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Ignorance shows need for Chumash museum
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Our tribe in 2000 began the steps to create a museum to celebrate our heritage. Since then, what we’ve witnessed would make an informative exhibit on the ignorance and hatred that still exist when it comes to tribal governments.
What we proposed was straightforward: Create a museum, cultural center, park and a small amount of retail on 6.9 acres across the street from our reservation. Our goal was to make it part of our reservation because of our ancestral connection to this land, and because a museum about our culture should be on land under the stewardship of our tribal government.
Now it’s 12 years later. But our dream of a Chumash museum as an educational resource for our tribal community and the entire county still isn’t a reality.
At a county hearing last week, a speaker said this about us adding the land to the reservation for a museum, “This isn’t needed ... Listen to the people of the Santa Ynez Valley.”
These individuals represent less than 1 percent of the valley’s residents, but they show up at meetings claiming to speak for everyone. Many are relative newcomers, who nonetheless have devoted themselves to attacking tribal people whose ancestors have been here for thousands of years.
There’s still no museum because our tribe has been subjected to one legal action after the next by this small, but well-off, group of individuals. So today the land still has not been placed into trust, despite approvals by the federal government.
A bit of background: The Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians is a federally recognized tribe. Tribes may annex land to their reservations through the federal fee-to-trust process, either through approval by the Bureau of Indian Affairs or by congressional legislation. 
On the other hand, a city can annex land through the Santa Barbara Local Area Formation Commission. Our government doesn’t have the ability to go through LAFCO, like the cities do. Yet we’ve never claimed the cities get “special treatment” or “get to play by their own set of rules.”
But tribal opponents — who basically wish that tribal governments and reservations didn’t exist — make such accusations about us all the time. Sadly, the county government too often has pandered to these individuals because of politics.
The federal government last month issued a letter reaffirming our ability to take the 6.9 acres into trust. The federal government dismissed claims that our tribe wasn’t a recognized tribe as of 1934, a key date for certain fee-to-trust administrative decisions. In fact, the federal government noted that our reservation was under federal jurisdiction at least by 1906.
Yet this didn’t stop the county from holding a hearing last week about appealing the fee-to-trust decision. Regardless of how county officials tried to frame the reasons behind hearing, it was an assault on our history and sovereignty.
Our Tribal Vice Chairman Richard Gomez told the Board of Supervisors, “I have been involved in tribal politics for nearly two decades and have seen many attempts by other governments to try to dismiss our tribe.”
But enough is enough. All our tribal officers — and more than 400 tribal members and supporters — attended the hearing in a show of support. 
As Fifth District Supervisor Steve Lavagnino said when discussing the anti-tribal material found on one group’s Web site: “I can’t put myself in a position of questioning people’s ethnicity and disrespecting their heritage. If we appeal this, that’s the road we’re going down.”
I want to recognize Mr. Lavagnino and Supervisors Salud Carbajal and Joni Gray for not going down that road and rejecting an appeal. Perhaps some at the county want to set a new course, instead of listening to those who think we aren’t needed and want us to disappear.
 
 Vincent Armenta is tribal chairman of the Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians.
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