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Tribal official is taking the next step
February 27, 2015 5:03 pm * Commentary/By Richard Gomez
After decades of serving my tribe as an elected government official, most recently as vice chairman, I decided to take a break and not run for re-election this year.
I came to this decision with mixed emotions. I have been honored to serve my tribe and am proud of the accomplishments we experienced as a strong tribal leadership team known as the Business Committee.
But, I know there is a world out there beckoning me to try new things, maybe hiking on Maui, extending our annual summer trip to the Indian Market in Albuquerque, or just relaxing on a lounge chair in our backyard here in Santa Ynez.
I’ll admit, relaxing is something I will have to re-learn. There was no relaxing during my nearly 50-year tenure in tribal politics. I had a front-row seat to the birth of Indian gaming and was able to participate in the industry’s growth into the economic powerhouse it is today.
It was a proud moment when California tribes signed compact agreements with then-Gov. Gray Davis in 1999, and voters passed Proposition 1A by 64 percent in 2000, allowing federally recognized Native American tribes in California to have gaming on our reservations.
I’ve seen our tribe emerge as one of the most successful in California, with a premier entertainment destination, a growing real estate portfolio and a strong commitment to building a solid economic foundation for future generations.
It has been particularly heartwarming to experience sharing our success with the community. I have attended many events to support local nonprofit organizations, and have seen how our Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians Foundation is making a difference in the community. To date, we have donated more than $19 million to well-deserving organizations.
In the late 1960s, I remember community members helping our tribe when we held fund-raisers to bring running water to our reservation. It feels great to be able to return that generosity and help the community make the Santa Ynez Valley a better place to live.
In the early 1990s, I started our tribe’s Education Department. Dunn School stepped up and offered after-school tutoring. That first year, three tribal students participated. and my wife, Virginia, and I drove students from the reservation to Dunn for their tutoring sessions.
Now, the director of our Education Department is Nikki Sandoval, who grew up on our reservation and received her Ph.D. from the University of California-Santa Barbara. Today, there are nearly 100 tribal students in colleges, universities and trade schools, and we have our own Learning Center to help students with after-school tutoring.
One of the proudest moments was seeing the launch of our tribal wine, Kitá Wines, in 2013. I was especially proud of the winemaker — my daughter, Tara Gomez. Right out of the gate, Kitá began winning awards in various prestigious wine competitions, including most recently multiple national honors at the 2015 San Francisco Chronicle Wine Competition, the largest competition of American wines in the world.
I started this venture in tribal politics as a relatively young man, hoping to make a difference for my tribe. Still young-at-heart, I move on to my next chapter, feeling proud that I did make a difference and was able to help shape our tribe into the dynamic, successful and effective government it is today.
As I explore Maui, travel through the Southwest and learn how to relax again, I will admire the new Business Committee from afar, and watch as they reach new heights and take the tribe even further along on the road to success and economic self-sufficiency.
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