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Editorial
Talking to break impasse
July 9, 2015
The three-way squabble involving the Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians, the tribe’s Valley neighbors and Santa Barbara County government reminds us a little of the mailman walking along with an angry dog clamped onto the letter carrier’s pants leg. Take a step, drag the pooch. Take a step, drag the pooch.
Except this is not some Norman Rockwell oil painting of Americana. It’s a real knock-down, drag-out battle between two sovereign governments, with riled-up homeowners thrown into the mix.
The pot got stirred a bit more vigorously recently when a U.S. District Court judge tossed a lawsuit filed against the tribe, challenging the notion that the Chumash reservation is a federally recognized land. The judge essentially ruled that the court had no standing in the case, because it involves a sovereign nation that can only be sued if it agrees to be sued.
True, but what the lawsuit really aimed to do was stop the tribe from expanding its casino/hotel operations in the Santa Ynez Valley. Since the target property is on what the judge considers to be a federally recognized Indian reservation, however, the court’s hands are tied.
And the neighborhood war continues, as tribal opponents try yet another gambit to keep the Chumash from growing a business that, without argument, has been and continues to be one of the most dynamic economic engines in the mid-county region.
The litany of litigation that began years ago is unlikely to stop there. There is a burr under the saddle of many of the tribe’s neighbors, a constant reminder of the actual definition of sovereignty, and how it gives the Chumash certain rights to do as they please with their own land.
The Valley squabble has expanded into county government, with a majority of the supervisors generally taking sides with those who oppose the tribe’s plans, now and in the future. Attempts to mitigate the hostilities with actual face-to-face negotiations — or even civil conversation — have failed, miserably.
One reason is that both sides are being stubborn about reconciliation. The county apparently feels obligated to stress its own self-importance when it comes to land-use concepts and rules, while tribal officials apparently feel compelled to fall back on the sovereignty angle, refusing to cede any authority to the other sovereign entity.
It’s a classic standoff, one that shows no signs of breaking anytime soon — and one that is doing very little in the way of good for the general population of the Santa Ynez Valley.
Our belief now and in recent years is that the tribe would be willing to play the county’s game — at least to a certain extent — if the county would fully acknowledge the tribe’s status with regard to sovereignty, and all that concept implies.
We also believe the fact that the Chumash have morphed from among the poorest citizens of the Valley to some of the wealthiest, and in a relatively short period of time, simply rubs some neighbors the wrong way.
Despite the belief of many, the Chumash are pretty good neighbors. Their rapidly growing business acumen is lifting the region’s economy. They are frequent and generous donors to local organizations and causes. They might try a little harder to get along with neighbors, but those neighbors have to take some forward steps to make that happen.
This impasse will only be broken when the two sides agree to disagree, but also agree to sit down and talk things out. There are few problems that cannot be solved with honest discussion.
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