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Understanding the Camp 4 situation
July 02, 2015 2:46 pm * Commentary by Vincent Armenta

In August 2012, I testified before the U.S. House of Representatives Subcommittee on Indian and Alaska Native Affairs on our tribe’s difficulties in placing land into federal trust. At that time, we had been waiting for more than a decade for our 6.9-acre parcel to be placed into trust.
Groups had filed lawsuits trying to stop the Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) from placing our 6.9 acres into trust. I told the subcommittee we were expecting a similar battle with our quest to get our Camp 4 land placed into trust.
The process can be done two ways — administratively through the BIA, or legislatively through Congress.
At that hearing in 2012, Congressman Don Young, R-Alaska, who is subcommittee chairman, said the Santa Barbara County Board of Supervisors’ inaction to meet with our tribe after we submitted a draft cooperative agreement for Camp 4 might “make good grounds for a piece of legislation to solve the issue.”
I was back in Washington, D.C., on June 17 to testify before the subcommittee on behalf of our legislation, HR 1157, the Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Mission Indians Land Transfer Act of 2015.
Although the county Board of Supervisors and its anti-tribal allies tried to block the BIA from placing our 6.9-acre parcel into federal trust for nearly 14 years, the tribe prevailed, and we began working with a world-renown architect to plan our Chumash Museum.
We also know we will eventually prevail on Camp 4. The only two variables are timing and restrictions on land use.
If HR 1157 passes, the land use will have restrictions. If our Camp 4 land is placed into federal trust through the BIA, there will be no restrictions, and no additional financial compensation to the county.
And that’s where the county has faltered, thanks mainly to 3rd District Supervisor Doreen Farr. Because of her refusal to recognize the tribe as a government and her interest in voting against the tribe at every turn, we have no other option than to move forward without county involvement.
Even members of the subcommittee were perplexed by the county’s inaction. Ranking member Dr. Raul Ruiz, D-Calif., said, “I’m wondering what is the heart of this issue. I want to make very clear that they are a government. They are a sovereign nation. And for any institution in the United States not to recognize that is backwards.”
Subcommittee Chairman Young said, “This issue has been around for a long time. If I thought for a moment it was true negotiation, government-to-government, I wouldn’t have this hearing. But I don’t see that effort. I see a total lack of consideration. We’re going to try to move this piece of legislation.”
Congressman Jeff Denham, R-Calif., said, “What I continue to not understand over the years, and the committee members of this committee are failing to understand, is if the housing development is less dense than the one next to it, if the ag use is currently being used for ag use and they are willing to offer more than 10 times what you get in property values today for that tax revenue, what is (the county) looking for, other than just holding this issue up?”
Santa Barbara County 5th District Supervisor Steve Lavagnino is also perplexed. He testified before the subcommittee and said the Board of Supervisors has failed to perform its responsibilities. He warned his colleagues that if they failed to acknowledge the tribe as a federally recognized government entity, it would lead to congressional action such as HR 1157.
Whether Camp 4 is placed into trust administratively or legislatively, we hope someday soon we can start building homes on our ancestral land for our tribal members and their families.
Vincent Armenta is tribal chairman of the Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians.
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