[image: ]
White House hosts tribal governments
December 20, 2012 12:00 am  •  Vincent Armenta / Commentary
[bookmark: _GoBack]
Two weeks ago, I and other leaders of America’s Native governments had the opportunity to participate in the White House Tribal Nations Conference in Washington, D.C. President Obama expressed the importance of taking ownership of the future and looking out for our next generations of tribal members.
There are many pressing challenges for federally recognized tribes in California and across Indian Country.
The White House Tribal Nations Conference — the fourth for the Obama administration — was an opportunity to remember the past struggles and celebrate our progress. But also, it served as a reminder of the work ahead to improve the lives of our families and to guard against intrusions into our sovereign rights as tribal nations.
The president, for example, stressed his commitment to solving the problems that certain tribes are having putting “their land into federal trust” because of a recent court decision.
The situation for the Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians is different from that ruling. Nevertheless, we have been tied up in legal wrangling for years just to place 6.9 acres, across from our reservation, into federal trust through the administrative process for a Chumash museum, cultural center and park.
Likewise, our plan to build homes for tribal families on other land we own in the valley, known as Camp 4, has faced delays. We would like Congress to pass fee-to-trust legislation so we can address overcrowded conditions on our reservation and so more of our families can live together on land under our jurisdiction.
Placing land in trust means that tribes, once again, would be the stewards of a small bit more of the vast historical territories that were taken way. For us, the land where our ancestors lived since time immemorial is part of the essence of who we are as a tribe.
I and the more than 500 American Indian and Native Alaskan leaders in attendance also were heartened to hear the president speak of the importance of our land to us.
Listening to the president discuss the government-to-government relationship of the United States and tribes made me think of the issues — and at times ignorance of a few — we are facing back home.
His words could provide a history lesson for those who can’t understand that tribal governments are real governments, with even the U.S. Constitution affirming the unique relationship for tribal people. The president’s speech is online at www.whitehouse.gov/nativeamericans. I hope you have a chance to watch it.
The president noted our tribal commitments to “cherish the Earth and each other, to honor ancestors and preserve traditions.”
He added: “These should be, and are, American values. They lie at the heart of some of our country’s greatest challenges ... to protect our planet, to leave our children something better than we inherited.”
These are among the goals of the Santa Ynez Chumash government. It is our obligation not just to our future generations, but also to our ancestors who endured so much so we could stay together as a tribe.
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