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Solvang delays decision on Indian gaming funds

By John Sakata /Staff writer jsakata@syvnews.com | 
Posted: Thursday, March 1, 2012 12:15 am
The Solvang City Council has decided to wait until March 12 to decide how to use $350,000 in Indian gaming funds and which projects to submit for future funding.

With the deadline for using the funds still several months away, the council decided Monday night against committing the money to a project and informally agreed to ask the committee that disbursed the grant funds whether they had flexibility in using the money.

Solvang received the $350,000 over several years from the Indian Gaming Local Community Benefit Committee through a program designed to reimburse communities for the impacts of local Indian casinos. All California tribes that operate casinos must contribute to the fund.

The identified impact that qualified the city for the grants was the need to replace and widen a bridge on Highway 246 across Alamo Pintado Creek, just east of Alamo Pintado Road.

However, at Caltrans’ insistence, the city has decided to use funds that could have been combined with the grant funds for the Highway 246 bridge and instead put them toward seismic retrofitting of the Alisal Road bridge over the Santa Ynez River.

With the grant funds freed up, the city must decide how else the money can be used according to the rules of the program or return it.

Additional gaming funds are scheduled to be distributed in the next several months for the upcoming fiscal year.

The staff recommendation to the City Council Monday night was to use the grant funds for a two-phase traffic circulation study on Mission Drive, which is Highway 246. Public Works Director Matt Van der Linden said the funds would be used in two phases. A traffic engineer would make general suggestions on traffic impacts, and then additional work would be done in a second phase.

“We could include a consulting firm or design work for whatever improvements are needed,” Van der Linden said. “We could stay in the same description in the use of funds.”

But Councilwoman Tara Wood said that she would not support work on Mission Drive because Caltrans could be performing work on Alamo Pintado Road and Highway 246 in the future.

“Is using these funds for traffic circulation on Mission Drive a good use of funds when we know Caltrans will change everything in a few years anyways?” Wood said.

Van der Linden said Caltrans would be unlikely to take on the project for at least another decade.

Mayor Jim Richardson asked van der Linden if the money could be allocated to the Santa Barbara County Fire Department, specifically the station in Solvang, but City Attorney Roy Hanley said that possibility was unlikely given the grant stipulations.

Hanley said that the worst-case scenario would be that the money would be returned rather than spent in Solvang.

“It is in our interest to look for ways to spend the money for us and the Chumash,” Hanley said.

The council also voted 5-0 to borrow $1.15 million from the wastewater fund to pay off the remaining water improvement bond debt.

The wastewater fund has $3.7 million in reserves. By borrowing its own funds, the city could save about $121,000 than if it used an outside agency, staff estimated.

