Legislative
and Budget Priorities

Myths

Universal Child Care means
the government is taking
over child care in New
Mexico. Government
interference will negatively
affect family choice and
healthy competition in the
care market.

Universal Child Care changes how child
care is paid for, not how it is delivered to
families. In New Mexico, child care is and
will continue to be provided by a mix of
private and nonprofit providers, including
centers, homes, faith-based programs,
and community settings such as schools,
universities, and major employers.
Providers are not required to accept child
care assistance, and families are not
required to use any particular provider.

By making child care assistance available
to all families, the state reduces a
significant cost burden while continuing
to support a diverse provider market and
healthy competition. Providers that
choose to accept child care assistance are
reimbursed at state rates that exceed
what most families can afford to pay out
of pocket. This stable revenue allows
providers to invest in program quality
and improve compensation for early
childhood educators.

This structure preserves family choice by
allowing families to select care based on
their needs and preferences, rather than
cost alone.

Source: Economic Policy Institute. Child care is
unaffordable for working families across the country,
including in New Mexico.

There already isn't enough
child care. Making care free
will only increase demand,
making the shortage even
worse. We need to increase
supply before moving on
Universal Child Care.

Response

Universal Child Care is itself a core
supply-building strategy. When all
families became income-eligible for
child care assistance on November 1,
the state also substantially increased

reimbursement rates paid to providers.

Allowing all families to be reimbursed
at the higher rate ensures programs
have the resources needed to grow.

These increased rates provide steady,
predictable revenue to the child care
sector, enabling providers to expand
capacity and offer competitive wages
to attract and retain early childhood
professionals. This approach,
combined with additional investments
in capital and workforce pathways,
supports supply growth while
improving affordability.

As a result, families
do not need to wait
for supply to increase
before relief from the
high cost of child care
reaches their
household budgets.

Universal Child Care is
complicated and hard to use
for families and providers.

Response

New Mexico has made significant
improvements to streamline child care
assistance for families and providers.
Families can begin receiving care as
soon as they apply and have up to 90
days to submit required
documentation. This ensures
paperwork does not delay access to
care needed to work, attend school, or
search for employment.

Additional improvements include
increased flexibility in authorized hours
of care and waived activity
requirements for grandparents raising
grandchildren and for certain
vulnerable populations. For providers,
ECECD has improved enrollment and
payment processes based on extensive
feedback, including clarified
procedures and upgrades to
technology platforms.
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Myths

This is rolling out too fast. New Mexico
should implement Universal Child Care
in phases.

Response

New Mexico has taken a phased approach to expanding child
care access. Universal Child Care represents the final step in
a gradual expansion of child care assistance eligibility under
Governor Michelle Lujan Grisham’s administration. Eligibility
was most recently expanded to 400 percent of the federal
poverty level in 2022. Under those rules, an estimated 80
percent of New Mexico households with dependents were
already income-eligible for child care assistance prior to the
adoption of Universal Child Care.

At the same time, the state has increased child care
reimbursement rates and invested in workforce supports,
including scholarships and pay parity programs. These
investments have supported a growing supply of care and
strong child care wage growth, establishing the core
infrastructure needed to implement Universal Child Care.

Rapid expansion of the care supply will
compromise the quality of care.

Response

New Mexico has strong systems in place to ensure safety
and quality across all child care settings. All licensed and
registered programs are inspected and regulated by ECECD
to meet health and safety standards, including required
ratios and group sizes. Programs are also incentivized to
improve quality through tiered reimbursement rates that
increase as they advance through the state’s quality rating
system or achieve national accreditation.

Universal Child Care builds on these systems by increasing
per-child reimbursement rates paid to providers. With
additional stable revenue, providers can invest in program
quality and strengthen compensation and working
conditions for early childhood educators, who are central
to delivering high-quality care.

Higher income families should not receive a benefit they could afford themselves. An income cap
for child care assistance would save money and direct resources to where they are most needed.

Universal systems reduce stigma and expand access to child care for families across the income spectrum. Since Universal Child
Care launched, 41 percent of newly enrolled families have incomes below 400 percent of the federal poverty level, meaning they
were already income-eligible but not enrolled. Nearly one quarter, or 24 percent, have incomes below 200 percent of the
federal poverty level. Universal eligibility sends a clear message that child care support in New Mexico is available to all families,
and thousands of low-income families have enrolled since UCC was announced.

Universal eligibility allows families to increase their earnings without risking the loss of child care assistance. By eliminating
income cliffs, families can pursue higher wages, new jobs, or education without jeopardizing their child care arrangements or

financial stability.

A universal system also strengthens the child care sector by ensuring providers and early childhood professionals are reimbursed
at the state rate for all enrolled children. These rates reflect the true cost of care and move New Mexico away from tuition-
based models that rely on what families can afford to pay, often far below the cost of providing high-quality care and fairly
compensating the workforce. Child care remains a significant expense for many families, including those with higher incomes.
Income alone does not reflect a family’s full financial picture. Families at any income level may face medical costs, student or
tuition debt, elder care responsibilities, or other expenses that affect their ability to pay. Universal Child Care recognizes these

realities and ensures stable access statewide.
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