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Making a strong case for Chumash plans

Andy Caldwell/Commentary | Posted: Thursday, November 24, 2011 
This Thanksgiving day, I recall the kindness of the Native Americans who helped the pilgrims understand how to survive in this world that was so new to them.

For the most part, we did not return the favor, and that is putting it kindly. I can’t help but view the controversy in the Santa Ynez Valley in light of these historical clashes.

The Chumash actually served as guides to the Spaniards who explored and later created settlements in our region of the country.

Unfortunately, the Chumash were relegated to near-slave status and eventually assigned to live, if they so chose, on a small and nearly worthless piece of ground in the Santa Ynez Valley, the only federally recognized Chumash reservation that exists today.

As you know, the federal government recognizes the Chumash as a nation within our nation, and voters in California subsequently gave the tribe the right to establish a compact with the state to establish a gaming enterprise.

The fight today in the valley has to do with the ability of the tribe to expand the boundaries of their reservation. They have bought land that historically belonged to them, and they would like to build houses for tribal members on the property.

Critics fear that once the property becomes part of the reservation, all local control over the land is lost, and they do not want to risk the impact of development unchecked by county land-use controls and community involvement and participation.

Contextually, residents of this community have opted to forestall most development of any kind.  Whereas, I can understand their concern about growth in the valley, I can’t say I would wish the county process for a land-use permit on my worst enemy, and I consider members of the tribe to be friends — and one of the largest employers in the region.

And, I don’t see the number of houses or the density to be out of character with what others have built in the same area of the valley, which brings me to a particular troubling aspect of this controversy.

I have a very hard time listening to people complain about the threat of development by the tribe, now that it has the means to expand the reservation.

When they were dirt poor, nobody cared much about their quality of life. Who can blame tribal members for wanting better housing and expanded opportunities, now that they have the means to pursue the same?

In the last 70 years, some 20,000 people have moved into and developed the valley into what it is. I seriously doubt anybody ever asked tribal members whether they liked how the valley was being developed.

There are many valley residents who accept the casino resort. There are others who will fight every single issue that even remotely involves the tribe.

As for me, I believe if the community would recognize and respect that the tribe is a government entity ruled by the citizens thereof, and compare how much development the tribe has proposed to build vs. what everyone else has been allowed to build over the years, that would go a long way toward a civil conversation.

Right now, some of the very same people fighting the tribe are also fighting winery construction, oil development and other intensive land uses in the region. I believe we need the jobs that could otherwise be created.

When you give thanks this day for the opportunities afforded us in this great country, do you also want the same for your neighbor?
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