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State District Court in San Miguel County launches new pilot
program for mental health treatment
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LAS VEGAS, N.M. — Judicial officials across New Mexico are hoping four small pilot diversion

programs can provide a useful model for ensuring people with mental illness are enrolled in

treatment through county courts.

At a Friday morning event in Las Vegas, N.M., judges, prosecutors, attorneys, social workers and

health care providers gathered to discuss the new “competency diversion” program, which is

expected to begin in San Miguel County in the coming week.

Fourth Judicial District Judge Michael Aragon said in an interview the pilot program aims to cut

recidivism and route people to mental health treatment.

Instead of merely dismissing misdemeanor cases for people who are not deemed competent to stand

trial — a practice that can lead to a cycle of “catch and release,” but no treatment of a person’s

mental illness — the new model will send some people into a diversion program in which a full-time

“forensic peer navigator” is assigned to help connect them with treatment providers for three to six

months before the case is dismissed, according to a fact sheet from the state Administrative Office of

the Courts.

The program will be entirely voluntary, and charges of driving while intoxicated will not be eligible,

according to the fact sheet.

The launch of the pilot program in San Miguel County comes weeks after Gov. Michelle Lujan

Grisham convened a special legislative session on public safety, initially aimed in part at better

addressing mental health competency of people accused in criminal cases as well as making it easier
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withdrew her mental health competency measure before the start of the session, however, after

lawmakers raised concerns about rushing big changes to a complicated system.

The session ended just hours after it started, with the Legislature approving just one bill. The so-

called feed bill, providing funds to hold the session, included $3 million to fund assisted outpatient

treatment programs and competency diversion pilot programs for people with mental health issues.

The governor signed it into law in late July.

The four pilot programs at sites statewide stem from legislation lawmakers approved in 2023.

In San Miguel County, the pilot will begin with two full-time forensic peer navigators, who will serve

a total of 12 participants. The program is funded through June 2025, and Aragon said he hopes it

can be expanded to include 25 to 30 people by that time.

“We’re focusing on the community of Las Vegas, primarily,” Aragon said. “We really want to be a

one-stop shop, not only for mental health treatment, but also for substance use disorder. … We’re

going to meet the client where they are.”

The staff navigators will serve as caseworkers, helping to connect people to treatment through

providers such as the New Mexico Behavioral Health Institute in Las Vegas, a state-owned

psychiatric hospital, and Rio Grande ATP Inc., an intensive outpatient program for substance use

disorder. The services would be covered through Medicaid, Aragon said. The navigators also will act

as their clients’ treatment guardians and help them apply for benefits like Social Security Disability

Insurance.

Aragon said one way the pilot program will be measured is whether participants are arrested on new

criminal charges after their participation.

Fourth Judicial District Attorney Thomas Clayton praised the plan as a first step to address mental

health issues. “We need more resources, so let’s pony up some money,” he said at Friday’s event.

“When you have individuals that are not being addressed, and you have them in and out [of jail], you

have to say, ‘How can we address these guys?’ ” Clayton said in an interview. “The criminal justice

system alone cannot do it.”

Clayton said there are about 1,800 to 2,000 criminal cases filed each year in his district, and almost

half of those are misdemeanor cases.
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arrested and booked in jail, Clayton said he would like to see a program in the 4th Judicial District

that intervenes earlier. For example, he said, police officers could route people to treatment before

they make an arrest.

A similar program was launched in Doña Ana County earlier this year, and two more programs are

planned, one for the 12th District — based in Otero County — and possibly one in the First Judicial

District in Santa Fe.

New Mexico Supreme Court Justice Briana Zamora said there are a few key differences in the

programs: population size as well as how they are structured.

In the Las Vegas-based pilot, one of the two navigators will be an employee of one of the partnering

state-run treatment providers rather than the court. Zamora hopes that will allow the court’s

diversion program to grow alongside other types of diversion programs — through hospitals or city

outreach efforts, for instance. It also will allow navigators to stay with clients even after their

criminal cases are dismissed to create “different pathways to the same location,” she said.

“Never in the history of this state have we created a court program that deals with individuals who

have a history of mental illness, so we are starting from a blank slate,” Zamora said.
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