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Overview

New Mexico’s Legislature created the Office of Family Representation and Advocacy
(OFRA) because it recognized the fundamental importance of family relationships, the
high stakes that families face in the child and family welfare system, and the impact that
high quality legal representation can make by:
e Ensuring due process and procedural fairness, and
e Improving judicial decision-making by providing the court with accurate, timely, and
complete information about children, youth, and parents--including the views and

voices of the parties themselves.

OFRA’s enabling statute adopted the attributes of high-quality legal representation
developed by the national Family Justice Initiative, namely an independent, centralized
child and family welfare office of lawyers who have manageable caseloads, adequate
compensation, and effective litigation supports (including translators, interpretation

services, experts, investigators, interdisciplinary legal teams, and paralegals).

OFRA



The Four Cornerstones

To ensure implementation of high-quality legal representation, OFRA adopted a practice model that draws its strength from Interdisciplinary
Legal Teams (currently in Bernalillo County only) and Cornerstone Advocacy, an evidence-informed framework developed to support safe,
lasting family reunification. Cornerstone Advocacy forms the backbone of our representation, guiding how attorneys, social workers, and
Family Peer Support Navigators engage with families from the first day of a case. While Cornerstone Advocacy continues throughout the life
of the case, efforts are frontloaded in the first 60 days to protect family relationships and promote child safety in the least disruptive way

possible.

Family Time: OFRA prioritizes frequent, meaningful, and naturalistic parent—child
contact. Our teams work to ensure that family time strengthens attachment and reflects

OFRA’s Cornerstone Model everyday family life.

A Foundation of Interdisciplinary Representation
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Placement: We advocate for placements that maintain a child’s ties to family,
community, culture, and school whenever possible. Preserving these connections
supports stability and reinforces the child’s sense of identity.

Services: OFRA teams advocate for service plans that are tailored to the specific needs

| Family Time Placement |  Services Conferences and strengths of each family. Social workers and Family Peer Support Navigators
5 | & Meetings collaborate with parents to identify supports that are relevant, achievable, and directly
Frequent, Maintaining ~ Tailored to connected to the reasons for CYFD involvement.
meaningful family and - families' needs Meaningful
parent-child community ~and strengths out-of-court
contact ties participation Conferences & Meetings: OFRA encourages meaningful participation by parents—and,

when appropriate, children and youth—in all out-of-court meetings. OFRA’s approach

ensures that families use their voices in planning, problem-solving, and decision-making.




OFRA Staff and Contract Attorneys Use Cornerstone
Advocacy to Provide Legal Representation Across the State

As the New Mexico Children’s Code requires, OFRA’s staff and contract attorneys:
1.consult with parents, guardians, and custodians considering whether to voluntarily place their children in
the custody of the Children, Youth and Families Department (CYFD),
2.represent all children, youth, and indigent parents/guardians/custodians in abuse/neglect cases and Family
in Need of Court-Ordered Services cases, and

3.represent all young adults (known as “eligible adults”) in extended foster care cases.

OFRA’s legal services are provided statewide by
approximately 85 contracted law firms, OFRA’s Legal
Services Division Director, and eight staff attorneys.




Interdisciplinary Legal Teams

Family
Peer
Support
Navigator

In Bernalillo County, OFRA provides Interdisciplinary Legal Teams made up of
an attorney, a family peer support navigator, and a social worker. Together,
they offer a comprehensive blend of legal and behavioral health expertise

grounded in lived experience.

Each member of the team brings unique skills by discipline and holds distinct
responsibilities to the client; however, their collaboration often overlaps to

best serve the individual needs of each client.

Whether they are explaining a hearing, preparing a client for court, or
reaching out to key contacts, the team works in tandem to ensure clients are
informed, empowered, and supported at every step in their child and family

welfare case.



Interdisciplinary Legal Teams

Interdisciplinary Legal Teams authentically engage with clients and use Cornerstone Advocacy to ensure clients receive

client-centered, strengths-based, and trauma-responsive legal support and advocacy.
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Our Interdisciplinary Legal Teams will continue to expand to additional counties as funding allows.



Building the Infrastructure to Support High-Quality Legal
Representation and Advocacy

SFY25 marked the completion of OFRA’s second year of service to children and their families involved in New Mexico’s child and family
welfare system. OFRA carried out a wide range of initiatives aimed at strengthening our administrative operations. A strong infrastructure
ensures our ability to implement and deliver high-quality legal representation and advocacy for clients. Key accomplishments included:

e purchasing fleet vehicles for staff use,

« adopting comprehensive personnel policies that address everything from flex schedules to code of conduct and compensation,

« enhancing fiscal oversight of procurement and contracting,

e opening our central office in Albuguerque and hiring two paralegals and an access coordinator,

e securing on-demand interpretation services available to attorneys and interdisciplinary services team members whenever needed to

meet our clients’ needs, and

« providing translation services for important case-specific and resource documents.

