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In a letter to an Alaskan congressman, 3rd District Santa Barbara County Supervisor Doreen Farr again laid out her objections to a request by the Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians to annex 1,400 acres of tribal property.

The tribe is seeking to place land it owns near highways 154 and 246 in the Santa Ynez Valley—commonly known as Camp 4—in the fee-to-trust process, which would deed the property over to the federal government. In exchange, the government would recognize the land as a sovereign nation, exempt from state and local taxes. 
 Farr sent the letter, dated April 16, to Congressman Don Young, chairman of the U.S. House Indian and Native Alaskan Affairs Subcommittee, as well as other state and local elected officials. In it, Farr argues that the tribe’s request doesn’t fall under the intent of the fee-to-trust process, which was established to provide struggling tribes with an avenue to economic stability.

“The Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians has achieved great financial success through the establishment of a casino and hotel on their reservation property,” Farr wrote. “The revenues from the hotel and the casino have been substantial enough to not only well provide for the needs of their members, but also to purchase other income producing properties in the Santa Ynez Valley such as another hotel and restaurant as well as the 1,400-acre ranch presently zoned for agriculture.” 
Additionally, Farr wrote the county could face “serious economic repercussions” if the land were taken into trust and out of the local jurisdiction. 

“The significant loss of tax revenue to the county and to all of the special districts, including schools, which depend upon it would impact all county services,” Farr wrote. “We cannot afford to lose any of this revenue, particularly during the current severe economic downturn.” 

Tribal Chairman Vincent Armenta responded to the letter in an e-mail to the Sun, saying the fee-to-trust process would restore tribal land and protect it for future generations, as well as provide much-needed housing.

“Placing Camp 4 into trust will not only restore our ancestral lands, but will also create hundreds of jobs in Santa Barbara County and millions of dollars in economic activity throughout the county,” Armenta wrote. “Members of our tribe, their children, and their grandchildren need a place where they can live and raise their families on tribal land governed by their own tribal government.”

The tribe purchased the land from Fess Parker in 2010 for a reported $40 million. Tribal leaders have said they intend to add it to the 130 acres of existing reservation and build an additional 143 single-family homes on the property. Besides the recent request to Congressman Young, the tribe has also approached U.S. Rep. Elton Gallegly, asking him to introduce legislation to turn the land over to fee-to-trust. 
Armenta said nearly 2,000 residents of the district have signed a petition in support of the annexation. Tribal leaders have also pointed to a recent economic report commissioned by the tribe, which concluded Camp 4 could create between 100 and 360 construction jobs during its peak development years, and generate as much as $18 million in additional sales tax.

Farr told the Sun that while construction would have short-term benefits for employment and the local economy, if the tribe worked through the standard land-use process, the area would also reap the long-term benefits of property and sales taxes generated from new projects. 
“That is a benefit to everybody in the county in perpetuity, and also provides funds to help offset any increased impacts from anything that might be built on the property, as is for any other applicant that comes in for a project,” she said.

