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Tribe wants homes on Chumash land
Vincent Armenta/Commentary | Posted: Thursday, March 1, 2012 12:15 am
We’ve been reaching out to residents, civic leaders and employers to discuss the need for more housing for families of the Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians. As I and other tribal officers go out and talk about our plans, one question we hear is:

“Why doesn’t the tribe just buy land like anyone else and build homes on it without making it part of the reservation?”

It’s a good question. It’s also one we’re happy to answer because it allows us to share our history and the essence of being a tribal member.

It’s crucial to us for our tribal families to live on land that’s under the jurisdiction of our tribal government. The generations before us endured so much so we can stay together as a people.

Our tribe has overcome obstacles, first with the Spanish and Mexican governments, and later with our federal government. Tribal members who suffered through slave-like conditions at the Mission Santa Ines fled after Mexico secularized the missions. They found refuge in a creek bed and the surrounding banks.

Despite this less-than-ideal situation, they lived on the land as a single people because of the need and desire to be united.

Today that land makes up the Chumash Reservation. There’s not enough space left to accommodate all our tribal families.

Our tribe in 2010 purchased 1,400 acres of land about two miles east of the reservation. We want to make the land — known as Camp 4 — part of our reservation through the “federal trust” process. Housing is compatible with nearby development.

One misconception is that fee-to-trust takes land “out of local control.” Fee-to-trust returns lost land to the local control of the one local government that’s been in place long before the county government or any nearby city government existed.

Recent opinion pieces also have suggested that land under the jurisdiction of a tribal government isn’t a good thing.

If those making such arguments generations ago were successful, there would be no Chumash Reservation. For that matter, there would be no land governed by tribes anywhere.

Individuals making those arguments back then, and those making them today, are on the wrong side of history.

They also are applying a double standard.

Municipal annexations of county land and incorporations are relatively commonplace. You must wonder why, when it comes to annexation by a tribe, a few people must engage in fear-mongering.

Those who oppose the tribe continue to bring up the potential loss of tax money. Do these same individuals oppose all municipal annexations of county land because of the loss of taxes?

Did these individuals oppose Buellton’s or Goleta’s cityhood because of taxes lost by the county 100 years out?

Isn’t it beyond time for this double standard to end? With annexations, the parties involved talk and work out agreements.

Tribal opponents used the bogeyman of a second casino to whip up fear. We’ve put that to rest by offering to include a no-gaming provision in federal legislation. Now their new bogeyman is that, somehow, the county will suffer untold harm if a small amount of our former land becomes part of our reservation and we take care of it.

We just want to live together — as tribal families — on our land and under our government. We are pleased with the community support from residents, from local employers and organizations, and from the 2,000 UCSB students who have signed petitions. More than 1,300 of our employees have sent in letters to the county. Thank you.

 Vincent Armenta is tribal chairman of the Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians.

