DOJ Files SCRA Lawsuit Against New
Mexico Supreme Court and
Board of Bar Examiners

The U.S. Department of Justice has filed a federal
lawsuit against the New Mexico Supreme Court and
the New Mexico Board of Bar Examiners, alleging a
pattern or practice of violating the Servicemembers
Civil Relief Act (SCRA) by refusing to recognize
qualifying out-of-state law licenses held by
servicemembers and military spouses.

The complaint centers on Liam Lees, a military
spouse attorney married to an active-duty Air Force
officer. Lees is a foreign-educated attorney who
initially qualified to practice law in Scotland,
England, and Wales before earning a Master of Laws
(LL.M.) from William & Mary Law School, an American
Bar Association-accredited Ilaw school. He
subsequently obtained Ilaw licenses in Texas,
Washington, and Maryland, remaining in good
standing in each jurisdiction.

After relocating to New Mexico pursuant to his
spouse’s permanent change of station orders, Lees
sought to practice law under the SCRA's professional
license portability provision, 50 U.S.C. § 4025a.
According to the complaint, despite satisfying the
federal requirements for portability, New Maexico
officials repeatedly denied or obstructed his efforts
to obtain recognition of his existing licenses.




A central issue in the case is that New Mexico relied
on its own attorney admission requirements to deny
portability, specifically citing the fact that Lees held
an LL.M. rather than a Juris Doctor degree, despite
his active law licenses and otherwise meeting the
statutory requirements under the SCRA. The
complaint alleges that the state required him to
navigate a more burdensome process than federal
law permits, including submitting transcripts and
references, undergoing character and fitness
investigations, satisfying testing requirements, and
paying nonrefundable fees.

The DOJ further alleges that New Mexico continued
to refuse compliance even after receiving formal
guidance from the Department of Justice explaining
its obligations under the SCRA and after direct
outreach from the U.S. Attorney’s Office attempting
to resolve the matter without litigation.

As a result of the denial, Lees was reportedly unable
to accept a position as a trial attorney with the Third
Judicial District Attorney’s Office, instead working as
a law clerk at a significantly lower salary. The United
States argues that such actions harm military
families by Ilimiting employment opportunities,
reducing financial readiness, and undermining
Congress’s intent in enacting professional license
portability protections for military families.




The complaint seeks declaratory and injunctive relief
requiring New Mexico to comply with the SCRA,
monetary damages for affected servicemembers and
military spouses, and civil penalties to vindicate the
public interest. The DOJ also alleges that other
military families may have experienced similar
barriers to attorney licensure in New Mexico since
December 23, 2024.

Why this matters: According to MSJDN's awareness
and tracking of military spouse attorney licensure
issues nationwide, this appears to be the first known
federal enforcement action involving attorney
licensure portability under the SCRA. The case
represents a significant test of whether states may
impose attorney admission requirements that
effectively override the portability protections
Congress established for servicemembers and
military spouses. It also highlights the unique
challenges faced by foreign-educated military
spouse attorneys who have completed accredited
U.S. legal education and obtained active U.S. law
licenses but continue to encounter barriers to
employment after military-directed relocations.

Case: United States v. New Mexico Supreme Court
and New Mexico Board of Bar Examiners, No. 1:26-cv-
01898 (D.N.M. filed June 11, 2026).




