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& AUTHOR’S NOTE 

INTRODUCTION

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 prob-
lems has increased due to globalization.  To respond, we Ameri-
cans need to expand our problem solving capacity.

Advances in technology and new laws which empower citi-
zen participation in the problem solving process make this pos-
sible.  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 pow-
erful 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 prac-
tical 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.

Now all solutions will not fit within these principles.  Some 
solutions will need to be crafted anew and not be based on solu-
tions that have been tested and proven successful.  Others will 

DEDICATION PAGE

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.

98
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Read further and learn about the best places to advance your 
solutions, starting in your own community.  The principal deci-
sion 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 to-
gether 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.

require an investment of funds that will prevent them from be-
ing 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 prob-
lem solving somewhere, and what better place to start than by 
coming together on the common ground of practical, cost effec-
tive 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 Ameri-
can pragmatism.  The story of the great American barn-raising 
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 pag-
es 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 present-
ing 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.

  AUTHOR'S NOTE &  INTRODUCTION
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C H A P T E R  O N E

CITIZEN POWER  
IN THE 21ST CENTURY

✓  Expanded citizen problem solving power  
through advances in technology

✓  Expanded citizen rights to participate 
in government decision-making

✓   Accessing current policy details  
(the Open Public Records Act)

✓  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. 

17
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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 search 
engines, this type of research can be done by regular citizens 
with limited time.

Citizen problem-solvers can commit to better their commu-
nities by researching and advancing practical solutions to com-
munity issues and challenges.  Practical solutions are based on 
evidence of success- that means they have been demonstrated to 
work in communities similar to our own. “Searching” on the in-
ternet via Google or any search engine allows us to find, analyze 
and compare policies that are working well in other communi-
ties, while also researching news articles, expert opinions, stud-
ies, 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.

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. 

You have expanded citizen power through modern 
advances in technology.  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.  

In the past, time-consuming comparative analysis of govern-
ment 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.  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 

CHAPTERONE  CITZEN POWER IN THE 21ST CENTURY
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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 informa-
tion.  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:

• Ordinances

• Executive Orders 

•  Resolutions – identify public body; possible date 
parameters

• Government memoranda

• Government contracts – identify possible parties 

• Audits

•  Minutes of meetings – if possible, narrow down on 
meeting dates 

• Closed session meeting minutes  

• Budgets (including staff salaries) 

• Reports

• Emails – identify sender or recipient

• a reasonable date range

• a reasonable subject matter 

Following are the basics and practical How-to’s for exercis-
ing our new civic powers.

How-to use OPRA

So once you’ve made the decision to become a problem-solver 
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

➥  Anyone can file an OPRA request form.  For all mu-
nicipalities, 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.) If you want records or docu-
ments 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.  

CHAPTERONE  CITZEN POWER IN THE 21ST CENTURY
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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 that agency 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 clari-
fication 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 de-
velop 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 pub-
lic access under the OPRA statute and determine if your request 
legitimately falls within one of the exceptions.  There are a lim-
ited 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 compel-
ling 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 

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 obli-
gated 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 – date your request, identify it as a request 
being made pursuant to OPRA; describe the records 
being requested; and 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  CITZEN POWER IN THE 21ST CENTURY
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ies of such records “involves an extraordinary expen-
diture 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 and answers to frequently asked 
questions about OPRA.

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 
meetings of government bodies 
including city councils, school boards and planning boards.  
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, 

with 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 bod-
ies 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 cop-

CHAPTERONE  CITZEN POWER IN THE 21ST CENTURY
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4 we will discuss the do’s and don’t’s for making an effective 
presentation)

It must be noted, however, that when a public body provides 
time for public comment, it may also adopt rules regarding 
how that right is exercised.  There can be a time limit placed on 
speakers; also there may be a requirement that speakers register 
to indicate their intention to speak in advance of the meeting or 
simply at the beginning of the meeting.  

Although not identified under OPMA, citizens also have a 
legal right to audio and/or video tape meetings, with the same 
caveat that the public body has the right to adopt policies gov-
erning how the right is exercised.  You should be aware of any 
restrictions or limitations the public body may have in place re-
garding such recordings. 