In FY25 OFRA executed continuous quality improvement (CQl) efforts to evaluate the efficacy of our services
and identify areas requiring adjustment. CQl efforts included a qualitative assessment of our interdisciplinary
services, courtroom observation of attorneys, and data collection and analysis of our performance measures.

Our findings led to important programmatic refinements, including the development and implementation of

[
S e targeted training, clarification of our expectations for attorney-client contact, and improvements to our
.o .'..:..'. .o attorney contact logs (thereby allowing us to better understand how often our attorneys are contacting their o

clients and the reasons they may not have regular contact as expected).



—FY25 Performance Measures

To maintain a laser-like focus on our founding purpose and to gauge the success of our
practice model, OFRA worked with the Legislative Finance Committee to establish three
performance measures for FY25.




Performance Measure 1: Interdisciplinary Legal Teams

OFRA’s Family Peer Support Navigators (Navigators) play a transformative role in child and family
welfare cases by offering mentoring, coaching, and empathetic peer support to clients navigating
this complex system. Drawing from lived experience, our Navigators help clients understand and

engage more fully in the legal and case process.

__ OFRA's Social Workers are charged with providing clinical consultation to IDLT members to ensure
- the client's case plan and court-ordered services directly address the causes of their involvement
§ with CYFD. These consultations ensure the legal team can provide individualized support and
“# effective engagement through increased understanding of the clinical issues that impact how the
client understands, engages, and navigates the system.

@ Our Navigators and Social Workers work directly with clients to provide psychoeducation and make
targeted referrals to relevant, accessible and individualized resources that meet each client’s and
me  family's unique needs. They accompany clients to court hearings and meetings/conferences to

¥ provide emotional support, to empower clients to advocate for themselves and move forward with
greater confidence, and to support effective Cornerstone Advocacy.

Target
Actual

120 OFRA assigned interdisciplinary services, including a navigator and a social worker,
132 to 132 clients in Bernalillo County. Of those, 120 actively engaged with their team.
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The Power of Interdisciplinary Legal Teams

The importance of the Interdisciplinary Legal Teams was highlighted in a
gualitative assessment conducted by the University of New Mexico’s
Evaluation Lab. This assessment was designed to help OFRA understand
our clients’” experiences of our efforts to ensure due process and
procedural fairness and their satisfaction with OFRA’s interdisciplinary
legal services.

The results of the assessment were overwhelmingly positive and

showed that OFRA’s “peer navigators are strong advocates for clients
throughout the case process” and that “OFRA’s Interdisciplinary Legal
Teams . . . provide meaningful support and advocacy for their clients.

BN O

Their legal assistance, holistic resources, and emotional support help
clients navigate a challenging and difficult process.”
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Behind the Numbers:
Interdisciplinary Legal Team Supports Safe Reunification

When a child disclosed sexual abuse by the father,
CYFD removed four children from a mother’s custody
because they believed the mother failed to protect her
children. She was not aware the abuse was occurring.

With the support of OFRA’s Interdisciplinary Legal
Team, the mother obtained a domestic violence
protection order against the father and secured safe
housing and stable employment to support her family.

The mother, grandmother, and children were safely
reunified with each other.

12



Performance Measure 2:

Pre-hearing Attorney-Client Contact

FY25 served as a baseline for our performance measures since
this was the first year OFRA was required and able to collect
data. To our knowledge, this is first time data has been collected
about how often NM child and family welfare attorneys have
contact with their clients before a hearing. This measure is
important because attorney-client contact before a hearing
enables the attorney to be fully prepared for that hearing, to
obtain documentary evidence, to secure and prepare withesses
to testify, and to prepare the client for the hearing.

Due Process and Procedural Fairness

OFRA’s staff and contract attorneys work
assiduously to ensure due process and
procedural fairness for their clients.

Because of their efforts, OFRA’s clients
better understand the rules, their rights,
and their options. Through zealous
advocacy and clear client counseling, our
clients feel seen and heard, even if the
outcome doesn’t go their way.

—_— o)
Ta rget = 75 A) OFRA’s staff and contract attorneys met with their clients prior to
ACtuaI = 70% hearings 70% of the time. OFRA’s staff attorneys achieved 84%.
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Behind the Numbers:
The Impact of Effective Attorney-Client Engagement

Parents and children with disabilities are over-represented in the
child and family welfare system even though there is no evidence
that living with a disability reduces a parent’s ability to safely
parent their children.

