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Chumash plans under review
[bookmark: _GoBack]Public has 30 days to comment on environmental assessment of tribe’s proposal for 1,400-acre property
By NORA K. WALLACE NEWS-PRESS STAFF WRITER
	[image: http://64.29.230.54/Top/pictures/2138540.jpeg]

		Land at the junction of State Routes 154 and 246 would become housing under plans by the Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians.
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		Camp Four Alternative A
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Plans by the Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians to develop
1,400 acres of rural land for tribal housing have prompted heated debate for years about the future of the so-called "gateway" to the valley.
For the next month, people with any interest in the property known as Camp 4 will be able to offer comments to the federal Bureau of Indian Affairs on the projected environmental impacts of remaking the grazing land into homes for tribal members.
The same land, at the junction of State Routes 246 and 154, was the subject of a long hearing Tuesday before the Santa Barbara County Supervisors, in which the board opted on a 3-2 vote not to open dialogue with the Chumash in a government-to-government relationship.
On the same day, the Bureau of Indian Affair's Pacific Regional division announced release of an almost 1,000-page environmental assessment of the tribe's plans, including the application for fee-to-trust status that would add the property to the Chumash reservation.
The tribe's application is still being evaluated and has not yet been deemed complete by the BIA. But once acknowledged, the process begins on whether to allow the tribe to take the purchased 1,400 acres into its reservation boundaries.
Such a move would enable the Chumash to avoid county planning or zoning requirements for the property. The tribe also would not be required to pay property taxes on homes built there.
The environmental assessment details the environmental impacts on five parcels encompassing about 1,433 acres, evaluating impacts to land, water resources, air quality, biological resources, cultural resources, socioeconomic conditions, transportation and more.
After all comments are received by mid-September, the Bureau of Indian Affairs will consider the analysis and impacts and decide whether to issue a finding of no significant impact. The bureau could also direct further work on the assessment or ask for an environmental impact statement.
The assessment offers scant new details, however, on the specific Chumash plans for the land, other than to reiterate tribal Chairman Vincent Armenta's previous statement for 143 homes for tribal members, vineyards and some facilities for tribal government.
Sam Cohen, the tribe's governmental affairs and legal officer, said the assessment is standard procedure by the federal government.
"Tribal opponents will be arguing for whatever reason that there are significant impacts that cannot be mitigated and the tribe should be required to do an EIS," Mr. Cohen explained Wednesday.
He does not believe the impacts on the land would rise to such review.
"The building of 143 houses, over time, on 1,400 acres, is unremarkable," Mr. Cohen said. "It's unremarkable. The density of our project,
143 houses on 1,400 acres, is less than that of our neighbors to the north and east who have 137 lots on 1,000 acres. The tribe is merely asking for the same opportunity to build homes."
He said that if the tribe were building a new casino on the land, such a major project would rise to the level of an environmental impact statement, but not housing.
The document also considers alternatives, including no project, which are required in federal environmental assessments.
Last October, Chumash leaders presented nine options for the property, but two have become the preferred alternatives.
Alternative A would involve the assignment of 143 five-acre residential lots for tribal members. Those lots, along with roadways, would cover about 793 acres of the land. The project site would include 300 acres of vineyards - 256 acres that are existing and 44 for expansion - as well as 206 acres of open space/recreational; 98 acres of riparian corridor; 33 acres of woodland conservation; and three acres for utilities.
The homes would range in size from 3,000 to 5,000 square feet with phased development.
Alternative A would require increased water demand of 380 acre-feet per year and the tribe said it would develop a water supply system, building two new wells with a capacity of 750 gallons per minute.
Alternative B would have 143 one-acre lots and roads covering 194 acres. There would be 775 acres of open space/recreational and the same acreage of vineyards, riparian, oaks and utilities.
Under Alternative B, about 30 acres would be set aside for the construction of tribal community facilities, about 80,000 square feet.
Those would include a 34,000-square-foot banquet/exhibition hall; administrative space; a tribal office complex for as many as 75 employees; and 11,000 square feet of tribal community space, including a ceremony room and a gymnasium.
The assessment indicates that as many as 100 events per year would be held at the tribal facilities, which would be open to tribal members and their guests. The banquet and exhibition facilities would sometimes be made available for rental to the public for meetings, conferences or other events.
About 400 parking spaces are included in the plan.
"No gaming would occur on the subject property," the federal document noted.
Many of the elements and impacts of Alternative B are the same as the first choice, though water demands and wastewater generation would be higher with the construction of tribal facilities. On each alternative, the tribe would construct an onsite tertiary wastewater treatment plant.
Mr. Cohen said the only real concern he has in terms of environmental issues had to do with a vernal pool containing fairy shrimp, a threatened species whose habitat is in the southwest corner of the property. He said the shrimp could be avoided, or mitigations could be approved by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service.
In Alternative A, approximately 330 acres of critical habitat for a protected species would be removed from designation, while Alternative B would remove 65 acres.
The environmental document also evaluates the socioeconomic conditions of the proposed project.
The project would remove the site from the county's tax rolls - a key argument by opponents. In the 2011-12 tax year, the property taxes on the five parcels totaled $78,304.
Because of that, the tribe offered Santa Barbara County an agreement to make payments in lieu of taxes for 10 years, but the county has not accepted the offer, citing the time limit.
"Our position is, the county did not respond to our cooperative agreement for over 800 days, so now they can respond to our environmental document in 30 days," Mr. Cohen said.
Andi Culbertson, a Ballard resident who is a longtime land use planner and attorney, criticized the regional BIA office as "woefully inadequate."
She criticized the BIA for approving a Tribal Consolidation Area for the Chumash, identifying 11,500 acres that the tribe might acquire in addition to the 1,400 acres, "without knowing a precise business plan for the economic development" of the property.
A business plan would indicate the necessity for such a project, particularly in light of the tribe's application for acquiring more land.
The situation, Ms. Culbertson said, is akin to "an avalanche of very aggressive actions by the BIA, under the radar, acting as a shadow government, to the great detriment," of states and counties.
She would like to see a moratorium on further actions by the BIA until an investigation is conducted.
Because an environmental assessment requires the federal government to take into account the overall consequences of a project, Mrs. Culbertson said it is imperative to "know a little more on the project description."
"It has legal shortcomings," she added. "This is easily remedied by a business plan required by an off-reservation fee-to-trust application. At a minimum, it has to describe the project in detail. Once it goes into trust, there isn't any more control by the federal government. It's the last point you get to find out."
The environmental assessment is available at www.chumashea.com. Comments will be accepted until Sept. 19. Comments may be sent to Amy Dutschke, regional director, Bureau of Indian Affairs, Pacific Regional Office, 2800 Cottage Way, Sacramento, 95825.
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