Putting OPMA and its principles  
to work for you

There are various ways that your right under OPMA to attend 
and speak at government meetings can help you play a role in 
our government’s decision-making process.

policy formulation and decision making of public bodies.” This 
purpose was considered by the Legislature to be “vital to the 
enhancement and proper functioning of the democratic process” 
as secrecy in public affairs undermines both the government’s 
role as well as that of citizens.  OPMA applies to public bodies, 
which are voting bodies that are empowered to spend public 
funds or affect persons’ rights.  Thus the city or town council, 
school board and planning board all fall under its purview. To 
carry out its mandate, OPMA requires that public bodies do the 
following: 

1.  Afford adequate advance public notice of their meetings

2.  Ensure that all citizens have the right to attend and 
videotape those meetings 

3.  Formally let the public know when the body is going 
into closed session and will be excluding the public 
and the reasons for doing so

4.  Keep minutes of all meetings which should be promptly 
made available to the public, as well as minutes of 
closed sessions, which should be made available at an 
appropriate time, meaning when the reason for keeping 
the matter closed no longer exists 

5.  Set aside a portion of every meeting of the town’s 
governing body and school board for public comment 
on any governmental or school district issue “that a 
member of the public feels may be of concern to the 
residents of the municipality or school board.”

The set-aside time requirement for public input at city coun-
cil and school board meetings is especially relevant to our role 
as problem-solvers.  This right allows regular citizens to pres-
ent their solutions to government officials and the public, and 
thereby become partners with their elected officials in expand-
ing their communities’ problem solving capacity.  (In Chapter 

CHAPTERONE  CITZEN POWER IN THE 21ST CENTURY
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of all participants whether you are asking a question 
or making a statement

➥  Arrive early – this will give you an opportunity to 
meet and maybe chat with government officials 
before the meeting starts; you can see and pick up a 
copy of the meeting agenda so you know how meet-
ing matters are prioritized; you can speak with the 
clerk or secretary to ask if there’s a sign-up sheet or 
any other information that may be helpful for the 
public to know; you can introduce yourself to public 
officials and to any media people covering the meet-
ing; you can meet your neighbors and other citizens 
who may also be interested in a specific issue.

For example, you have the right to introduce proposed school 
curriculum changes and additions at a school board meeting; or 
you may attend a planning board hearing to offer proposed revi-
sions to your city’s master plan.  You can also attend any and all 
council meetings (both agenda and voting meetings) to propose 
practical, evidence-based solutions which have been successful 
in similar cities or towns.

Here are some general pointers when you attend public gov-
ernment meetings:

➥  Get general information about the meeting times, 
dates and locations of the meetings you are inter-
ested in attending

➥  Know the rules for citizen input - when during the 
meeting can citizens speak? Do citizens have to indi-
cate in advance that they want to speak at the meet-
ing? Are there time limits for speaking? 

➥  Be respectful at all times, even when challenged or 
others are rude or dismissive to you – you will get 
better and more positive results if you are respectful 

CHAPTERONE  CITZEN POWER IN THE 21ST CENTURY



C H A P T E R T W O

THE POWER  
OF PRACTICAL SOLUTIONS

The 3 Principles of Pragmatic 

Problem-Solving 

✓  Solutions should be based on evidence of success
✓  Solutions should be cost-effective
✓  Solutions should be beneficial to the community 

as a whole

To identify a problem is to complain, usually with no positive 
result. To identify a problem AND offer a solution is to lead, 
and to better your community. Citizens often appear before their 
city council or school board when a problem arises, for example, 
a problem with flooding or a problem with student discipline. 
They feel that by bringing the problem to the officials’ attention, 
they have done their duty; and they are right, but only in part.  
They would be much more effective if they offered a solution, or 
even just a first step towards a solution, that could improve the 
situation and benefit their community.
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community and country better than we found them by pursu-
ing solutions instead of just pointing out problems and assigning 
blame.”  

To be a truly effective problem solver, your solutions should 
be in keeping with these three principles:

1.  They should be based on evidence of success – simply 
put, this means the solution has been demonstrated to 
work in towns and cities similar to your own

2.  They should be cost effective – basically, this means 
that the solution you are proposing is cost-saving or 
neutral in its impact on your town or city’s budget

3.  They should be beneficial to the community 
as a whole – this means that the solution you 
are proposing will be of benefit to the greater 
community, not just your block, your home, or your 
personal interest. 

Practical solutions embody these distinguishing characteris-
tics because when they are based on evidence of success, they 
are less vulnerable to ideological opposition; when they are cost 
effective, they are not constrained by tight budgets; when they 
benefit the community as a whole, self-interest does not become 
an issue.

