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Tribe cites analysis of benefits from houses
By Julian J. Ramos/Staff Writer jramos@syvnews.com | Posted: Thursday, April 12, 2012 12:15 am
A report commissioned by the Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians concludes that building homes on their rural “Camp 4” property in Santa Ynez would create hundreds of jobs and give a shot in the arm to the county’s economy.

The tribe hired Mark Schniepp of the California Economic Forecast Project in Goleta to prepare the 24-page report, which was released Tuesday.

Chumash leaders are seeking to add 1,400 agricultural acres into their reservation through the Bureau of Indian Affairs’ fee-to-trust process. The land, at Highways 246 and 154 about 2 miles east of the Chumash Casino Resort, would be added to their 130-acre reservation near the Santa Ynez township. Annexation to the reservation makes property exempt from local and state taxes and local planning and zoning laws. 

Tribal leaders have said they plan to build tribal housing on part of the parcel, which is about the size of Solvang, on what is now a 250-acre wheat field at the northeast corner of the larger property. The entire parcel was owned by the late Fess Parker until the tribe purchased it in 2010.

There isn’t enough room on the tribe’s existing reservation, about 30 percent of which is hillside or creekbed, to accommodate the tribe’s 143 enrolled members and their 500 or so children, grandchildren and great-grandchildren, Tribal Chairman Vincent Armenta has said.

According to a statement Tuesday by Armenta, the tribe’s focus is on housing, not another casino.

“On the Camp 4 property, we envision quality housing that is compatible with the adjacent area. We will agree to a no-gaming provision on this land in any federal legislation to expand our reservation.” Armenta said

Although the tribe has said they don’t intend to build a casino, nothing could stop them if the land becomes part of the reservation, opponents have pointed out. 

 Several Santa Ynez Valley community groups have lined up in opposition to the fee-to-trust plans for Camp 4, with Preservation of Los Olivos (POLO) prominent among them.

“POLO has not reviewed this latest economic study,” said Kathy Cleary, POLO president. “The bottom line is, Santa Barbara County has an established process for development. If the Santa Ynez band wants to develop the 1,400 aces, they should follow the same rules that every other citizen has to follow. 

“If the politicians and decision makers decide to give them special treatment for significant development, then every other citizen in the county should demand the same treatment.”

Santa Barbara County 3rd District Supervisor Doreen Farr, who represents the Santa Ynez Valley, was participating in the weekly Board of Supervisors meeting Tuesday and had not seen or read the report, however, after the meeting she reiterated her opposition to the fee-to-trust process, which she has expressed directly to tribal leaders, in a letter to Congressman Elton Gallegly, and in various published commentaries.

Farr mentioned the loss of the local land-use control process and loss of property tax, sales tax and hotel-motel “bed tax” revenues in fee-to-trust projects.

If the tribe is proposing to build homes, it should go through the county planning and development office “just like any other applicant would do concerning a project,” Farr said.

She also said it is unclear to her how the building of homes would be beneficial to the county if the tribe is pursuing the fee-to-trust route.

Schniepp’s economic impact analysis is limited to Santa Barbara County and covers a 5- to 6-year period from 2012 to 2017 —  the years the homes would likely be in the design phase and under construction, according to the report.

“The project will create a significant employment impact to a Santa Barbara County construction industry that has downsized substantially in recent years. There will be spin off effects that produce more job opportunities in the retail, professional services, and financial activities sectors,” Schniepp said.

Between February 2007 and December 2011, the construction workforce in the county has shrunk by about 3,500 jobs, or 35 percent, according to the report. 

The project to build 143 houses and an administration building could begin as soon as July 2012 with completion expected by late 2016. Estimated costs of the project are from $132 million to $179 million.

“While the project is relatively small in size, it will produce measurable impacts to the county’s economy during the 2013 to 2016 period,” Schniepp said.

Findings in the report include:

· Between 100 and 360 construction jobs in the county would be created each year during the peak years of the project.

· Between 350 and 425 jobs overall in the county would be created during the peak years of the project.

· Total income in the county would increase between $70 million and $90 million during the project’s life.

Total sales taxes would increase by $18 million, potentially benefiting Santa Barbara County and the cities of Buellton, Goleta, Lompoc, Santa Barbara, Santa Maria and Solvang.

“Some cities in the county have double-digit unemployment rates. Our enterprises employ 1,700 people, and it’s a great satisfaction to know that we can provide reliable jobs even in this economy. Our tribal government’s plan to provide more options for homes for tribal families also comes with benefits for county residents,” Armenta said in a statement.

Schniepp introduced the report — titled “An Economic Impact Analysis of the Camp 4 Housing Project in the Santa Ynez Valley” — at Tuesday morning’s meeting of the Solvang Economic Development Committee, and he is expected to give similar presentations of the report at other public meetings in the county.

The report focuses only on economic impacts of the proposed project, and does not address any costs or impacts from the housing, such as traffic or other factors.

More information on Camp 4 and the economic report is available at www.chumashfacts.com.

