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	Armenta wins seventh term as Chumash chairman 
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Vincent Armenta, chairman of the Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians, has been re-elected to his seventh consecutive term. 

The tribe released the election information Monday and said the 48-year-old chairman ran unopposed in this election. 

Mr. Armenta has been at the helm of the tribe since 1999 and has guided the 140 enrolled members through a major financial transformation of their reservation. 

Tribal officials do not release to the media the vote tallies or names of anyone else on the private ballot. The election turnout also was not released. A tribal election is held every two years and tribal members nominated candidates during a general council meeting in February. 

Ballots are mailed to eligible voting tribal members who are age 21 or older; there are 138 such people in the tribe. Members were also allowed to vote in person on March 3 at the Tribal Hall. 

"Now in my 12th year as a tribal chairman, I am honored that my fellow tribal members have the confidence in me to continue to lead our tribal nation," said Mr. Armenta in a prepared statement. "The past dozen years have been the most exciting years of my life. I have significantly expanded my knowledge of government, business, community and our tribe's own culture and history in order to better serve my tribe." 

Also re-elected on the same ballot were incumbent members of the tribe's powerful Business Committee -- David Dominguez, Richard Gomez, Kenneth Kahn and Gary Pace. 

"The fact that we were all re-elected sends a clear message that our tribal membership is satisfied with what we have accomplished as a board," said Mr. Dominguez, who served as Chumash chairman for almost a decade in the 1990s. 

Mr. Armenta, along with the Business Committee, are the main leaders responsible for establishing tribal polices and managing the legal and business affairs of the federally recognized tribe. 

During Mr. Armenta's tenure, the tribe has expanded its holdings to include a round-the-clock casino opened eight years ago and a four-diamond resort; a gourmet restaurant in Solvang; a completely renovated hotel in Solvang; several gas stations; an office business complex in Buellton and 1,400 acres of ranchland purchased from the late Fess Parker. 

The tribe is the largest employer in the Santa Ynez Valley and has about 1,600 people staffing its various holdings. In 2010, the Chumash spent $46.9 million on its annual payroll and paid $4.7 million in payroll taxes. 

Last year, Mr. Armenta was named Tribal Leader of the Year by the Native American Finance Officers Association. 

On issues involving managing and directing tribal revenue, the Business Committee must obtain approval from the entire tribal membership before major financial decisions. There are 140 enrolled members who receive financial payouts from the tribe's casino profits. 

"I'm especially pleased that the entire leadership team was re-elected," Mr. Armenta said. "We have worked together as a board overseeing the business aspects of our tribe for nearly five years and we are all looking forward to continuing to build a solid foundation for future generations of our tribe." 

Mr. Armenta and the committee are also credited with promoting the resurrection of the tribe's native language, Samala, by publishing a 600-page dictionary and allowing language classes to be taught on the reservation. 

"Along with my fellow Business Committee members, we have made decisions that have placed our tribe among one of the most successful in the state," the chairman said. "We're extremely proud of the work we have done on behalf of our tribe." 

Mr. Armenta, a former welder, has served at the helm of the sovereign government since the time when the reservation merely had a small-scale bingo hall and a mish-mash of other buildings. In the past, tribal members were deemed poor enough to be eligible for government food distributions, and the reservation for many years had no running water. 

But the huge financial success of the tribe's casino and other holdings has meant a major economic turnaround for enrolled Chumash members. The tribe never discusses its financial matters and there is no way to discern what its profits are from its various holdings. Court documents from 2005 indicated enrolled members received almost $429,000 -- or more than $35,000 each per month. In the six years since those documents were made public, the tribe has significantly grown its financial holdings and the popularity of its casino has greatly increased, meaning the financial outlay is certainly greater than the 2005 figures. 

During his chairmanship, Mr. Armenta has also assumed a more active role speaking nationally on tribal related matters. Last December, he went to Washington, D.C. to participate in President Obama's Tribal Leadership Forum, and discussed with major government leaders various issues involving Native American tribes. 

In January, Mr. Armenta, Mr. Gomez and tribal counsel Sam Cohen attended Gov. Jerry Brown's inauguration in Sacramento. 

The four other tribal members re-elected this month also have extensive experience in Chumash governance. 

Mr. Gomez was re-elected to his eighth consecutive term. For the past four years, he has served as vice chairman. Mr. Kahn and Mr. Pace were both re-elected to their fifth terms. Mr. Dominguez was re-elected to his fourth term as a Business Committee member. 

"All of us are here to serve the tribe for all generations," Mr. Gomez said in a statement. "The actions we take today have an impact on our future generations, so we weigh every decision carefully, knowing that our tribal membership entrusts us with their future." 


