
Supes to protest Chumash liquor license

By COLBY FRAZIER — June 25, 2010 
A request by the Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians to expand the parachute of a liquor license at its casino to include multiple restaurants and a 1,400-seat banquet room ran into resistance on Tuesday when the Board of Supervisors voted to protest the action. 

The casino, located near the crossroads of two notoriously dangerous highways, has long been allowed to serve alcohol in its Willows restaurant. It also sells alcohol to hotel guests for consumption in their rooms. 

But in exchange for these licenses, and widespread community concern that the proliferation of booze at the popular establishment would compromise safety on the roads and in surrounding communities, a number of restrictions were put in place. Among them is the prohibition of serving alcohol on the gaming floor, an area where in Las Vegas the booze typically flows — for free — to gamblers. 

Although Chumash officials promised they had no intention of expanding alcohol service to the gaming floor, county officials said registering a formal protest with the Department of Alcohol Beverage Control was the only way to ensure current restrictions would remain in place. 

Third District Supervisor Doreen Farr, whose district includes the Santa Ynez Valley, said the matter will likely return to the Board of Supervisors in the near future so that conditions for the expanded license can be discussed. 

Of some concern, Farr said, was the expansion of the license to the Samala Showroom, which plays host to a number of large events, like concerts and boxing matches. 

In an agenda letter prepared for the board meeting, Chumash officials said alcohol would only be served in the showroom when “restaurant-style meals” are offered during special events. 

“I think that there still are some questions that need to be answered and resolved because they still want to serve alcohol in the showroom,” Farr said. 

A number of public speakers, including Solvang Mayor Jim Richardson, voiced concerns about the casino’s plans. 

He noted the board’s recent approval of a social host ordinance aimed at curbing underage drinking, and said he doubted more alcohol at the casino, which allows anyone over the age of 18 to gamble, would further this effort. 

“It seems to me this will override efforts to stem underage drinking,” he said. 

While the casino might well draw more people to the Santa Ynez Valley than any other attraction, it is hardly the only with a liquor license. 

More than one board member pointed out the high concentration of wine tasting rooms in Los Olivos. However, many of the same locals who protested the casino’s request also bemoaned the number of tasting rooms. 

Fourth District Supervisor Joni Gray, noting the rarity that the Board of Supervisors actually issues a protest, said it smacked of discrimination. 

She asked one public commenter who urged the board to support the protest if he’d ever protested the issuance of licenses to tasting rooms. The man said he hadn’t. 

Ultimately, Gray and 1st District Supervisor Salud Carbajal voted against protesting the license. 

Chumash Tribal Chairman Vincent Armenta said in an e-mail that there would be no sales on the gaming floor, nor would sales be allowed in the Samala Showroom during bingo. 

While Armenta told the board during the meeting that he was proud of the casino’s record on crime, and noted that the casino even has its own security force, county statistics show that casino-related crime has risen steadily over the years. 

The Santa Barbara County Sheriff’s Department issued nearly 180 citations in 2009, up from roughly 150 the year before. According to a graph presented at the meeting, statistics for 2010 are expected to be even higher. 

Although Sheriff Bill Brown had much praise for the way the casino wrangles crime, he too indicated he would be issuing a protest statement of his own. 

It’s unlikely that the ABC will deny the expanded license, but by issuing a protest, the board has ensured that it will have a say in where alcohol can be served at the casino. 

“I think the fact that we are the county government that the license would be granted in, I would hope that our voice would carry some weight with [the ABC],” Farr said.