An OFRA attorney successfully protected the rights of a client with
a cognitive disability under the Americans with Disabilities Act. The
Interdisciplinary Legal Team helped identify and secure the
individualized behavioral health, parenting, and medical services
that effectively supported the mother to properly parent her
medically fragile child.

The attorney’s effective advocacy ensured a mother living with a
cognitive disability received the services needed to bring her child
home safely. The case was dismissed. 14



Performance Measure 3: Reduced Time to Permanency

It is universally understood that any placement in foster care can be a highly traumatic experience for children and
youth, even when the placement is necessary. For this reason, foster care is meant to be temporary. It is well-
documented that long-term stays in foster care have lasting detrimental impacts on behavioral, mental, and physical
health outcomes for children and youth. Supporting the successful achievement of permanence is critical to reducing

and minimizing the harm for children/youth who do not need to remain in foster care to ensure their safety.

Target = 7%
Actual =6.73%

Children whose parent receives interdisciplinary legal services (compared
to those who do not) experience a reduction in time to permanence
(including reunification, guardianship, and adoption).

For this performance measure to be statistically relevant, it was necessary to include in OFRA’s data set all children who entered foster care from July 01, 2023 (the day
OFRA began operations) through June 30, 2025. This measure is calculated based on children who exited foster care to a permanent outcome by the censor date of July 11,
2025. Families referred to OFRA’s Interdisciplinary Services teams who were unable to be contacted or refused services were not counted as OFRA-served cases. Cases that
were dismissed or closed for reasons other than a permanency outcome as defined by the Adoption and Foster Care Analysis and Reporting System were not counted as

having achieved permanency (i.e., short-stayers).




Behind the Numbers:
Swift Reunification Supports Bonding and Attachment

After an infant was removed for failure to thrive, OFRA’s
Interdisciplinary Legal Team learned that the mother’s
prescribed medications were interfering with her baby’s
appetite and reducing the mother’s milk production. The
team referred the mother to a lactation coach and other
needed supports.

The baby began gaining weight after medical intervention

with the mother. The mother’s attorney, with agreement

from the baby’s Guardian ad Litem, advocated for dismissal

of the case at adjudication. The court found that the child
welfare agency did not make reasonable efforts to prevent
removal, as required by law. The case was dismissed and the
preservation of the parent-child bond was achieved safely. 16




Promising Findings that Support the Expansion of
Interdisciplinary Legal Services

In Bernalillo County, where interdisciplinary services
are currently provided, we found:

A 63.5% reduction in the median time to
permanency (via reunification, guardianship, or
adoption) for children whose parent received IDS
services compared to those who did not.

This means, on average, these children spent 147
fewer days in foster care.

Children whose parent did not receive IDS spent an average of 305 days in foster care. Children’s whose parent received IDS spent an average of 158
days in foster care.

As OFRA provides interdisciplinary services for enough time, we will be able to use entry cohorts to analyze our outcomes, which will produce a more ¢
accurate understanding of OFRA’s role in reducing time to permanency. The exit cohort used to calculate the FY25 metric—difference in median time

to permanency—provides a general sense of whether OFRA’s support is moving the needle in the right direction. Median time based on entry cohort

will allow OFRA to calculate days to permanency as soon as half of the children in the cohort have exited foster care to permanence. Calculating this 17

metric with entry cohort data will ensure that OFRA is accounting for every single child and youth who enters foster care. s



SFY25 - In Review

SFY25 marked a year of meaningful progress for the Office of Family Representation and Advocacy.
Guided by its founding purpose—to protect child safety and well-being while safeguarding family
relationships and ensuring due process through high-quality legal representation—OFRA
strengthened both its administrative foundation and its delivery of services. OFRA focused on
creating and implementing policies, improving fiscal oversight, opening its central office in

Albuguerque, expanding staff capacity, and advancing continuous quality improvement efforts.

Across all three performance measures, OFRA demonstrated measurable impact. Interdisciplinary
Legal Teams were assigned to 132 clients, surpassing the annual target. Pre-hearing attorney-client
contact reached 70%, establishing a critical baseline for future improvement. Most notably,
interdisciplinary services contributed to a 6.73% reduction in median time to permanency statewide,
with an even greater 63.5% reduction in Bernalillo County—an outcome that reflects the profound

difference holistic advocacy can make for children and families.

As OFRA enters its third year, the agency remains committed to expanding access to high-quality
representation, deepening its interdisciplinary practice, and refining its data-driven approach. With
continued growth and evaluation, OFRA is well-positioned to further strengthen outcomes for New

Mexico’s children, youth, and families.




