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AUTHOR’S NOTE & INTRODUCTION

&

AUTHOR’S NOTE
INTRODUCTION
n

DEDICATION PAGE

n

This book is dedicated to all citizens who want
to learn how to become NO-BLAME Problem-Solvers
and restore the values of service, civility,
and pragmatism to America’s political culture.

I’ve written this book out of an increasing belief that we

need to expand the power and responsibility of citizens
in order to address the challenges of the 21st century.

In this new century, the pace of new problem development
has been accelerated by technology, and the complexity of
problems has increased due to globalization. To respond, we
Americans need to expand our problem solving capacity.
Advances in technology and new laws which empower
citizen participation in the problem solving process make this
possible. We Americans need no longer sit passively by, hoping that our elected representatives can handle the challenge
of 21st century problem formation. We have the power to
change the way we run our country. But we need to learn
about new laws which create rights for citizens to impact government decision making and technological breakthroughs
that can make us powerful problem solvers.
Technology not only accelerates the formation of problems,
it can facilitate the ability of regular citizens to search for and
share workable solutions. This book will show you how. It
will also teach you how to use your new legal rights to check
out the weaknesses of current policies and introduce practical
solutions that will better your community.
In this book, you will also find the three critical principles of
pragmatic problem solving. They guide us to find solutions
that are based on evidence of success, cost effective (i.e.,
budget neutral) and beneficial to the community as a whole.
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Now all solutions will not fit within these principles. Some
solutions will need to be crafted anew and not be based on
solutions that have been tested and proven successful.
Others will require an investment of funds that will prevent
them from being budget neutral (at least in the short term).
And although all good solutions will ultimately benefit
the community as a whole, some may need to be focused
initially on a particular segment of the community.
But we have to start our participation in government problem
solving somewhere, and what better place to start than by
coming together on the common ground of practical, cost
effective solutions that benefit us all. Our power is greatest
when we come together as Americans. E Pluribus Unum (out
of many, one) is our motto and adopting these principles will
give us the power that our national motto suggests.
But, if we want to maximize our problem solving power,
we must adopt a no blame approach that cannot only heal
our public divide, but speed our progress along the path of
American pragmatism. The story of the great American
barnraising is a story of American pragmatism where we put
judgments of our neighbor aside and get the barn built. This
is what made us strong during our early years and it is what
can make us strong again as we face the problems of the
21st century.
Voting is important, but we Americans now have the power
to change the way we run our government if we choose to
learn how to participate in the development of practical solutions. This book will show you how.
This book is packed with power for citizens who wish to
pursue practical solutions with a no blame approach. In its

AUTHOR’S NOTE & INTRODUCTION

pages you will learn about a proven No Blame Problem
Solving method developed by successful government
practitioners that has empowered regular citizens to pass
hundreds of local laws enacting their practical solutions.
This 10 step method takes you through the problem solving
process from identifying your issue to researching and presenting a solution to pursuing it through to adoption.
It takes patience and persistence, but the road map to getting results is there for those who wish to serve their communities and their country without having to run for public office.
Read further and learn about the best places to advance
your solutions, starting in your own community. The principal decision making centers of local government are identified
and your legal rights to participate pro actively in their decision
making process are described for your use.
And if you want to take on a non-elected leadership
position in your community, there are four powerful roles
described together with instructions on how to access them
and use them to advance your solution in a no-blame fashion.
Special attention is given to the role of Civic Trustee in which
you can serve with other no-blame problem solvers with a
shared goal of bettering your community.
Just think, by your own example, you can restore the values
of service, civility, and pragmatism to America’s political culture.
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CHAPTERONE

CHAPTERONE

CITIZEN POWER
IN THE 21ST CENTURY

Turn
Knowledge
into

Action

n Expanded citizen problem solving power

through advances in technology
n Expanded citizen rights to participate

in government decision-making
n Accessing current policy details

(the Open Public Records Act)
n Introducing your solutions

(the Open Public Meetings Act)

Citizen Power in the 21st Century
The 21st century has ushered in new citizen powers
and new ways to exercise them. This can have a tremendous impact on our historically passive and reactive roles.
We don’t have to wait on the sidelines for our government
officials to act. We are no longer limited to protesting or
“voting the bums out.” We now have the power to become
proactive citizen leaders solving problems and advancing
practical solutions to today’s challenges without waiting for
the political establishment to act.
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You have expanded citizen power through modern
advances in technology

search today’s internet search engines, this type of research
can be done by regular citizens with limited time.

