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HOW RURAL IS NEW MEXICO?

• NM has higher percentage of 
rural areas than national 
average.

• 1910: 85.8%

• 2010: 22.6%

• Of NM’s 33 Counties:
• 6 completely rural

• 6 mostly rural

• 21 urban, with varying rural areas



RURAL DISPARITIES: INCARCERATION
A NATIONAL STORY

• 2017 Vera Institute study.

• Small counties have driven overall jail 
growth since 1970, despite the 
conventional perception that this has been 
exclusively a phenomenon of large cities.

• Despite their substantially lower crime 
rates in comparison to urban areas.



RURAL DISPARITIES: INCARCERATION
A NATIONAL STORY

• Rural jails have the highest rates of growth 
in pretrial detention in the country.

• Pretrial incarceration rates in rural 
counties increased 436 percent between 
1970 and 2013.

• Financial incentives encourage rural jail 
systems to board in individuals from other 
authorities.

• In 11 states in the South and West, for 
example, more than 30 percent of people 
in jail were held for other authorities.



RURAL DISPARITIES: INCARCERATION
A NATIONAL STORY

• Five-fold increase 
from 1970 to 2013
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• Growth shifts from urban to 
rural areas.

• Rural incarceration growth: 
49 per 100,000 people in 
1970, to 265 per 100,000 
people in 2013 — a 436 
percent increase.
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• What explains the growth of rural jail 
incarceration?
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• Incarcerated Women in Rural 
Communities.
• The number of women in confinement is also 

rapidly rising.

• The number of women incarcerated in prisons 
and jails increased by nearly 700 percent 
between 1980 and 2014 (The Sentencing 
Project 2015).

• Today, nearly half of justice-involved women 
are in local jails.

• The growth of incarcerated women is 
outpacing men by more than 50 percent (The 
Sentencing Project 2015).
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• Incarcerated Women in Rural 
Communities.
• Incarcerated women experience mental health, 

substance use, and co-occurring disorders at 
double the rate of men.

• Nearly two-thirds of incarcerated women are 
mothers of minor children, and a majority are the 
primary caregivers for their children (The 
Sentencing Project 2015).

• The WIND program (Women in Need Diversion) is 
a 9- to 12-month specialized court. The court 
targets women 18 years or older with no violent 
offenses or weapon convictions who have yet to 
be convicted (i.e., pre-adjudication); women who 
have taken a plea at arraignment are ineligible. 
Candidates could be referred to WIND by jail staff, 
probation, the district attorney’s or public 
defender’s office, or by direct jail in-reach by the 
project coordinator.
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• Incarcerated Women in Rural 
Communities
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• “Right on Crime”—conservative / 
libertarian study of the rural 
incarceration phenomenon.
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RURAL DISPARITIES: LAWYER SHORTAGES
A NATIONAL STORY

• Rural Lawyer Shortages—Justice Out of Reach
• 2015 study of Arkansas’ 25 rural counties.

• “Survey law students and attorneys to determine their attitudes 
toward rural practice and rural living more generally, while also 
assessing openness to specific opportunities and incentives aimed 
at attracting lawyers to underserved communities.”

• 220,000 residents, but only 200 lawyers—half of which accept 
clients.

• Results:
• “Eighteen Rural Counties have five or fewer attorneys taking 

private representation.”

• 8 of those counties have two or fewer attorneys.

• Situation is worsening: Number of counties with 5 or more 
attorneys decreased 166% from 2010.
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• Rural Lawyer Shortages—Justice Out of Reach
• Attorney Age:

• “The average year of first licensure of attorneys in the Rural Counties 
is 1987.”

• Older attorneys = closer to retirement = attorney shortage worsens.

• “Twelve Rural Counties have no attorney licensed in the last decade,75 
and sixteen Rural Counties have no attorney licensed in the last five 
years.76 Six of twenty-five Rural Counties have no attorney with a bar 
number dated in this millennium. These are Lafayette (most recent 
bar licensure 1995), Dallas (1997), Woodruff (1998), Bradley (1998), 
Fulton (1999), and Cleveland County, which has no attorneys 
according to the AJD.”
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• What are the causes of rural lawyer shortages?
• Poverty?

• “[W]e found no significant correlation between poverty 
rates and attorney presence.”

• Remoteness?

• “[C]ompared to their more urban counterparts, those 
living in the Rural Counties have less access to 
entertainment, dining, shopping, cultural, and social 
opportunities associated with larger population 
centers.”

• “[T]he per capita rate of attorneys drops the closer a 
Rural County is to one of the law schools.”
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• What do lawyers and law students say?
• “Do you plan to practice in a rural county (one with a 

population of 15,000 or less)?”

• 4.23%: “Yes”

• 61.27%: “No”

• 34.5%: “Don’t Know”
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• What factors influence law students to 
consider working in a rural area?
• “Ability to have one’s own practice and be one’s own 

boss”

• “Ability to develop and maintain localized clientele”

• “Perception of greater job stability”

• “Proximity to extended family and friends”

“This was the top ranked answer by the greatest 
number of respondents, suggesting that pre-
existing links to a rural place are significant among 
those who choose rural practice. 
This is a key opportunity that we can cultivate!
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• What factors discourage law students from 
consider rural practice?
• “Perception that I would earn a lower income”

• “Perception that rural areas offer fewer career and 
economic opportunities”

• “Distance from nearest city”

• “Relative lack of entertainment, restaurant, and other 
similar amenities associated with cities”

• The single factor ranked as most influential by the 
greatest number of respondents (25%) was “spouse’s 
job or other commitments in a non-rural place.”
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• Solutions.
• South Dakota. 

• Chief Justice David Gilbertson of South Dakota: “A 
hospital will not last long with no doctors, and a 
courthouse and judicial system with no lawyers faces 
the same grim future.”

• 2013: “Rural Attorney Recruitment Program.”

• Counties with 10K or fewer residents provide a portion 
of subsidy.

• 5-year commitment; $12,500 subsidy.

• Program from 16 attorneys in 2013 to 32 attorneys in 
2015—and now has a wait list!
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• Solutions.
• Nebraska. 

• Loan repayment assistance—similar to NM LRAP.

• $6K / year maximum.

• State funded and supplemented by private donors.
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• Solutions.
• Iowa.

• 2012 program matching rural practitioners with 
summer law-student interns.

• Bar Association Rural Practice Committee.

• The Rural Practice Committee’s chairman, Phil 
Garland, has explained, “[t]hey need to come and see 
what we’re doing is real law and get used to the 
community.”



RURAL DISPARITIES: A CALL TO LEGISLATIVE ACTION!

• Cultivate Students’ Pre-Existing Links to Rural Areas.

• An LOPD- and DA- driven pipeline concept (more on that 
shortly).

• South Dakota Approach: Rural Subsidies.

• Increase Geographic Pay Differential.



A FIRST STEP: A RURAL FELLOWSHIP PROGRAM

• Statewide Rural Summer Fellowship.

• State-Funded.

• UNMSoL-LOPD-DA Partnership

• Provides a pipeline of Public Defenders and 
Prosecutors to rural NM.

• A trickle-down effect from the pipeline to the 
private sector.

• Ripple effect throughout our rural 
communities.
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