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Fumbling the ball on Camp 4
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Santa Barbara County seems to be taking baby steps toward face-to-face talks with Chumash tribal leaders. Instead, it should leap at the opportunity to negotiate with the tribe.
The Board of Supervisors narrowly defeated a proposal for government-to-government talks with the tribe, and instead directed county staff to begin land-use discussions on a departmental level.
And that could be the end of any chance the county has to participate in development decisions the tribe chooses to make with regard to what is to become of a great deal of land in the Santa Ynez Valley.
The government-to-government proposal was offered by tribal leaders, who wanted to sit down with their elected counterparts in county government to talk about the tribe’s development plans for nearly 1,400 acres it owns east of the current reservation.
The board majority, however, opted to essentially condescend to the tribe’s proposal, by shipping the issue off to the county’s Planning and Development Department. In other words, the board majority seems to be treating the Chumash like any other developer seeking approval for a project.
In fact, the Chumash are not just another wannabe property developer. They are a sovereign government, able to do their own bidding on property they own, without regard to what the neighboring government wants to say about it.
The 5th District’s Steve Lavagnino and 1st District’s Salud Carbajal seem to get it. They were the two dissenting votes on the decision to shuttle the county’s talks with the tribe to a departmental level.
Lavagnino accurately describes the board’s move as a de facto acceleration of the fee-to-trust application the tribe has filed with the federal government. If Congress goes along, the 1,400 acres known as Camp 4 will become part of the Chumash reservation, and the tribe can, for all intents and purposes, do as it pleases with the land.
Their stated purpose is to develop homesites for tribal members, many of whom are now squeezed into a tight space on the existing reservation along Highway 154. We believe that’s what the tribe wanted to discuss with the county in government-to-government negotiations.
But the board majority’s insistence that the tribe talk first to the Planning Department is basically a snub of the tribe’s status as a sovereign entity. If, in fact, tribal leaders considered the board’s action as such, and considering the pervasive animosity between the tribe and its neighbors in the Santa Ynez Valley, the board’s action seems to indicate that the tribe was correct in deciding to go the fee-to-trust land transfer route.
This is a classic example of a powerful force meeting an unmovable object. Two governments, each with certain rights, not being able to agree on an acceptably common middle ground.
We can understand the county’s position, especially that of 3rd District Supervisor Doreen Farr, who has expressed opposition to the tribe’s fee-to-trust application in her district, and who has weathered considerable political heat from her Valley constituents.
If we are correct, and the tribe views the board’s decision to hand off negotiations to the department level as insulting condescension, and assuming the federal government approves the fee-to-trust deal, the eventual outcome could leave the county empty handed and with little or no say in what the tribe decides to do with the Camp 4 property. Government-to-government talks could have prevented that.
Lavagnino put in best last week when he characterized the board majority’s decision as “very poor government.”
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