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County supervisors grapple with Chumash hotel, casino expansion
SPEAKERS, BOARD MEMBERS RAISE CONCERNS ABOUT PROPOSAL
August 27, 2014  •  Erin Lennon elennon@leecentralcoastnews.com
Questions arose Tuesday as the Santa Barbara County Board of Supervisors discussed possible impacts posed by the Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians’ proposed hotel and casino expansion.
Both public speakers and supervisors raised concerns about the proposed expansion, emphasizing the tribe's increased public safety needs, aesthetic concerns, environmental issues and traffic problems.
The discussion soon turned to increased water usage as the county's drought conditions persist. The tribe is likely to expand its groundwater system, with the Santa Ynez Water Conservation District, Improvement District No. 1 unable to increase the amount of water it already sends to the casino and hotel.
“Our county comment letter identified the need to look at the cumulative water demand impacts of the tribe's various projects, including the Camp 4 project ... and others and to recognize that the latest data says that the upper basin is in overdraft and has been in a state of overdraft for some period of time,” said Assistant to the CEO Dennis Bozanich.
The tribe wants to add 215 hotel rooms in a new 12-story tower, as well as 584 new parking spaces. The proposed project would also expand the casino by 75,000 square feet and renovate 150,000 square feet of hotel and casino space. The expansion is designed to ease overcrowding and to provide more services to community members and guests while helping the tribe improve its socioeconomic situation.
County CEO Mona Miyasato will take the county's recommendations and concerns to her discussions with the tribe Thursday. At this meeting, parties will explore strategies for mitigating impacts that may affect the area surrounding the Santa Ynez Valley reservation, though the tribe does not need to navigate the county's development process.
“The framework for this is really an agreement between the state and the tribe where the county’s primary role is consulting with, meeting with, asking for mitigation, and the state would be looking at whether efforts by the tribe were in good faith,” said County Counsel Mike Ghizzoni.
But public speakers requested that supervisors seriously consider impacts from the project, especially as other tribal projects move forward.
“I think that there’s a point when mitigation isn’t really the answer because we’re just paving our way to gargantuan growth elsewhere, perhaps on Camp 4,” said resident Sheridan Force.
Andy Caldwell, with the Coalition of Labor, Agriculture & Business, took a different approach, urging the county to deepen its government-to-government relations with the tribe so that growth can be anticipated and dealt with. First District Supervisor Salud Carbajal later echoed Caldwell's calls to further develop the relationship.
“I still am a firm believer that if we had government-to-government dialogue, perhaps we could have discussed this and other plans in advance and that would have been the proper venue,” Carbajal said.
The tribe's environmental evaluation, released July 15, identified potentially significant impacts that could negatively affect water resources, air quality, noise levels, traffic, housing, aesthetics, biological resources, public services and utilities and could encourage growth in the area. This evaluation is part of the Tribal-State Gaming Compact, which requires the tribe to discuss strategies for easing the project's environmental impacts with local jurisdictions and to make a "good faith" attempt to lessen off-reservation impacts.
While the evaluation also included mitigation measures like maximizing recycled water use, using dust abatement materials to reduce air quality issues and enhanced landscaping to address aesthetic concerns, the county and state want more.
A letter drafted by Attorney General Kamala Harris argued that the tribe did not adequately address the visual impacts of the proposed tower or issues resulting from increased water usage and subsequently requested a comprehensive environmental document, such as an environmental impact statement under the National Environmental Policy Act.
The county submitted a comment letter on Aug. 13, which expressed some county concerns prior to Tuesday's meeting. The public works department want to see a deeper study of possible creek issues and traffic, and the Fire Protection District staff and the sheriff's department want to take a closer look at staffing needs and necessary equipment. The planning and development department also wanted to see adequate mitigation measures and proper land use plans and standards.
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