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Vincent Armenta, chairman of the Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians, has been named Tribal Leader of the Year by a financial organization. 

The Native American Finance Officers Association bestowed the award Wednesday in New Orleans, citing Mr. Armenta's leadership in moving his tribe from poverty level conditions a generation ago into an economic powerhouse with a casino, restaurant, two resort hotels and two gas stations, among other holdings. 

"I am privileged to serve on our tribe's leadership team along with a group of dedicated, talented and dynamic leaders," said Mr. Armenta in a statement. "We have worked diligently to bring both financial and cultural success to our tribe." 

Exactly a year ago, the 47-year-old Mr. Armenta won his sixth consecutive two-year term as chairman. As its figurehead, Mr. Armenta helps guide a tribe of 145 enrolled members -- or those who receive financial payments from casino profits -- and many more descendants. 

The Native American finance group gives the award to a tribal leader "who has displayed foresight and resolve in the financial advancement of their tribe." The nonprofit NAFOA provides educational forums and resources to tribes in an effort to facilitate tribes' financial success. 

"Under (Chairman Armenta's) direction, the Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians has gone from relative obscurity to being one of the most successful tribes in California," said William Lomax, board president. 

The Chumash tribe, with an estimated 1,600 employees, is the largest employer in the Santa Ynez Valley and among the largest in North County. A former welder, Mr. Armenta took office at a time not far removed from federal food surplus distributions to a 126-acre reservation without running water. 

Seven years ago, the tribe opened the Chumash Casino Resort, which attracts thousands of visitors each week. In the past decade, Mr. Armenta has been at the helm of the tribal Business Committee as it expanded its holdings to include a hotel and restaurant in Solvang and two gas stations. The tribe also converted a Buellton restaurant into an educational and employment center called Chumash University. 

The tribe is a stakeholder in Pacific Capital Bancorp, the parent company of Pacific Capital Bank, N.A., with affiliations like Santa Barbara Bank & Trust. Its stock holdings are reportedly worth more than $35 million. 

The Native American Finance Officers Association also recognized Mr. Armenta for paying "equal attention to preserving and honoring his tribe's culture," including supporting a native language program and the creation of a Chumash language dictionary. 

"There's no question that the Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians has accomplished a lot in the past 10 years," said Mr. Lomax. "And there's no doubt that many of those accomplishments can be attributed to the tribe's leader, Chairman Armenta." 

The tribe does not discuss financial matters, including the amount of distributions received by its members from the casino profits. Spokeswoman Frances Snyder did say that in 2009, the Chumash paid $5.1 million in payroll taxes and had total labor costs of $61.7 million. It contributed $5.4 million to a state special distribution fund for governmental agencies directly affected by the casino and resort complex and gave $1.3 million to a revenue sharing trust fund that provides for California tribes that do not have casinos. 

While gathering kudos from other Native American tribes, Mr. Armenta has also had to fend off complaints from some groups in the community about Chumash expansion plans. 

