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Chumash host Legislative Forum

By Vincent Armenta Commentary

Last month our tribal leadership group, known as the Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians Business Committee, hosted the 2010 Chumash Legislative Forum at Hotel Corque.

Organized by our government and legal affairs representative and our Sacramento legislative consultant, the Legislative Forum was an opportunity to help politicians understand Native American tribal governments and current affairs affecting Indian Country in California.

Each year as new politicians enter the arena, we like to take the time as a tribal government to introduce ourselves and help these individuals understand the issues we face as a government and learn about us as a tribe.

Unfortunately, tribal governments aren’t always recognized as governments nor are they clearly understood by city, county or state governments. In addition, the issues Native American tribes face are often complex and multi-faceted.

Our Legislative Forum is designed to help politicians better understand tribes — our tribe and tribes in general — and gain knowledge of tribal issues.

The dozen participants, who represented state, county and city governments, spent the morning learning about the Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians.

Our tribal administrator provided historical context by discussing the various bands of Chumash and presenting a map of original Chumash territory. A contemporary context was also provided by outlining the current government structure and discussing our tribal demographics and our tribal government programs.

To help the participants further understand our tribe, our public relations director delivered a presentation entitled “The Economic Impact of the Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians.” In this presentation, the audience learned about the process of building the Chumash Casino Resort and was provided with information on the recent emergence of Hotel Corque and Root 246. The positive economic impact the tribe’s business enterprises have had on the community was discussed, along with a variety of examples of the impact and the results of two economic impact studies.

In the afternoon, the participants learned about current Native American legislative issues as well as legislative issues that are on the horizon. The day ended with a guided tour of our reservation, including visiting our Tribal Hall, our Health Clinic and our Chumash Casino Resort.

Overall, it was an excellent session that provided the participants with a much better understanding of the Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians, as well as more insight on issues impacting tribes in California.

All too often, people — community members, politicians, members of the general public — form opinions based on limited knowledge. It was our goal to help illuminate issues and provide information that will help these decision-makers create decisions based on a wider spectrum of facts and figures.

Although California has more federally recognized tribes than any other state, California tribes have not always benefited proportionately. It is always our hope that future generations — whether it be our children, our neighbors or our politicians — will further distance themselves from the Indian policies of the past and forge new, mutually rewarding relationships into the future. I believe that our Legislative Forum was a step in the right direction.

Vincent Armenta is the tribal chairman of the Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians.
