bill’s author pulled it from committee review in April 2009.

Farr, whose district encompasses the Santa Ynez Valley, said she had not heard from the tribe about the sale or any potential plans for the property.

“In any event, I’ve been on record saying I don’t support fee-to-trust applications. I think land in the unincorporated county area should go through the county for any land development,” she said.

Given the property’s stormy past and public opposition to previous development plans, Farr said another round of controversy could be on the horizon.

“I have no reason to believe the community wouldn’t react the same way now if something were to be proposed again. People feel very strongly about keeping and preserving agriculture and open space in the valley,” Farr said.

Bob Field, a neighbor of the property and the former chairman of the Valley Plan Advisory Committee, said protection of the rural scene at the intersection of Highways 154 and 246 was a paramount concern of the recently adopted Santa Ynez Valley Community Plan.

“That was a prime focus of the whole community plan process,” he noted.

The community plan has a primary goal of preserving the valley’s “rural look and feel,” he said, and the intersection is supposed to be spared any “visual impact” from development.

Managing Editor Dave Bemis and Staff Writer Sam Womack contributed to this report.