Thousands of citizens have been successful at finding, de-
veloping and advancing practical solutions in their cities and 
towns.   These include policies that have improved police/com-
munity relations; policies that have saved millions of taxpayer 
dollars in government contracting, and policies that have helped 
make our communities more prepared to handle severe weather 
conditions.

In the chapters that follow you will learn how to find, de-
velop and advance “practical” solutions so that you will have 
the best chance of success in getting your proposed solutions 
adopted.

Local public officials often shoulder an extensive list of on-
going responsibilities and face multiple issues in representing 
the communities they serve.  They can use your help!  You can 
learn how to find and present practical solutions that have been 
proven to work, for adoption by your local government or school 
board. You can become a problem solver and get results on the 
issues you care about!

The democratic principles and values inherent in the role 
of citizen problem solver have roots going back to the ancient 
Greek city-state of Athens, the birthplace of modern democracy.  
Upon reaching maturity, young Athenians stood together in the 
public square and took an oath to uphold the public’s civic duty 
to leave their city not less, but greater and more beautiful than it 
was left to them.  In the same way, when we take action in the 
role of problem solver we are acting on a pledge  “to leave our 

CHAPTERTWO  THE POWER OF PRACTICAL SOLUTIONS

THE CIVIC PLEDGE

I pledge to leave my community and my 
country better than I found them.

To search for solutions instead  
of simply pointing out problems.

To work on solutions that are  
“doable” – that are Cost Effective  
and based on Evidence of Success.

To pursue the adoption of solutions  
with a No Blame approach.
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C H A P T E R T H R E E

THE POWER OF THE  
NO BLAME APPROACH

The “no blame” strategy for advancing solutions in the arena of 
politics and government is a lot more than a matter of courtesy.  
It is a powerful and sophisticated political strategy which keeps 
the focus on your solution and increases your ability to make 
progress.  A “no blame” approach has several benefits.

First, and perhaps most importantly, it keeps you from being 
marginalized.  When you approach an issue by blaming officials 
for a bad policy or for their failure to solve a problem, you can 
easily be cast as a gadfly or crank, and you lose credibility.

Second, a “no blame” 
approach keeps officials 
from becoming defen-
sive and turning off to the 
benefits of your solution.  
The smart move is to find 
something in the current 
policy that you can agree 
with and offer to help 
make it better.  Becoming 

35



36  THE 21ST CENTURY CITIZENS MANUAL The Power of No-Blame Problem Solving   37

It’s good to remember that as a citizen problem-solver, your 
purpose is to serve together with your elected officials in the 
pursuance of practical solutions.  It is not your idea versus their 
idea.  

A remarkable example 
of the power of the no blame 
approach can be found in Dr. 
Martin Luther King’s success.  
Dr. King overcame immense 
opposition to the Voting 
Rights Act of 1965, 79 Stat. 
437, by using a strategy of 
non-violence, in other words, 
a no blame approach, that kept 
the focus on his solution until 
its adoption was unavoidable.

“the helper” puts you on the side of the officials you are trying 
to convince.

Another way to keep officials from becoming defensive and 
working to shut down your proposal is to recognize their good 
intentions.  Working as a “helper” to achieve the good inten-
tions of elected officials also permits you to be open minded to 
their concerns and to shape your solution to deal with any of the 
official’s objections while still keeping the core tenets of your 
proposal intact.  We call this “doing the doable.”

Finally, remember that you will need support from the me-
dia and the public as you pursue adoption of your solution.  In 
this case the old axiom that, “if you give respect, you command 
respect” applies.  In other words, you can keep the pressure on 
for adoption of your solution if you keep the respect of the press 
and the voters.

CHAPTERTHREE  THE POWER OF THE NO BLAME APPROACH
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C H A P T E R F O U R

USING THE STRATEGY  
OF NO-BLAME PROBLEM 

SOLVING 

✓   Identifying Your Issue and Finding Solutions 
✓  Adapting Your Solution to Make It “Doable”
✓   Presenting Your Solution for Adoption
✓  Respectful Pursuit to Implementation of Your Solution

IDENTIFYING YOUR ISSUE  
AND FINDING SOLUTIONS

We know that today’s technology has often been used to 
communicate a global dimension to many problems, and that 
it has also expanded our awareness of pervasive and significant 
underlying problems like racial injustice.  But we already know 
that many of the problems we face in the 21st century are complex 
and substantial.  

