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New Chumash fire engine a resource for all
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This valley ranks as one of the most beautiful places to live. Our ancestors have called this region home since time immemorial, and passed down stories of our connections to the plants, animals, seasons and cycles of life here.
Our tribal government works to honor our past by building a better future for our tribal families and the larger community, including encouraging environmental stewardship.
Yet, as beautiful and inspiring as the natural world is here, there also are challenges with the changes of the seasons. Santa Barbara County, unfortunately, has seen more than its share of wildfires over the past decades. One of the most well-known of these blazes, the Painted Cave Fire, received its name because of its proximity to rock art created by the Chumash people.
Our tribal government has made a commitment to local public safety, through our Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians Foundation, other tribal government funding and additional grants made via our compact with the state. Our tribal government has also started its own Chumash Fire Department — a firefighting resource for the Santa Ynez Reservation and the region beyond.
The department’s team members are devoted to fire, emergency medical and disaster preparedness services for the reservation. Through an arrangement with the U.S. Forest Service, our firefighters often are the first responders to wildfires on federal land in parts of the county. Because of mutual aid and other agreements, our crews can be found battling fires on the Central Coast, as well as other states. And through our work with the federal Bureau of Indian Affairs, the department has gone to other reservations in California and the Southwest to teach and offer assistance, as well as temporarily trading employees to provide other types of training.
Now we are happy to report that the capabilities of the Chumash Fire Department have just been bolstered, thanks to the Bureau of Indian Affairs. We have a new fire engine, known as a BIA Wildland Fire Model 52 Engine. Our tribal government was one of several tribes that applied to get this engine, and one reason we received it was because of the qualifications of our firefighting crew. The engine is front-wheel drive, and it’s designed to better handle roads in fire-prone forest areas with narrow or winding roads.
This new piece of equipment will benefit communities beyond our reservation. JP Zavalla, Chumash Fire Department Chief explains: “This is a local and national resource. It could be shipped to Alaska or Florida, with our Chumash firefighters flying to meet it. The engine is known for its efficiency. We’re fortunate to have this new equipment in the county.”
Our tribal government is pleased have secured this firefighting tool and to stand guard to help protect our community and others.
Richard Gomez is Tribal Vice Chairman of the Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians.
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