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Editorial: Guest Opinion – Fighting Native Americans over land continues unabated
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The Santa Barbara County Board of Supervisors, on a split vote, recommended the Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians submit an application to obtain land-use permits to build houses on their Camp 4 property. The problem is that the tribe wasn't asking for permission to process a land-use application. For the record, the tribe had invited the county to a "government to government" dialogue to include discussions about the proposed annexation of the property to its reservation.
This request for dialogue was submitted more than two years ago. The intention was to negotiate a type of revenue neutrality agreement akin to that which preceded Goleta's incorporation. But, instead of a dialogue, the tribe's request was summarily dismissed.
This was not the first time the Board of Supervisors balked at recognizing the tribe as a government entity even though the federal and state governments recognize the tribe as such. No other government entities, such as UCSB or Vandenberg Air Force Base, or any city for that matter, go through the county process for development projects because they themselves are distinct government entities. The insult to injury? While the board declined the invitation to meet, they kept asking questions about the tribe's intentions, all the while decrying the lack of communication. Go figure.
Why would the Chumash volunteer to bypass and abandon the federal process of annexation in order to give the county permitting authority over the property in question? The permit process, to which Supervisors Doreen Farr, Janet Wolf and Peter Adam recommend the tribe submit, is known as the county's black hole of environmental review. To put this into context, consider other applicants who went through the county process as outlined.
Do you remember what it took to build the Bacara Resort? What about the Miramar Hotel? Its future is still in doubt, having run into so many delays that previous owners abandoned the project mid-stream. Naples has been in process for more than 20 years and even though it already successfully cycled through the California Supreme Court, nobody can say for certain if anything will ever be built there. Even the non-controversial Ronald McDonald Camp for kids with cancer didn't make it out of the process alive.
There is no denying the county's permit path is fraught with uncertainty and laden with millions of dollars in costs, years of delay, endless appeals, and litigation. It represents a graveyard of dreams, ambition and vision. Houses, hotels and wineries are now routinely challenged. No wonder the tribe is not interested in the county land-use process.
What is lost on many is the fact that the Chumash don't need the county's support to annex land via the federal process. Nonetheless, trying to be inclusive and conciliatory, the tribe offered the opportunity for dialogue and was rebuffed. In vain, Supervisors Salud Carbajal and Steve Lavagnino urged the board to not look a gift horse in the mouth and to think about the message they were sending to Washington, D.C., a message that could not be clearer. The county is not interested in acknowledging the tribe as a bonafide government. Further, some residents have demonstrated the will to fight any and all things pertaining to the tribe, including the request to annex a 6-acre parcel submitted more than 10 years ago. The most extreme won't even acknowledge the tribe exists.
This experience gives credence as to why the Bureau of Indian Affairs and the fee-to-trust process exists in the first place. In essence, we have been fighting Native Americans over what was their land for 400 years. The will to negotiate and compromise simply does not exist in some communities and among certain politicians.
Andy Caldwell is the executive director of COLAB and host of the Andy Caldwell Show, weekdays from 3 to 5 p.m., on AM 1290 News-Press Radio.
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