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Equal treatment for Valley businesses

Valley residents have until the close of business today to voice their opinions — pro and con — about the Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians’ application to expand its liquor license at the casino and hotel.

The tribe wants to expand liquor sales out of its fancier Willows Restaurant into the adjacent buffet restaurant. It also wants to serve drinks at special-event dinners in the casino’s showroom.

Tribal officials emphasize that no sales, service or consumption of alcoholic beverages would be allowed on the gaming floor.

Some people have been objecting to the proposal because of the casino’s proximity to three elementary schools, the high school and YMCA, and because of the general concentration of liquor licenses in the region. Nearly all of the comments that had been received by late last week at the state Department of Alcoholic Beverage Control were opposed.

Those issues were important enough to the county Board of Supervisors — though board members’ views were divided — that they also filed a letter of protest with the state. Sheriff Bill Brown also has said his department will file a protest, but only in an attempt to impose conditions that he has already discussed with the tribe.

If this request were being made by any other hospitality business in the Valley, it’s unlikely it would draw such resistance. However, no other local business draws the amount of traffic that the casino does, with its 24-hour, seven-day-a-week operations.

The sheer size of the business justifies some extra scrutiny of the application, and we’re glad the public is engaged in the process. We’re also glad that the county intends to argue for conditions on the expansion.

However, when all is said and done, this doesn’t seem like a huge change in what the tribe has been doing all along. Yes, more people will have access to alcohol if it’s served in the less expensive buffet restaurant, but we’re not talking about people chugging alcohol while sitting at slot machines. We’re talking about people having drinks with their meals.

If the state’s Department of Alcoholic Beverage Control does its job by putting strict rules in place — and enforces them — we see no reason why this request shouldn’t be approved.

Many resources in our region are devoted to promoting the wine industry and wine drinking. There really is no reason to deny the Chumash an expanded liquor license that is consistent with conditions imposed by local law enforcement and the state’s alcohol-control agency — as long as the rules are enforced.