So, the first step to be taken regarding the issue you care 
about is to discuss and identify the broad policy areas that you 
(and your group) are passionate about.  For example, are you 39



40  THE 21ST CENTURY CITIZENS MANUAL The Power of No-Blame Problem Solving   41

information.  But the most powerful way to get this information 
is through the exercise of your rights under OPRA (the Open 
Public Records Act).  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 city’s existing policy to those solutions you may 
find to be successful in cities and towns similar to your own.

Moving Beyond OPRA Requests - Conducting 
Broader Evidence-Based Research

Filing an OPRA request to determine how your city/town is 
dealing with an issue represents the beginning of your search for 
a solution. It will not only inform you about the current policy, 
it will suggest words that you can “search” and other details 
that will help you conduct broader evidence-based research, as 
you look at how other communities similar to your own have 
addressed the problem. 

This can be accomplished by pursuing several avenues.  An 
internet search utilizing appropriate key words is the place to 
start.  For example, if your chosen issue is in the area of “edu-
cation,” narrowed down to “bullying and student behavior” in 
schools, you could use the key words “best practices, student 
discipline policies” to begin your search.  If the first 10 items 
that come up on your search 
don’t appear relevant, try 
narrowing your search with 
other key words.  

Next, check websites of 
colleges and universities and 
connect with specific depart-
ments or academic centers 
that deal with your chosen is-
sue. Do the same for profes-
sional associations and orga-
nizations with a focus on lo-

interested in problems in the environmental arena, or in the area 
of education, or in public safety? Some of the broad areas that 
most citizens are generally interested in are:

• Education

• Public Safety

• Environment

•  Government Innovation/Re-
form  
and Waste-Cutting

• Economic Development

Next, moving from these broad categories, “drill down” to 
a more specific problem that you believe you can tackle with a 
“doable” solution.  Some examples of more specific problems 
are: safety in your city’s parks; or abandoned and deteriorating 
properties affecting your neighborhood; or discipline policies in 
your child’s schools.

Now you may have identified several problems, so it’s time 
to prioritize.  Consider the following in doing so: if working in a 
group, which issues are of most concern; what community sup-
port can be expected in support of this issue; how politically dif-
ficult is the problem; how big is the scope of the problem; how 
opportune is the time to address the problem. 

Submit an OPRA Request –

So, once you’ve made the decision to become a problem-solver 
and have determined the specific issue you are passionate about, 
you need to investigate what your city or town has done thus far 
to address the issue.  In other words, what is the current policy?  
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 official who may have 
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type of solution may be the best fit taking into consideration 
where your community’s current policy is and where you want 
it to be.  Review the details of the current policy you received 
through OPRA and determine what measures may be in place 
and what actions your city has taken with regard to the issue.  
Follow-up with appropriate parties, for example, the city clerk, 
the city official responsible for running a program, the bud-
get officer, etc.  Also, connect with members of your commu-
nity, professors and individuals at local academic institutions 
and associations, who may have significant knowledge about 
policy implementation, program costs, challenges, evidence of 
success, etc.  

Most importantly, find out what, if any, new staff were re-
quired in implementing the solution you identified and how long 
it took to successfully implement. Then, analyze all the informa-
tion you collected, and tailor your solution to build upon the pos-
itive aspects of the current policy and take into consideration any 
ongoing efforts by officials to improve it.  Finally, consider the 
available staff and funding before you decide how big a change 
in policy you propose as the first step toward your ultimate goal.                        

Make Sure It’s Cost effective

One of the most important aspects of any proposed solution 
concerns cost.  How much will it cost to implement the solution 
and where would the money come from?  Answers to these 
questions are especially relevant in today’s fiscally-challenged 
and economically disadvantaged cities. 

Determine what costs will be associated with implementing 
your proposed solution.  Evaluate possible costs such as admin-
istrative costs, staff time and new hires, as well as any potential 
savings.  Look at your city’s budget with an eye on possible 
line items that might cover any new or additional costs.  By the 
same token, look at the budget to determine whether there may 
be areas from which savings could be generated to offset pos-
sible new costs.  If it turns out that implementing the solution is 

cal government or 
specialty subjects; 
for example, the 
Urban Mayors As-
sociation; the New 
Jersey League of 
Municipali t ies; 
the New Jersey 
Association of En-
vironmental Com-
missions.  In all 
of these research 

strategies, look for policy papers, news stories, articles in news-
papers and respected publications, expert opinion columns, and 
the like, for information about the issue and solutions that have 
been implemented with successful results. 

