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Congress urges county to start talks with Chumash
ULTIMATUM DELIVERED DURING CONGRESSIONAL HEARING
June 17, 2015  •  Harold Pierce hpierce@leecentralcoastnews.com
During a heated two-hour meeting Wednesday, a congressional subcommittee delivered an ultimatum to Santa Barbara County officials: initiate government talks with the Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians, or they would move a bill forward allowing the tribe to take 1,400 acres of land in Santa Ynez known as Camp 4, into federal trust.
[image: 061715 Armenta]The tribe purchased Camp 4, two miles east of its existing 130-acre reservation, in 2009 with the intention of building 143 homes on the property for tribal members. Just 17 percent of the tribe’s registered members live on the existing reservation, which is located on steep hillsides, limiting the number of homes that can be constructed.
The ultimatum came during a meeting of the Subcommittee on Indian, Insular and Alaska Native Affairs on HR 1157, introduced by Rep. Doug LaMalfa (R-Calif.).
The bill would fast track the fee-to-trust process for the tribe while circumventing the Bureau of Indian Affairs appeals process currently underway. A provision in the legislation prohibits the Camp 4 land from being used for Indian gaming.
Congress members took issue when LaMalfa and Tribal Chairman Vincent Armenta highlighted local opposition the tribe faces, including lawsuits from preservation groups and a lack of recognition from the Santa Barbara County Board of Supervisors, which voted 3-2 against entering into governmental discussions with the tribe in August 2013.
“I want you to know one thing, young lady. You go back and tell your people this is not new to me,” Rep. Don Young (R-Alaska) told Santa Barbara County CEO Mona Miyasato. “You tell them to sit down with this chief [Armenta], or I’m moving this bill forward. It’s that simple.”
The Camp 4 property has become a source of contention in the Santa Ynez Valley, sparking opposition groups to file lawsuits against the tribe for expanding its landholdings and 4th District Supervisor Peter Adam to question tribal sovereignty this year.
The Board of Supervisors’ 2013 decision to back away from talks with the tribe prompted the introduction of HR 1157, said 5th District Supervisor Steve Lavagnino, who spoke at the hearing in Washington, D.C. Wednesday.
“This should be a local land-use issue, the problem is the board majority will not negotiate with the tribe. So when that roadblock is put up … it only gives them one option, and that is to go to the federal government,” Lavagnino said. “It’s either we come up with a workable agreement good for the taxpayers and the tribe, or we’re going to get steamrolled.”
But Rep. Lois Capps, who represents the 24th District where the Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians’ reservation exists, said passage of the bill would set a dangerous precedent allowing Congress to intervene in what she described as local issues.
“The issues at the core of this matter are fundamentally local. This is ultimately about local housing, zoning and land use. These are issues best resolved by county and municipal officials in consultation with local residents and the Tribe, not in Washington, DC by members of Congress who don’t even live near the area,” Capps said. “The land is solely within California’s 24th Congressional District, and the land has no connection to the districts represented by Mr. LaMalfa or any other member of the House. I alone have been elected by the district to represent them in Congress.”
Armenta described Capps' comment after the meeting as “asinine” and said that to suggest one Representative have the sole voice in tribal land matters is “ludicrous at best.”
The Department of Interior confirmed Camp 4 was part of the tribe’s ancestral land, he added.
Tribal members attempted to negotiate with the county in 2013, Armenta said, offering $1 million a year to the county for 10 years to mitigate a projected $82,000 loss in annual tax income from the land. But that same year, county supervisors voted against recognizing the tribe as a government entity, choosing instead to have them negotiate with county staff.
“When did it become acceptable to obstruct the efforts of historically mistreated groups to provide themselves of housing – one of the most fundamental human rights?” LaMalfa asked during the hearing.
Despite the weight of Congress’ ultimatum for the county to initiate negotiations, Armenta said he is not optimistic and that the $10-million deal is off the table.
“In regards to the 1,400 acres, I don’t believe it will happen,” Armenta said. “I’d like to stay optimistic about it, but I think you can go back through the records … and come to the conclusion that they’re not going to negotiate.”
Third District Supervisor Doreen Farr, who represents the Santa Ynez Valley and was not at the hearing Wednesday, said later in a phone interview that the county attempted to discuss the tribe’s 12-story hotel tower expansion, but “because the tribe ended it,” would not pursue talks concerning Camp 4.
“If the tribe is not willing to discuss those negotiations [casino expansion], what does that mean?” Farr asked.
Throughout the meeting subcommittee members lashed out at Miyasato, questioning what concessions the county needed to begin negotiations with the tribe.
Chief concerns for the county in the fee-to-trust process, which removes the property in question from the county tax rolls, include a loss of tax revenue and the possibility of depleting groundwater resources. The county has also questioned the density of houses built on the property, the agricultural zoning of the land and the BIA administrative appeals process currently underway.
County supervisors voted to preemptively file an appeal of the BIA’s Dec. 24 decision to take the land into trust before it occurred.  
“We wanted a greater say into the whole development,” Miyasato said.
The tribe has offered mitigation on most of those points, offering $1 million annually for 10 years to mitigate the projected $82,000 in lost tax revenue, retaining grape growing production on the land and planning to construct fewer houses on the land than a neighboring development with higher density.
“What I continue to not understand over the years, and what this committee is failing to understand, is if the housing development is less dense than the one next to it, the agricultural zone is being used for ag use and they [the tribe] are willing to offer more than 10 times the property values today – what is it you’re looking for other than just holding this issue up?” Rep. Jeff Denham (R-Calif.) asked Miyasato.
Denham suggested that county officials, unhappy with casino expansion plans, are stalling Camp 4 developments.
“I imagine you can’t do much about their reservation, but because you can hold hostage another piece of property that gives you leverage to hold up something that may or may not be happening on their current reservation,” Denhamsaid. “You either believe in tribal sovereignty … or you don’t. We need to correct an injustice and this is one bill that’s able to do that.”
Congress members said they were committed to pushing the bill forward to benefit tribal members facing opposition from the county.
“Congress needs to keep the fire on your guys’ feet,” Rep. Paul Gossar (R-Arizona) said.
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