The phrase “knowledge is power” may be a cliché, but it is
more true than ever in today’s civic arena. If we want to play
a role as practical problem-solvers, working to find and offer
solutions to the real and pressing issues facing our communities, we have to be able to research, compare and share solutions that have been successful in cities and towns across the
nation and even around the world.

Citizen problem-solvers can commit to better their communities by researching and advancing practical solutions to
community issues and challenges.

In the past, time-consuming comparative analysis of government policies in other cities or school districts was largely
the province of full time government staff, like city administrators, and often required some expertise. But now, using the
internet, and search engines like Google and Bing, this type
of research can be done by regular citizens with limited time.

“Searching” on the internet via Google or any search engine
allows us to find, analyze and compare policies that are
working well in other communities, while also researching
news articles, expert opinions, studies, public documents,
and more. At the same time, we can rely on technology via
social media channels and apps to “share” our findings with
fellow problem-solvers, with government officials, and with
the greater community.

Citizens can research workable solutions that have
produced cost effective positive effects in other cities
and offer them for adoption in our own hometowns.
Using technological tools and resources to expand
your citizen power
The meteoric rise of the internet in our time has had a profound effect on our ability to engage and take an active role
in the governing of our communities and country. Formerly,
performing comparative analysis of government policies in
other cities or school districts was time consuming and often
required some expertise. This type of search was often assigned to the city or school district administrators. But with
today’s internet

12

Practical solutions are based on evidence of successwhich means they have been demonstrated to work in
communities similar to our own.

You have a “Right to Know” under New Jersey’s Open
Public Records Act (OPRA) (codified at NJSA 47:1A-1 et. seq.)

OPRA is one of the most powerful tools in the citizen
arsenal. It ensures your right to access and examine the
details of government policies made by a government
or public agency in the course of public business, including your local government and board of education.
Records including paper documents, electronic files,
audio recordings, etc., reveal such policy details as
costs, the staff responsible for policy implementation,
time limits for action, and more.
Historically, most records were legally considered government property, accessible only to government officials, and
this did not include ordinary citizens like you and me. Passage of OPRA reversed that thinking, and now such records
are considered the property of the people. This puts all of
us, citizens and the government officials who represent us,
on a level playing field in terms of access to information.
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Following are the basics and practical How-to’s for
exercising our new civic powers

How to use OPRA
So once you’ve made the decision to become a problemsolver and have determined the issue you are passionate
about, you can investigate what your city or town has done
in the past, and is currently doing.
You can begin your research by simply exploring your city’s
website for information; or reading news items and checking
for any media coverage on the issue; or calling and speaking with the city clerk or other government office which may
have information.
But the most powerful way to get this information is through
the exercise of your rights under OPRA. Filing an OPRA request gives you the most effective and thorough way to find
out if and how your city is dealing with your chosen issue.
This gives you the ability to compare your town’s existing
policy to those solutions you find to be successful in cities
and towns similar to your own.

Get an OPRA request form

CHAPTERONE

Filling out the OPRA request form
This is an important step for several reasons.

OPRA does not give you the right to simply ask for
information. You need to ask for a document.
If your request is not specific enough, you may get voluminous copies of documents you may have to sift through
to get the information you really need. Ask for documents
that reveal the policy you are researching. You don’t want
to have to file several requests that would extend the time
for you to get all the information you need.
So remember, an OPRA request is for written records
or documentation, not general information!
Here is a list of possible documents that may be
requested if you are researching municipal policies:
n Ordinances
n Executive Orders
n Resolutions
– identify public body
– possible date parameters

Anyone can file an OPRA request form

n Government memoranda

For all municipalities, the City Clerk has the form and is formally designated to process it once you fill it out and submit
it. (Please note: The OPRA form is often available on the city’s
website.)

n Government contracts – identify possible parties

If you want records or documents from the school board,
you first have to find out who the designated custodian or
keeper of the board’s records is – try contacting the school
board secretary or checking the school board’s website for
this info.
For any other public body or agency, you must find out who
the designated custodian is.
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n Audits
n Minutes of meetings – if possible, narrow down
on meeting dates
n Closed session meeting minutes
n Budgets (including staff salaries)
Reports
n Emails – identify sender or recipient
– a reasonable date range
– a reasonable subject matter
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Submitting the OPRA request form
You can submit the OPRA request form by delivering it
in person during regular business hours, or by mail, fax or
electronically to the appropriate custodian of records.
For requests relating to your municipal government, this
would be the municipal clerk.
For all other requests including school boards, submit to
the legally designated custodian of record.
But in any case, you needn’t worry, because if you submit
the form to the wrong public employee, they are obligated
to forward it to the correct custodian or tell you who that
person is.