When evaluating your results, make sure the solutions you 
found have been implemented in cities and towns similar to 
your own, for example in terms of amount of city or school 
board budget, size of population, economic demographics, 
etc.  Also, utilize media literacy skills when conducting your 
research to confirm the authenticity and value of the sources of 
information.  (See Chapter 6 on Media Literacy and the Search 
for Solutions)

Adapting your Solution 
to make it “Doable”

Now you’re at a point where you’ve determined the current 
policy through your OPRA requests and conducted your own 
evidence-based research for best-practice solutions. It’s time to 
sift through the information you’ve gathered and then shape it 
with information relating to the practicality of implementing 
the solution you are proposing.  

Using the information gathered via OPRA and your evi-
dence-based research for successful solutions, determine which 
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not covered or only partially covered by the municipal budget, 
explore and suggest alternative funding sources such as grants, 
crowd-funding, and special campaigns. Alternatively, you might 
determine that the solution is cost-neutral, with little or no 
impact, or better yet, that the solution results in cost savings, 
whether immediately or in the long-run.  Understanding and be-
ing able to explain the costs of implementation of a solution is 
a prerequisite to any presentation or solicitation for support for 
its adoption.

Do the Doable

Getting anything done in the politically contentious world is a 
challenge.  Moreover, in trying to find solutions addressing the 
problems in our communities, it is helpful to understand that most 
issues in today’s world are often complex and without simple 
or cost-effective solutions. Therefore, when you are seeking to 
address a problem that may be considered pervasive or multi-
faceted, or perhaps costly to take on, it is advisable to learn to 
“do the doable,” that means breaking your solution down into 
parts or steps. For example, offering to “phase in” a solution, 
accommodates implementing the solution over time, (i.e., 

phases), and may allow for building up the resources or financial 
support that may be required for full project implementation; 
or offering to do a “pilot” project, which in essence provides a 
trial period for your project that may address any skepticism or 
concerns and objections that  government officials might have 
about the project.  Allowing a trial time to experience a project, 
may bring with it support for your project down the road.  Another 
approach may be to formulate the solution by simply offering a 
“first step,” in its implementation, and thereby creating political 
traction and building momentum for the ultimate solution you 
want to see implemented.

Get Expert Support and Advice  
and Draft a Ready-To-Adopt Solution

Now it’s time to put pen to paper (figuratively speaking) and 
begin drafting a constructive proposal.  A constructive proposal 
will form the basis for any presentation you make to a public 
body for adoption of your proposed solution.  And when you 
share it with friends and other citizens concerned about your 
issue, it can generate public support for your solution.

The first draft of your proposal should start out as a brief 
report (2 to 3 pages at most) that you can share with experts 
and professionals who can furnish additional information to help 
you finalize your proposal and increase the chances of its suc-
cessful adoption.  The initial report should include: 

1.  The details of the current policy from the response to 
your OPRA request that demonstrates the past and/or 
present efforts of local government officials to address 
the issue and any positive elements of the current 
policy worth keeping

2.  Information about your proposed solution, especially 
its evidence of success and how you think it can fit in 
your city or town. This includes the information you 
gathered in your evidence-based research about the 
history or background of the issue in general and as 
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it pertains to your community in particular.  Include 
examples of the solution working in other places and 
explain why it should work in your community

3.  Your cost analysis: This includes any cost saving or 
the information you got from reviewing your city’s 
budget, such as how funds currently allocated to 
address this issue are being used or other possible 
sources of funding. 

Share your report with professionals and experts who are 
knowledgeable about local government and your issue who can 
help you analyze and evaluate your proposed solution.  These in-
dividuals may be members of your community with significant 
knowledge of the issue and/or firsthand accounts and experiences 
in working in the field or in serving in government positions. For 
example, you might seek advice by speaking with the City Clerk 
or City Administrator, or a respected retired government official,  
or a local attorney.  Connect with professors at law schools and 
universities who have expertise in local government matters; for 
example, the Bloustein School of Policy and Planning at Rutgers 
University or the William J. Hughes Center for Public Policy at 
Stockton University; or experts at associations such as the Urban 
Mayors Association or the New Jersey League of Municipalities. 

