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Casino expansion presentation draws small, vocal crowd
August 01, 2014 2:45 pm  •  Nick Marinello nmarinello@syvnews.com
A public meeting aimed at receiving feedback on the environmental overview of plans by the Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians to expand hotel and gaming operations on their reservation in the Santa Ynez Valley, drew a sparse but vocal crowd Thursday night.
Following the 20-minute meeting, which included an emotional appeal by one resident to limit gaming operations, Tribal Chairman Vincent Armenta called for an end to "rumors" about the expansion.
"There is a lot of misconception about this project," he said during an interview, noting that earlier in the day he had heard from a reporter that the Tribe was building a 20-story hotel.
"To eliminate the friction, these anti-tribal groups that continue to oppose our liquor licenses, oppose us purchasing businesses off the reservation, oppose the casino, they need to stop the rumor. Because the rumors are what cause the friction."
Fewer than 100 people gathered in the vast Samala Showroom at the Chumash Casino Resort to discuss details of the Chumash-sponsored evaluation, which covers the planned addition of a 12-story hotel, 584 parking places and increased gaming space to the facility.
Three members of the public addressed Chumash officials following a brief overview of the evaluation by environmental consultant Trent Wilson.
Wilson told the audience the the Tribal-State Gaming Compact requires the tribe to prepare and circulate a report concerning the potential off-reservation environmental impacts of gaming-related projects.
Wilson said the environmental evaluation addresses issues including water resources, noise, traffic and circulation, air quality and greenhouse emissions, hazards and hazardous materials, land use and housing.
"After we have received all public comments and the public comment period closes, a final environmental evaluation will be prepared to respond to those comments that specifically addressed the environmental evaluation," said Wilson.
The period of public comment closes on Aug. 14.
Solvang Mayor Jim Richardson questioned the timeliness of the study.
"Several years ago, Solvang cancelled a roundabout at Alamo Pintado, and yet it is still in your EE and in the TIS (traffic impact study)," Richardson said. "Because of this we are wondering about the timeliness of this TIS. Is it boiler plate from past studies or is it recent studies?"
Richardson also noted the traffic study indicated that 54 percent of the projected increase of traffic from the expansion would go down Hwy. 246 through Solvang. He asked Chumash officials to consider increasing  the tribe's proportional share of the cost of additional roadwork caused by "the additional 54 percent we are going to suffer through the city."
Richard Crutchfield, a resident of Buellton who identified himself as a professional mediator, said he believed the expansion to be "socially sensitive" as well as sensitive to the environment.
Crutchfield advocated for improved dialogue between the Chumash and other valley residents.
"I am anxious to see a time when before we engage attorneys and environmental impact forms and spend a tremendous amount of time and energy to work out all these things after the fact ... the tribe could sit down with the community and the community could sit down with the tribe and work some of these things out before hand," Crutchfield said.
Identifying himself as a "very concerned citizen," Santa Ynez resident Greg Schipper made an emotional plea to the Chumash.
"This is a rural area," said Schipper. "There are farms across from the casino. Do we really need to be Vegas?"
Schipper questioned whether the project was really necessary. "What do you need?" he asked. "Do you need to make $50 million a year, a $100 million a year, $200 million a year."
Armenta said after the meeting that the expansion was a business decision that "will provide for the future of the tribe."
"Obviously," said Armenta, "when you have a business, you keep an eye on how the business is doing."
Armenta said he would have preferred to build a hotel with fewer floors. "But without the luxury of having a large land base to put it on, it is pretty difficult," he said.
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