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BACKGROUND

The New Mexico Commission on Access to
Justice was established by the NM Supreme
Court to expand access to the civil justice system
for all New Mexicans. The Commission’s guiding
principle is that providing legal services to those
most in need can only be accomplished by a
community-wide effort. The Commission is
working with communities across the state to
identify needs and develop strategies and
resources to address local priorities. This report
details activities to date in the community of Taos.

OVERVIEW

The Commission on Access to Justice has held
two community forums in Taos (one in late 2018
and most recently in February of 2020). The
sessions were hosted by the Taos Community
Foundation and drew a total of 12 individuals
representing various sectors of the community
including local government, the judiciary and non-
profit organizations. The sessions were intended
to create a space where participants could listen
to each other and share their perspectives on civil
legal needs and their impact on the community.

Participants identified what they felt were the
barriers and issues that most affected the local
community. Many of the issues are interrelated
and many individuals are confronted with multiple
issues. Those present were interested in
continuing the dialogue on creating greater
awareness and understanding of the issues, as
well as, working together to develop strategies to
address the issues.

Following is a ranked list of priorities. The
Commission will work with local organizations and
individuals to support efforts to address those
concerns.

CIVIL LEGAL PRIORITIES

Following are the areas that participants would
like to address. Some of the concerns related to
these issues are being addressed to various
degrees by other working groups of the
Commission and are noted where appropriate.

A) Guardianship Issues

It is estimated that 55,000 children in New Mexico
are living with their grandparents. Many
individuals reported multiple issues that
grandparents face in caring for their
grandchildren, ranging from access to public
benefits such as TANF and SNAP to housing and
health care. Other issues include
kinship/guardianship vs. termination of parental
rights. More awareness of the severity and
complexity of the issues as well as the impact on
families should be developed. Communication
between governmental agencies, social service
providers and grandparents is critical in building
that awareness.

Las Cumbres Community Services is a trusted
community organization and the lead on this
effort. Others that were not present that need to
be included are: representatives from Taos
Pueblo, Youth Heartline, Heart of Taos, and
various agency representatives.

B) Increase Communication and Raise
Awareness

There is a need for broader access to information
in several areas: many community providers don’t
know about services and initiatives and so can’t
refer clients; there are challenges in getting
information to people who need resources; there
are no ongoing opportunities for networking
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between providers and agencies. A regularly
scheduled meeting (perhaps quarterly) between
all of the impacted parties would be helpful in
nurturing a sense of the greater whole and to
establish and formalize connections. The Lor
Foundation may be a supporter of this initiative.

C) Landlord/Tenant/Housing Issues

A variety of issues were raised including housing
issues identified in Section 8 inspections that
sometimes aren’t adequately addressed. The
homeless issue was also discussed. The groups
that need to be brought together include: State of
Homelessness, Inside/Outside, the local housing
authority and the Veterans Administration.

D) Making the legal system more user friendly
Issues raised:
- resources in English are not comprehensible to

native-English speakers; need plain language
documents

- lack of interpreters and resources in languages
other than English

- system can’t rely on individuals’ ability to self-
advocate; system presumes literacy; addressing
civil legal needs is difficult for people who are
experiencing high levels of instability

- fear of identifying as a non-English speaker due
to immigration climate—leads people to not seek
assistance

- missed court dates due to no access to postal
service

E) Reduce Access Barriers

Note: the Commission has established working
groups that are addressing issues such as
making the legal system more user friendly and
reducing access barriers. As their work
progresses, it will be integrated into local
community efforts.

F) Access to public benefits

Issues raised:

- individuals are often confused over benefits;
need clearer guidelines, eligibility rules and
appeals process.

G) Intersection with Criminal System (screen
for civil legal needs)

H) Develop Resource Network

I) Change Negative Perception of Legal Aid
and Other Benefits

COMMUNITY ACTIONS AND SUPPORT

The participants took a survey to measure their
respective organization’s interest and capacity in
taking specific actions. Listed below are activities
they felt they could contribute to:

- Bring others together for community forums.

- Host public information seminars

- Participate in local planning processes

- Meet with policymakers/legislators on specific
issues, policies, legislation, and/or funding

- Help resolve conflicts or disagreements

- Be called on by the Commission and local
decision makers to offer opinions

- Assist others in the community in raising their
own concerns or views

- Develop more awareness of civil legal needs in
my sector

- Offer space for online access to legal resources
by community members

- Host staff trainings including navigator training

NEXT STEPS

The Commission will convene another community
forum in Taos that will focus on developing
strategies to address guardianship issues. The
Commission will also provide a report detailing
actions to date and a list of existing resources.
Organizations and individuals that would like to
participate should contact:

Grace Spulak, Director

New Mexico Access to Justice Commission
Administrative Office of the Courts
aocgcs@nmcourts.gov
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