You might also find helpful information in the Menu of So-
lutions found on The Citizens Campaign’s website, or by for-
warding your complete report with all of the above elements to 
The Citizens Campaign’s Law & Policy Task Force.

Incorporating any feedback or additional information you 
receive from consulting with professionals and expert sources 
leads to the last two components of a constructive proposal –
determining which public body has the authority to take the ac-
tions you propose and crafting your solution into a ready-to-
adopt format.  These two factors are related and important.  For 
example, if your solution requires that a new law be adopted, 
your proposed solution would take the form of an ordinance and 
would be directed to your local officials, i.e., the Mayor and City 
Council, the governing body with the authority to enact laws 

for our towns and cities.  On the other hand, Executive Orders 
are usually issued by the chief executive- this means the mayor.  
Also, different public bodies have different areas of decision-
making power under the law. Thus, if your proposed solution is 
to change the construction code, you would need the approval of 
the state rather than your town.  

So here is another time to consult with professionals and ex-
perts in local government for advice on the form of your solu-
tion and the appropriate forum for considering it. This is really a 
necessity.  It insures that you’re not wasting your time appearing 
before the wrong public body.

To make sure you are presenting to the right officials, oth-
er ways of determining the right forum include checking your 
OPRA response to see who adopted the current policy, or just 
asking the city clerk or school board secretary.  Also, experts and 
knowledgeable professionals in local government can be found 
at law schools and universities in your area such as The Center 
for Government Services and/or Edward J. Bloustein School for 
Public Policy at Rutgers University, or the Rebovich Institute for 
New Jersey Politics at Rider University, or at associations such 
as the New Jersey League of Municipalities, the Urban Mayors 
Association, the League of Women Voters, New Jersey Planning 
Officials or the New Jersey School Boards Association.
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an interest in your proposal.  Reach out to those individuals and 
groups.  For example, if your solution is going to be before the 
Board of Education, then it might be helpful to seek the sup-
port of the teachers union and/or the PTO.  Tell them about your 
proposal, the evidence that it works and is cost effective, and let 
them know you plan to present it for adoption.  Ask them if they 
have any suggestions and, if they are supportive, to come to the 
hearing and speak in favor of your proposal.  

You can also share information about your proposal and the 
upcoming hearing with friends on social media and you might 
notify traditional media outlets as well. Finally, if you think that 
the general public would be broadly supportive, you might re-
quest that the specific hearing date, time and place, with a brief 
explanation of your solution, be included on a community calen-
dar in your local newspaper. 

Of course, before you arrange to go to a meeting and make 
your presentation, you should gather information about the 
meeting times, dates and locations for the public body that will 
be considering your proposal. Becoming familiar with the rules 
and the conduct of the public body which will be hearing your 
proposal is a very important component of planning for your 
presentation.  There are two important ways to accomplish this. 
First, you should consider attending a meeting, or two, in ad-
vance of the meeting where you will be making your presenta-
tion. When you go to such meetings, you should arrive early 
– this will give you an opportunity to meet and maybe chat with 
government officials before the meeting starts; you can pick up 
a copy of the meeting agenda so you know how meeting matters 
are prioritized.  You can also speak with the clerk or secretary to 
ask if there’s a sign-up sheet or any other information that may 
be helpful for the public to know.  In any event, whether at a prep 
meeting or the meeting for your presentation, introduce yourself 
to public officials and to any media people covering the meeting 
and say hi to your neighbors and other citizens you may know 
who are attending.

Second, but equally important is to obtain a copy from the 
city clerk or secretary to your school board or look online for 

Your initial report should now be developed into a final 
constructive proposal with the following components:

•  State the issue or problem for which you will be 
proposing a solution 

•  Provide background information about the issue 
or problem, including the fact-based reasons for 
addressing the problem in the manner which you 
will propose.  This is where you state your find-
ings resulting from your evidence-based research, 
OPRA requests, and cost analysis.

•  Propose a solution that aims to rectify the issue, 
preferably in persuasive language that highlights 
the benefits of the solution

•  Identify the power center responsible for imple-
menting the proposed action.

