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Tribe has rights, not entitlements
January 31, 2013  •  Vincent Armenta / Commentary

[bookmark: _GoBack]We had good intentions when we held our Camp 4 public meeting on Jan. 21 at Hotel Corque in Solvang. We had hoped to begin a sincere dialogue with the community by presenting a professional and carefully planned study of alternative housing options for our Camp 4 land — 1,390 acres of Santa Ynez ranch land where we would like to build homes for our tribal members and their families.
But in their usual aggressive fashion, a few local tribal opponents did everything they could to disrupt the dialogue and turn the meeting into a mayhem milieu.
When a handful of community members brought their same stereotypical rage to the meeting and turned dialogue into a rant, there was little opportunity for meaningful discourse. Unfortunately, the same small group overshadowed the many people in the audience who had legitimate questions and wanted to proceed with a meaningful dialogue.
When the discussion at our Camp 4 public meeting dissolved into a disrespectful condemnation of our elected officials, I knew it was time to end the meeting. We have endured this kind of treatment from tribal opponents for years, but our tribe will not stand by and allow ill-mannered audience members to make rude and ridiculous insinuations about our state legislators. I’m hopeful that our future meetings will not be taken hostage by a small group whose only existence seems to be to fight the tribe.
We have experienced the toxic attitude of the local tribal opponents in every single project we have embarked on — from obtaining a liquor license to buying a hotel in Solvang to wanting to build a museum across the street from our reservation. The list is endless. They are anti-liquor license, anti-business and anti-development — but only when it comes to the tribe. And now, apparently, they are also anti-communication, because clearly from their behavior at our Camp 4 public meeting, they simply don’t want to communicate with us.
As I have watched them badger us over the past decade and beyond, I have come to believe that at the core of the tribal opponents’ arguments is their complete lack of understanding and recognition of our tribe as a government. At the meeting, one of the tribal opponents specifically said that “we need to get over the hurdle of entitlements.” There are no entitlements here — they are rights.
One of their constant arguments is, “Why don’t you go through the county process like everyone else?” That question completely misses the point that the tribe is not like anyone else. We are a tribal government. To deny that we are a government is to deny our history and what we as a tribe have fought to protect for generations.
Native American tribes existed as sovereign governments long before European settlers arrived in North America. Treaties signed with European nations (and later the United States) in exchange for land guaranteed the tribes’ continued recognition and treatment as sovereign nations.
Under the Constitution of the United States and numerous treaties, the federal government took on the role of protecting tribes from states, who have often coveted tribal lands and assets, and sought to impose their will on native tribes and their people. The U.S. Supreme Court has repeatedly recognized tribal sovereignty in court decisions for more than 160 years.
There are 562 federally recognized tribes across the nation and the Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians is one of them. We have survived. We are still here. We have rights.
And my fellow tribal leaders and I will continue to fight for what is right and just for our tribal government. Someday, maybe the local tribal opponents will understand what this means. Or is that too much to hope for?
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