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CHUMASH CASINO RESORT
Armenta: Wider gaming floor, expanded hotel under consideration
March 29, 2014 12:45 am  •  Julian J. Ramos/jramos@santamariatimes.com
Chumash Chairman Vincent Armenta has given the Santa Barbara County Board of Supervisors “advance notice” of “improvement projects” under consideration for the Santa Ynez Reservation, including more hotel rooms and increased gaming space. [image: chumash casino.jpg]
The proposals would be the biggest developments on the 138-acre reservation since the Las Vegas-style 190,000-square-foot Chumash Casino Resort was built a decade ago.
Upon determining the “specific scope” of the reservation improvements, the Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians will provide the board with an official notice, a requirement of the tribal-state compact, Armenta said in the March 21 letter to 5th District Supervisor Steve Lavagnino, Board of Supervisors chairman.
[bookmark: _GoBack]“We are in the process of taking the first steps in planning improvements on our reservation property,” he said. “Once we get further along in the process, a new tribal environmental process will be initiated with both the County of Santa Barbara and Santa Ynez Valley neighbors.
“We intend to share our plans and will be providing the county and the community with periodic updates as we move forward on this project.”
Any new development on the reservation is bound to be met with opposition throughout the Santa Ynez Valley. An attempt by the tribe to annex 6.9 acres they own directly across Highway 246 from the casino has been tied up in litigation for several years despite federal approval. A proposed annexation of the tribe-owned “Camp 4” in Santa Ynez has been appealed by county officials and others.
Under consideration are:
· Adding 215 rooms to the Chumash Casino Resort. The Automobile Club of Southern California (AAA) Four Diamond-rated hotel’s 106 guest rooms and 17 suites were remodeled from late 2012 to early 2013. The four-story hotel is 80,000 square feet.
· Widening the gaming floor by approximately 60,000 square feet. The existing gaming floor includes 2,000 slot machines and dozens of table games covering 94,000 square feet. Up to 1,000 bingo players can be seated in the 14,000-square-foot Samala Showroom, which can be reconfigured for concerts, boxing and other events. Seating for concerts is 1,400.
· Adding a new parking garage for 750 vehicles. The existing parking structure has 1,070 guest parking spots.
· Improving food and beverage facilities, possibly including the addition of a “significant” food court and upgraded buffet. Dining options at the casino include the Chumash Cafe, on the gaming floor, the Creekside Buffet, on the third floor, and The Willows, a AAA Four Diamond-rated restaurant and lounge, also on the third floor.
Sam Cohen, the tribe’s legal and government affairs specialist, said in a statement Friday the letter is result of a vote by tribe members and meant to reflect the clearness sought by county officials.
“The letter simply serves as an advance notice to the County to let them know what we are considering. A ballot was recently passed by the tribal membership to make improvements to the reservation property, but no plans have been developed yet. The county has requested transparency from the tribe and we are simply letting them know of our potential improvements in advance. This is in addition to the environmental review process and public meetings contained in Section 10.8 of the Tribal-State Compact.”
The tribe would not have to renegotiate the compact to enlarge the gaming floor.
Opened in 2004, the Chumash Casino Resort was “dramatically downsized” during the tribal environmental process, according to Armenta.
“While we were trying to address the concerns of the community, we did ourselves a disservice by building a hotel much smaller than the market dictated,” he said. “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. The improvements would address these issues.”
Third District Supervisor Doreen Farr, who represents the Santa Ynez Valley, said she intends to follow closely the Chumash proposals with the office of county CEO Mona Miyasato, county staff and with state and federal agencies and to keep constituents informed.
“It seems like a very large expansion for that area,” she said in a phone interview Friday.
Farr, who is opposed to tribe’s proposed annexation of the 1,400-acre Camp 4 in Santa Ynez, said she would like to know the environmental reasons why the casino project was scaled down in the early 2000s.
Also, Farr said she finds it puzzling the tribe is seeking to build homes for tribal members on Camp 4, to resolve a housing shortage on the reservation, while feeling there is space for the proposed casino expansion.
“It’s hard to reconcile,” she said.
While seeking to add the agricultural land known as Camp 4 at the northeast corner of highways 154 and 246 and Armour Ranch Road to the reservation as sovereign land rather than private property through the federal fee-to-trust process, the tribe has also sought acquisition through legislation in Congress.
If made part of the reservation, the land would become exempt from local and state taxes and local planning and zoning laws.
Purchased in April 2010 from Fess Parker Enterprises, the Camp 4 property, which is the size of Solvang, would be subdivided to solve a housing shortage for its members on the Santa Ynez Reservation with the construction of 143 single-family homes on part of it. The tribe is also seeking to expand tribal government programs such as education and health care.
Although the tribe, which owns and operates the Chumash Casino Resort about two miles west of Camp 4, has said it would make no economic sense to build another casino, nothing could stop them from building one or some other high-density development if Camp 4 becomes part of the tribe’s sovereign reservation, opponents have noted.
However, tribal officials have said federal restrictions would prohibit that.
Opposed and appealed by county officials and several Santa Ynez Valley community groups, the fee-to-trust application, formally submitted last summer, is under consideration by the Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA).
House Resolution 3313, introduced in October 2013 by Rep. Doug LaMalfa, R-Richvale, which would authorize the Secretary of the Interior to take the 1,400-acre property into trust for the Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians. The bill, HR3313, has been referred to the House Committee on Natural Resources, of which LaMalfa is a member, where it awaits further action.
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