And if they don’t have a form and you want to file
an OPRA request, write one for yourself
n Date your request
n Identify it as a request being made pursuant to OPRA
n Describe the records being requested
n Identify yourself and how you wish to be contacted
You also have the right to view and inspect records in
person in the office where they are kept.

CHAPTERONE

Official response to an OPRA request
and what you can do
A municipality/public agency must respond to an
OPRA request within 7 business days of its receipt
by thatagency unless it is particularly lengthy or otherwise difficult to fulfill. The response must be in writing and
can either be granted; denied; ask for more clarity or ask for
an extension of time to respond. Sometimes the clerk will call
you if clarification is needed; and you can call the clerk’s office
if the 7 days have gone by and you haven’t heard anything.
Such communication can afford you an opportunity to
build a positive relationship with your local officials and
the city employees who serve your community. They
usually know a lot and can provide useful information on a
less formal basis. They can also become a resource for you
as you proceed to develop your solutions and down the road
present them to public officials.
However, if the response is a denial of your request,
look at the list of records that have been specifically excluded from public access under the OPRA statute and
determine if your request legitimately falls within one
of the exceptions. There are a limited number of sensitive
items, like personnel matters, ongoing litigation materials and
current contract negotiations, which are not available under
OPRA.
A public agency can also deny your request if it
concludes that such a request would substantially
disrupt agency operations and a reasonable solution
can’t be worked out between you. But the burden remains on a municipality to demonstrate a compelling interest
in keeping documents secret and out of the public eye. So,
if you don’t agree with officials that the information you are
seeking is legitimately private, you can try to negotiate with

16
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of such records “involves an extraordinary expenditure of
time and effort to accommodate the request.” In any case,
the agency is required to inform you about any costs that
may be involved and it may also require a deposit if the
costs are above a certain amount.
A Citizens Guide to OPRA published by The State
of New Jersey is available on the state website at
www.nj.gov/opra. The guide provides information
& answers to frequently asked questions about OPRA.

officials and/or revise your request so you might get the
information you are seeking in another way.
Or you can file an appeal to the state Government
Records Council (GRC) which will resolve the situation
through a mediation process; or you can start legal proceedings in the Superior Court of New Jersey.
An appeal to the GRC is free and is authorized under
OPRA so it usually represents the better alternative when
compared to the costs and time involved in litigation.

Costs:
Inspecting records is free; copying/reproducing
records is not; some special fees may also apply in
certain situations.
You can go to a public agency office during normal business hours and request to look at public records.
There is no charge for doing this, however, if you want
copies of records, OPRA currently allows public bodies
to charge 5 cents per letter size page and 7 cents per
legal size page under ordinary circumstances.
The agency can charge more if it can demonstrate that its
actual costs for duplication is higher or it can pass on
to requestors additional expenses where providing copies

You have a “Right to Speak”
at meetings of government
bodies under New Jersey’s
Open Public Meetings Act
(OPMA) (codified at NJSA
10:4- 6 et.seq.) .

This right guarantees citizens
the opportunity to present their solutions for adoption
at meetingsof government bodies including city councils,
school boards and planningboards.
Prior to passage of OPMA, citizens’ input was mostly
reactive and restricted to comments on laws and policies
proposed for adoption by government officials. Now,
citizens have the right to introduce their own solutions,
even during agenda meetings when officials are considering what actions they intend to consider. (There are
certain limitations on this right which are detailed with
additional OPMA info below.)

Open Public Meetings Act
Similar to OPRA, the Open Public Meetings Act or OPMA,
also known as the Sunshine Law, was adopted to ensure
transparency in our government decision-making processes.
Citizens should be able to “witness in full detail all phases
of the deliberation, policy formulation and decision making

