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Chumash announce plan for large casino expansion
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The Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians is planning a major expansion at its casino resort in Santa Ynez, adding additional gaming space, hotel rooms, a new parking garage and improved dining facilities.
In a letter sent recently to the Santa Barbara County Board of Supervisors, tribal Chairman Vincent Armenta outlined plans to widen the gaming floor by 60,000 square feet, add 215 rooms to the existing 106 rooms, and add a new 750-space parking garage to the casino's 1,070 guest parking spaces.
Mr. Armenta said the resort was dramatically downsized before it was built in 2004, due to addressing community concerns during the environmental review process.
"As a result, we are now faced with the problem of not having enough rooms to accommodate all the guests at our gaming facility and not enough rooms to address the potential growth in the market," said Mr. Armenta. "The improvements we are considering would address these issues."
In addition to the 106-room resort adjacent to the casino, the tribe owns the Hotel Corque and Hadsten House Hotel in Solvang.
Fifth District Supervisor Steve Lavagnino, chairman of the Board of Supervisors, said the tribe's announcement has already ignited attention from local residents.
"I understand why the tribe is doing what they're doing," he said. "Chairman Armenta is charged with the financial long-term viability of his tribe. He has to make decisions based on what he thinks is their long-term interest."
Recognizing the contentious relationship between the tribe, the county and the community, Mr. Lavagnino expressed a desire for a more open partnership.
"If we had a better relationship, we might have had more notice about the expansion and been in discussion with the tribe," he said. "But with the relationship as strained as it is, we're basically cut off from each other and I'm not sure if it can get much worse."
Mr. Lavagnino is interested in whether more gaming machines will added to the 24-hour gaming floor. The tribe is allowed to have 2,000 slot machines and 60 table games via a compact with the state that is up for renewal in 2020.
The demand for the services the tribe is providing at the casino is obvious, Mr. Lavagnino continued.
"A lot of people get jobs there and enjoy going there. I know people will get upset for various reasons. They are rightfully going to be interested in what's going to be built there."
Sam Cohen, government and legal specialist with the Chumash, said the casino will not be adding more gaming machines.
Years of widespread legal and political controversy continues to shroud the tribe's plans.
An attempt to annex 6.9 acres off State Route 246 for commercial development has been in litigation for several years.
A proposed tribal housing plan for some 1,400 acres of land known as "Camp 4," near the junction of State Routes 154 and 246, has attracted strong opposition from valley residents.
Third District Supervisor Doreen Farr, who represents the area, said she will follow the process closely.
The proposal is a large expansion for the rural valley, Ms. Farr said.
"If it goes forward, there will be tremendous impacts on the area in various ways," she said. "No matter who proposes a large land-use project, it will have a high level of scrutiny and concern."
Gerry Shepherd, a member of the Santa Ynez Valley Concerned Citizens board, described the announcement as "puzzling" and "perplexing."
She suggested different motivations for the tribe's expansion, such as competition from other Indian tribes, and said she was told that casino revenues are down and employees have been cut.
"What I hear from some staff is, tables are empty, dealers are standing around waiting for customers," said Ms. Shepherd. "Why have the expansion if this is the case?"
Mark Oliver, president of Santa Ynez Valley Alliance, said he believes the expansion plan is a smokescreen to make tribal land annexations possible.
"My largest concern is the traffic, infrastructure, law enforcement and various safety issues that will occur throughout the community," Mr. Oliver said. "Adding more cars on the road, there's a corresponding increase to the cost to service the casino, a cost that's not returned by the casino.
"No amount of state-required gifts the Chumash gives to the community make up for those impacts," said Mr. Oliver. "An expansion and Camp 4 is going to make things worse. I think it's a negotiation ploy. I don't think the expansion is something they're serious about."
Mr. Cohen counters the tribe's reason for expansion is to address the accommodations needed during an improving economy.
"We have always been underserved by the small number of hotel rooms on the property," he said, "so more rooms will bring in more out-of-town visitors to spend multiple days and increase the size of the market."
Because the plans are still in preliminary stages, there are no concrete details or a time frame for construction. The tribe is hiring an architect to develop preliminary concepts.
Mr. Cohen said the commercial development annexation and Camp 4 are separate issues and environmental reviews are required by the state compact.
Comments will be solicited from the Board of Supervisors and the public as part of the expansion process, he said.
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