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Tribe wants progress for entire SY Valley

 September 27, 2012  •  Richard Gomez/Commentary
It may be difficult to believe, but just about four decades ago the homes on our reservation in the Santa Ynez Valley lacked running water. The story of how the water system came to our reservation is one of perseverance and of a vision for our tribe’s future.

Edward Olivas, then-tribal chairman of the Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians, noted in 1968: “Our immediate goal is the installation of a water system in every home on the reservation; and our hope (is) that everyone will want to live on the reservation because it is a fine place to live.” 

Tribal government back then had additional goals after the pipes connecting us to the valley’s water system arrived. Those goals included better roads, better housing and trying to motivate our young people to attend school and college. They saw a great future for the reservation. Each generation of tribal leaders has worked diligently to provide for the basic needs of tribal membership.

Educating our young people is of particular importance to me. Because an early start is critical, we’ve been promoting academic readiness for kindergarten by supporting the pre-school education of 35 students. Also, 34 credentialed teachers tutor more than 100 tribal students —pre-K through college — in Santa Barbara, San Luis Obispo and Los Angeles counties. Tribal families this spring celebrated more than 45 graduates, from eighth grade through the doctoral level.

I am pleased to note that by improving our reservation and creating tribal economic enterprises, today we can fund such vital government services for our families while also being the source of 1,700 jobs in the county.

We indeed see a great future for our reservation and for the entire community. There is much work ahead, though.

Our small reservation is centered on a creek bed and its banks, a place where our ancestors settled after Mexico secularized the missions in the 1800s. It was once home to rustic homes without electricity or running water. Families had to carry water from the creek. The county eventually declared the water unfit for human consumption.

Today, we no longer have room on our reservation to accommodate all our tribal members and their families who want to live there. That is why our tribe purchased the Camp 4 property, about two miles from the reservation, to place into federal trust. 

We hope to further secure our tribe’s future by providing a place where tribal families can live on land under the stewardship of the tribal government, for generations to come.

We are thankful for the support of the community in this goal, just as we were thankful for the community’s role in helping to bring the water system to the reservation in the late 1960s. 

As was noted by tribal government four decades ago: We’re not trying to improve the reservation for just the Indians, but for the entire community and the valley.

The same can be said today.

 Richard Gomez is tribal vice chairman of the Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians.

