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Judge cites sovereignty in dismissing Camp 4 suit

By MITCHELL WHITE NEWS-PRESS STAFF WRITER
November 11, 2014 6:56 AM

[bookmark: _GoBack]A lawsuit filed by the group Save the Valley against individual members of the Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians has been dismissed by a judge in Santa Maria who says he has no jurisdiction because of tribal sovereign immunity.
In the Nov. 6 ruling, Santa Barbara County Superior Court Judge Timothy Staffel stated the lawsuit, which alleged Vincent Armenta, tribal chairman, and Sam Cohen, government affairs and legal officer, knowingly broke the law by refusing to sign a Williamson Act contract on the land, was "in substance, an action against the tribe itself."
While tribal officials are not necessarily immune from suit, when acting beyond their authority, they lose their right to sovereign immunity.
According to Judge Staffel, sovereign immunity does extend to tribal officials when they act in their official capacity and within the scope of authority, and ruled that actions at all times relevant to this suit were within their duties as tribal officials.
Considering that the sovereign immunity of the tribe extends to the individually named defendants, the judge determined he lacked subject matter jurisdiction.
The court did rule, however, that the county of Santa Barbara may well be deemed to be a necessary party because complete relief cannot be accorded unless the county is named as a party to the action, citing Code of Civil Procedure.
The ruling comes following an analysis of the final environmental assessment, where the Bureau of Indian Affairs found no significant effect on the quality of the human environment on Oct.  2, which left Mr. Armenta optimistic.
"I am confident the decision rendered will be in favor of the tribe," Mr. Armenta said in a statement last month.
Save the Valley attorney Matthew Clarke said the decision lacked proper reasoning, and was a bit too superficial for his liking.
"Given the large volume of the briefing we had submitted to the court, I thought the opinion was extremely cursory in the analysis of the situation," he said.
The Camp 4 property, at the junction of State Routes 154 and 246, was purchased in 2010 from the estate of the late developer and actor Fess Parker, and has been vacant except for cultivation.
Save the Valley argued the Chumash can't develop the land for 10 years from the time Mr. Armenta signed the Williamson Act contract, on July 21 of this year.
The Chumash announced plans to build tribal housing on the 1,400 acres last month, adding to their reservation.
Mr. Clarke says his clients have been steadfast in their commitment to the lawsuit up to this point, noting that during the entire briefing process, not once did the county decide to offer assistance.
While unhappy with the outcome, Mr. Clarke said the group will review the ruling and examine what, if anything, to do next.
"It remains to be seen whether the county will support us moving forward, and if so to what extent."
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