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Public Hearing on Tribal Status
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A long-argued and highly controversial allegation that the Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians is not a "legal" Native American tribe may be argued to federal officials Thursday during a public meeting in Solvang.
The Bureau of Indians Affairs is holding a series of public meetings around the country to discuss the draft of potential changes to the Department of Interior's "Part 83" process for acknowledging certain groups as federally recognized tribes.
The meeting is not directed at the Chumash, but is one of six taking place within the next few weeks in Oregon, Michigan, Maine and Louisiana.
Solvang's meeting on federal tribal consultation is at the Chumash-owned Hotel Corque, 400 Alisal Rd., from 9 a.m. to noon, with a public meeting from 1 to 4 p.m.
The Bureau of Indian Affairs is holding the hearings to discuss the draft of potential changes to the federal acknowledgement regulations.
"The federal recognition acknowledgment process is the Department's regulatory process by which petitioning groups that meet the regulatory criteria are 'acknowledged' as federally recognized Indian tribes with a government-to-government relationship with the United States," according to the bureau.
The Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians received its designation as one of 566 federally recognized tribes in the U.S. in 1901.
In the past decade or more, the Chumash have gained financial independence as a result of its casino and resort and other business ventures. But its leaders' determination to expand real estate holdings and develop a large-scale housing development, tribal museum and commercial center have ignited a firestorm with the rural Santa Ynez Valley.
Groups such as the Preservation of Los Olivos (P.O.L.O.) and the Preservation of Santa Ynez (P.O.S.Y.), among others, have argued against the tribe's plans to build outside its reservation boundaries via a process called fee-to-trust, which takes the land out of county control.
Some opponents have also argued that the Chumash should not be considered a federally recognized tribe, an opinion likely to be voiced during Thursday's meeting.
As is typically the case when public hearings are held involving the Chumash, a large crowd is expected on Thursday. It is likely, however, that federal officials will adhere to strict rules that keep the discussion solely on the topic of its Part 83 proposed revisions.
"The Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians was already federally recognized - in 1901," said Sam Cohen, government affairs and legal officer for the Chumash. "That's a historical fact that the local tribal opponents can't undo just because they happen to disagree with the tribe. If they are hoping to attend the session to rewrite history, I'm afraid they will be disappointed."
BIA officials said the discussion draft that is subject of the meeting signals a starting point with federally-recognized tribes, petitioners and the public about how to ensure the entire process is fair and transparent.
"We are starting with an open mind and no fixed agenda, and we're looking forward to getting input from all stakeholders before we move forward with a proposed rule that will provide additional certainty and timeliness to the process," said Kevin Washburn, the Assistant Secretary of Indian Affairs. "In many parts of the discussion draft, we have made no fixed recommendations in order to have the benefit of that input in formulating a proposed rule."
According to the government, the draft maintains "stringent standards for core criteria and seeks comment on objective criteria to be incorporated into the standards. The draft suggests changes to improve timeliness and efficiency by providing for a thorough review of a petitioner's community and political authority."
The review is expected to begin with the year 1934, which was when the U.S. government repudiated assimilation policies and would eliminate the requirement that "an external entity identify the group as Indian since 1900," Mr. Washburn said. "The discussion draft further suggests providing flexibility to the Department to issue expedited denials and approvals based on the particular facts and unique history of certain petitioners. The draft suggests streamlining the process to promote greater transparency as a petitioner's materials are evaluated by the Office of Federal Acknowledgment and the Department."
The discussion draft is available at www.bia.gov/WhoWeAre/AS-IA/Consultation/index.htm. The draft, according to the government, is a precursor to proposed regulatory changes.
[bookmark: _GoBack]The department is accepting written comments until Aug. 16. Comments may be emailed to consultation@bia.gov and include ''1076-AF18'' in the subject line. Letters may be mailed to Elizabeth Appel, Office of Regulatory Affairs and Collaborative Action, U.S. Department of the Interior, 1849 C Street NW., MS 4141, Washington, DC 20240. Include ''1076-AF18'' on the cover of the submission.
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