New Mexico Civic Engagement/Partnership: Toward A More Strategic Vision

Abstract: This paper highlights nine years of work, with varying degrees of funding support for what has evolved into a 501c(4) nonprofit organization organized specifically for “youth preparing to lead New Mexico’s future.”   Historically, youth advocacy emphasis in New Mexico is too little about youth as organizers or advocates, and more about adults operating limited funded programs “for” youth with intermittent and fragmented advocacy projects largely towards annual legislative sessions. The Vision of NMCEP and its partners depends on a unifying, overarching strategy for youth programming and sustained youth advocacy that will: deliver a multi-phased, success-driven, leveraged program for Youth Advocacy working with existing and emerging groups; form a “network of networks” to prepare a sustainable “cohort” of trained and prepared youths and young adults, and youth/adult partners over the next decade; and address New Mexico’s future public policy priorities and current demands for more effective and strategic youth policy. 
Background and Highlights:

· New Mexico has a long track record of youth-based advocacy driven by select issue areas (service learning, out-of-school time, teen pregnancy, youth violence, substance abuse and so on).  These are all too often go-it-alone temporary networks that emerge, rise and fall with the agenda-setting process of single issues – here one year and gone the next.

· Although departmental “stovepipe” funding mechanisms from the national and state levels exist, there has not been a sustained nor concerted effort in concentrating on key youth advocacy issues – youth violence prevention, substance abuse, teen pregnancy prevention programming, out of school time funding, drop-out prevention, youth-led school reforms, and/or more integrated and comprehensive long-term projects. New Mexico youth advocacy has been largely segmented and seasonal (meaning when the legislature is in session).  Opportunities, such as the Next Generation Fund  using Tobacco Settlement monies, have been time drivers of funding efforts (the impetus for a change agenda), but wane almost immediately after the initial launching due to a number of factors (inconsistent leadership, fragile network formation, no sustained year-to-year efforts, availability of trained organizers, fulltime commitments to advocacy, and so on). In New Mexico, funding for youth activities is mainly grounded in the Education Budget preparation process (earmarks and funding formulas) or associated with similar activities in the Health Department Budget that comes from the state General Fund, and any state match/federal source grants.  Despite large-scale foundation investment in aspects of the policy process (Kellogg, Atlantic Philanthropies, Robert Woods Johnson), there continues to be no unifying statewide strategy for youth programming, and no sustained advocacy movement beyond pet projects and earmark strategies.

· At the regional and statewide levels, there are normal funding conflicts and divisive competition between NGO’s (nonprofit service providers providing direct or indirect services in response to state/local grants) and little ongoing collaborative work on public sector issue areas. Nonprofits are not generally recognized as factors in economic development across much of New Mexico, and in too many cases they are in the business of staying in business. Recent youth-oriented philanthropies in New Mexico have been Kellogg, Mott, Daniels, McCune and Surdna.  Most of the time, these foundations do not work in a concerted fashion.  The grants they award tend to be targeted at the problems facing NM Youth, but not on how to build long-term capacity, leverage funds and multiply impact.  Foundations talk policy and advocacy but the record of achievements is almost always passing and not sustained.

· At the ‘regional rural’ or the ‘urban local’ level there is an equally strong need for all the project-based service providers (public and private); to create a stronger capacity based on the principle of networking; to implement cross training opportunities; and build more comprehensive programs that will attract new money to New Mexico. Some of the historically-active, nonaligned, private youth-based organizations include: South Valley Male Involvement Program, Young Women United, selected charter schools (RFK, Las Montañas), Doña Ana Action for Youth, Chamberino Youth Group – these groups are totally left out of the current equations.  The non-aligned youth groups often tend to be the most grassroots in orientation.

· At the local level, agencies are faced with the reality that ‘there is nothing to do’. This is much truer in rural New Mexico where in many cases towns/villages do not have theaters, bowling alleys, arcades, community centers and schools to offer alternative after-school programs for students who are not involved in either sports or music. Most ‘out of school’ activities take place during the lunch hour in many small towns, and students are forced to prioritize what they can fit into those times. Schools and churches tend to be the focal points.  However, the most successful “youth friendly communities” are those where community adults and parents also become involved in creating programs that will comprehensively address the Top Five Youth Policy Issues (Violence, drug abuse, underage drinking, teen pregnancy and ‘life after high school’)

· Until February 2010 there were only three city-based Youth Councils in New Mexico, formed by the respective mayors in recognition of the value of the Youth Voice in public policy issues. Santa Fe, Rio Rancho and Farmington had existing councils. With passage of Senate Memorial 34, counties and cities were encouraged to form youth councils/commissions to bring youth into the public policy process, and by Fall of 2010 at least five communities had begun the effort to do so. 
The Vision: a multi-phased, success-driven, leveraged program for Youth Advocacy working with existing and emerging groups, to prepare a sustainable ‘cohort’ of trained and prepared youth and young adults and youth/adult partners over the next decade to strategically address New Mexico’s future public policy priorities and current demands for more effective and strategic youth policy. Such a Vision would cost $250,000 over three years in  planning funds and operating monies to train these groups,  provide periodic summits and town halls to determine progress as a state, and where to initiate strategic prevention initiatives.  Success in the first three years would provide the time for implementing state and local policy and budget levels to institutionalize and sustain these functions through future public-private sector partnerships.
PAGE  
New Mexico Civic Engagement Partnership:  Youth Preparing to Lead New Mexico’s Future 
Page 1

