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Chumash chairman testifies in D.C.
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		Vincent Armenta, right, chairman of the Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians, testifies before a House subcommittee Friday in Washington, D.C.
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Vincent Armenta, the chairman of the Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians, testified this week before a congressional subcommittee about his tribe's fight to place several parcels of land within reservation boundaries.
Mr. Armenta and Santa Ynez Valley landowner Marshall Grossman were among the invited speakers Thursday before the House Subcommittee on Indian and Alaska Native Affairs.
The committee held an oversight hearing in Washington, D.C., on the topic of "Indian Lands: Exploring resolutions to disputes concerning Indian tribes, state and local governments and private landowners over land use and development."
The issue of Chumash land ownership and development is a hot-button issue in the rural valley, as the tribe seeks to annex the 1,400 acres into its holdings to build a 143-home development on property that's often called the "Gateway to the Valley."
Rep. Don Young, R-Alaska, acknowledged challenges facing tribal and nontribal interests in trying to resolve disagreements about the fee-to-trust process, in which the Department of the Interior evaluates whether a tribe can annex land into its reservation.
Land placed into trust is exempt from local land use regulations and zoning, which concerns many local residents and government officials.
"Today placing land into trust for tribes is one of the most solemn actions federal government can take regarding American Indians," said Mr. Young, chairman of the committee.
He suggested legislative measures may be necessary to resolve disputes and said it may be necessary to determine "whether current law is adequate for these controversies to be settled without the intervention of Congress or the Department of the Interior."
The Chumash tribe's applications for fee-to-trust land have ignited significant controversy in the Santa Ynez Valley, particularly its application to place 6.9 acres off State Route 246 into trust for a tribal museum and cultural center, and its plan for 1,400 acres near the intersection of the 246 and State Route 154.
The Chumash submitted the fee-to-trust application for the 6.9 acres 12 years ago, and its annexation was approved by the Bureau of Indian Affairs in 2005. The case was appealed by community groups, but in June the decision was affirmed.
The Santa Barbara County Board of Supervisors voted 3-2 not to appeal the latest approval, but the Santa Ynez Valley Alliance and Preservation of Los Olivos did appeal.
Rep. Ben Ray Lujan, D-New Mexico, said at the hearing he believes the "only way to move forward is meaningful consultations and good faith between tribes, local government and the federal government."
In his testimony, Mr. Armenta noted that the fee-to-trust system in place for 78 years has been essential for tribes to add land to reservations.
"Affirming the process means keeping tribal communities together and encouraging future generations to live on the reservation, under their tribal government," Mr. Armenta said. "For our tribe, it's about building a stronger community so we can build and secure a future for our members."
Mr. Armenta spoke about the tribe endeavoring to explore a legislative route to put the 1,400 acres into trust.
"Providing more housing is the kind of progress the federal government envisioned when it began to support tribal economic development opportunities," Mr. Armenta said. "But ironically, local tribal opponents — even some local elected officials — have accused our tribe of being 'too wealthy' to benefit from the fee-to-trust process."
He added that the idea that the tribe's "ability to exercise sovereignty should somehow be linked to our bank statement is not only insulting, but it goes against everything that Congress has done to provide a pathway for tribes to reach self-determination."
Michael Black, director of the Bureau of Indian Affairs, told the panel that the application for the 6.9 acres cannot move forward until the appeals have been heard or federal court remedies are exhausted.
Mr. Grossman, whose family owns a 29-acre ranch across from the proposed annexation, said his request to Congress is to eliminate the types of land-use conflicts that are now occurring.
When fee-to-trust is appropriate, he said, it should be granted, and when it's not, opposing voices should be heard.
"The 1,400 acres is the gateway to the valley," said Mr. Grossman, a former member of the state Coastal Commission. "It is a picture-perfect panorama, a pastoral beauty, generously graced with historic and protected oak trees. It is non-Indian reservation and is located two miles plus from the tribe's reservation and casino.
"It is unthinkable the Interior Department is vested with the legal power to approve unchecked development on these 1,400 acres, an area which is the size of the valley's largest town. The absence of meaningful standards for reviewing fee-to-trust conversions permits the Interior Department to rubber stamp transfers regardless of their impact on the community. This is not a fear; it is a reality."
Between 2001 and 2011 in California, all 110 applications by state tribes for fee-to-trust conversions were approved by the government, Mr. Grossman said.
He told of the long-debated Santa Ynez Valley Community Plan and said that under current law, the land use plan "can be set aside by the Interior Department by the stroke of a pen."
The current system, he added, "fosters mistrust."
Once land is taken into trust, it may be used for any purpose, said Mr. Grossman, who indicated uncertainty that the Chumash would adhere to its expressed desire to build housing.
Mr. Armenta told the congressional panel that the tribe does not want to build a casino on the site.
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