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Chumash Re-Elect Armenta, Business Committee
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		Mr. Armenta, center, with Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians business committee members, from left, Kenneth Kahn, David Dominguez, Richard Gomez and Gary Pace.
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Vincent Armenta, chairman of the Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians, has been re-elected to his eighth consecutive term representing the tribe that has risen in his life span from dire poverty to a major economic force owning a casino, hotel resorts, restaurants and gas stations.
In a tribal election that took place March 1, Mr. Armenta ran unopposed on the ballot, though several write-in candidates did mount challenges. The tribe would not disclose the names of the challengers.
The results of the election were released Monday, and indicated those voting among the 136 Chumash members eligible to vote also re-elected the incumbent members of the powerful business committee — David Dominguez, Richard Gomez, Kenneth Kahn and Gary Pace.
Tribal elections take place every two years in March.
"I'm pleased that our membership voted for the same team to continue to lead our tribal nation," Mr. Armenta said in a statement. "Although we have made significant progress as a tribe, we still have much to accomplish and I'm looking forward to our team continuing to build on our solid foundation."
In an interview, Mr. Armenta noted his was a "comfortable win."
He said he felt assured that the "tribe does like what we're doing and believes in what we're doing."
A former welder who turned 50 last week, he now begins his 14th year as the sovereign government's main leader, helping set economic and internal policies, testifying on tribal matters to local, state and federal officials, and managing the legal and business affairs of the tribe that was federally recognized in 1901.
"I really enjoy it," he said. "I know it's important to work hard for the tribe of the future. It keeps me motivated. I will keep serving as long as the tribe wants me. I know all the decisions that are being made today are going to have a huge effect on the tribe in the future. Understanding that in the back of my mind, it makes it interesting."
From its early days of holding bingo in an oversized tent on its reservation on State Route 246, the tribe's real estate and financial holdings have grown significantly — but not without controversy. They run Chumash Casino Resort in Santa Ynez, but also Hotel Corque, the restaurant Root 246 and the Hadsten House hotel in Solvang. The tribe also owns two gas stations in Santa Ynez and a large-scale employee resource center in Buellton.
The tribe is in the final stages of a major renovation at its casino resort and has begun construction on a new gas station adjacent to the casino.
The Chumash have a workforce of more than 1,700 people throughout its various venues.
In 2012, the tribe had a payroll of more than $64 million and paid more than $5.5 million in payroll taxes.
As it has for years, controversy arises in the valley in relation to Chumash development plans. Earlier this year, Mr. Armenta faced a heated audience as he outlined plans for some 1,400 acres of property owned by the Chumash near the junction of the 246 and State Route 154. The land, called Camp 4, is planned to eventually hold some 143 home sites for tribal members.
The Chumash are seeking to have the former Fess Parker property placed into trust, or put within its reservation boundaries. The highly controversial process takes land use control out of local government hands and has been the focus of much derision in the valley.
"I don't view one issue bigger than the other," Mr. Armenta said. "Camp 4 is an important issue, but our health clinic is an important issue. Everything the tribe provides to its membership is equally important."
The Chumash have also sought for a dozen years to place 6.9 acres of land across the street from the casino into federal trust, to build a cultural center and commercial complex. The plan has been appealed by local groups such as the Preservation of Los Olivos, or POLO, and opposed by a number of other organizations.
Many have voiced fears that the 1,400-acre and 6.9-acre annexations could lead to increased gambling or other development not in keeping with the rural landscape of the valley.
"The last couple years have probably been more challenging to the future welfare of the tribe and the stability of the tribe," than other times, the chairman said. "We have Camp 4, the 6.9, all these things are going to have a huge effect on the future of the tribe. We're working to get those in place, to do what is right and what is meant to be done. It is definitely a challenge. It will be worth it when it happens."
Last summer, Mr. Armenta traveled to Washington, D.C., to testify before the House Subcommittee on Indian and Alaska Native Affairs. The committee held an oversight hearing on the topic of "Indian Lands: Exploring resolutions to disputes concerning Indian tribes, state and local governments and private landowners over land use and development."
"What has made me most proud in the last decade is knowing that these meetings I go to, testify on, that they have an effect," Mr. Armenta said in an interview. "They have an effect on all tribes across the U.S. When you see government officials making changes for the better for all Native Americans, that's the part that hits you the most. Regardless of who I represent, any chairman who speaks on the issues such as this, it effects all tribes across the U.S. To see those tribes progress is really what keeps me going."
Next to the chairman, the business committee is considered the most powerful force within the tribe, as it manages economic resources with approval from its membership.
Mr. Gomez, who has been involved in tribal politics for decades, was re-elected to his ninth consecutive term on the tribe's leadership team. Mr. Kahn and Mr. Pace were both elected to their sixth terms and former Tribal Chairman Mr. Dominguez won a fifth term.
"I am honored to continue to serve my fellow tribal members," said Vice Chairman Mr. Gomez, in a statement. "Over the years my fellow business committee members and I have listened to our tribal membership and provided for their needs. I'm glad they continue to recognize and appreciate our leadership abilities."
Mr. Kahn is the secretary/treasurer on the committee. Mr. Dominguez, who served a decade as the tribe's leader, said he feels he still has a lot to contribute to his tribe.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Mr. Pace was first elected to the committee almost a decade ago.
"From cultural preservation projects to expanding the tribe's real estate portfolio, we have worked diligently to ensure the tribe's continued success," he said.
The Chumash do not discuss internal financial matters, and there is no way to discern what its profits are from its various holdings. The most recent indications are now eight years old: a 2005 court document disclosed that enrolled members received almost $429,000 — more than $35,000 each month — from the profits of tribal holdings and investments.
Mr. Armenta said following his election that the national economic situation has been a challenge for the tribe, but said the Chumash "had plans in place that throughout this whole thing made us able to survive the downturn in the economy. Not only us, but our employees as well."
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