•  Indicate how the solution will be enacted, i.e., the 
form of the solution –ordinance, resolution, execu-
tive order, etc. Attach the legal form of your solu-
tion if one is available from your research, or from 
The Citizens Campaign Menu of Solutions, or if 
you have one you drafted with the help of experts. 
Make sure the legal form of your solution includes 
recognition of the positive aspects of the existing 
policy.

PRESENTING YOUR SOLUTION  
FOR ADOPTION

Now that you have found and developed your solution, you 
should start preparing for the meeting where you will be 
presenting it. 

Besides the members of the governmental body that will 
be hearing your proposal, ask yourself who else might have 
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sentation is the principle of 
mutual respect.  The most 
persuasive presentation will 
be a respectful one.  Con-
ducting a respectful presen-
tation necessarily means 
using a no-blame strategy.  
If you rely on a respectful, 
no-blame approach, you 
will set the proper tone for 
the presentation and increase your chances for a more positive 
and successful outcome.  Be respectful at all times, whether you 
are asking a question or making a statement, even when you are 
challenged or others are rude or dismissive to you. Remember if 
you give respect, you can command respect.

Begin by thanking the officials for giving you the oppor-
tunity to speak. Then lead off your presentation with a review 
of the current policy you found using OPRA and your personal 
inquiries.  Identify and praise the parts you agree with and go on 
to say that the solution you are presenting will positively build 
upon these aspects.  Make sure you complement the public of-
ficials and any other appropriate officials on the progress they’ve 
made so far in the issue area your solution is impacting.  It is 
important to note that here again, the no-blame strategy means 
you do not criticize public officials who may disagree with your 
proposal, but rather that you find common ground in the current 
policy or at least recognize common goals and a belief that dif-
ferences can be worked out.  The good news is, however, that it 
is difficult for a public official to express disagreement with a 
proposed solution that is evidence-based (you have shown that 
the solution has worked in places similar to your own communi-
ty), that it is cost-effective, (you have shown that it will not have 
a negative impact on your city’s budget), and you are utilizing 
your no-blame strategy exercising civility and respect, through-
out the process of finding and presenting your solution. 

the rules for citizen input at the meetings.  While we know that 
citizens have a legally guaranteed right to speak, you should also 
know that there are rules affecting the practical exercise of this 
right.  For example, do citizens have to indicate in advance that 
they want to speak at the meeting?  When during the meeting 
can citizens speak? Are there time limits for speaking? These 
practical considerations have an impact on your presentation, 
so you need to have the answers in advance.  If citizens only 
get to speak towards the end of a meeting, you might have to 
make special arrangements for child care or other matters.  It is 
also useful to know how long you are permitted to speak so that 
you can tailor your presentation to fit the allotted time period; 
sometimes citizens can team up to make a presentation in parts 
when the complete presentation can’t fit into a single citizen’s 
allowed time period.  If you have to sign up at the beginning or 
sometime in advance of the meeting, make sure you’re on the 
meeting agenda to speak.

In summary, it is always to your advantage to be familiar 
with the usual process and procedures of the meetings and hear-
ings at which you will be presenting – you will feel more com-
fortable if you are prepared and know the lay of the land! 

Being properly prepared also means dressing appropriately.  
Business attire is always a good choice, as that is what you’d ex-
pect council or board members to be wearing, and it is a fact that 

impressions are created even before we 
begin speaking. Thus, if you dress ap-
propriately, you and your presentation 
will have a better chance of being taken 
seriously. 

Next, after you’ve taken the lay of 
the land and know the rules for engage-
ment,  you should prepare to deliver a 
respectful, constructive, and therefore, 
politically effective presentation.  One 
of the most important factors to con-
sider in preparing to deliver your pre-
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thank you and may just move to the next item on their agenda 
if not asked to specify how and when a response will be given.

RESPECTFUL PURSUIT  
TO IMPLEMENTATION OF YOUR SOLUTION

Follow-up after the presentation of your proposal is always 
needed.  It would be rare indeed if a proposal is adopted at its 
initial presentation, and even in such an instance, a follow-up 
thank you to members of the public body would be in order.  
Here are some useful pointers in exercising respectful pursuit so 
that positive action on your proposal is the end result:

•  If at the hearing, your proposal is referred to a  
professional or subcommittee for further discussion  
or review, e.g., the town’s lawyer or administrator or 
subcommittee of the council, always ask the following:

“May I please ask for what purpose (if not 
already stated) this matter is being referred to the 
subcommittee or professional and whether a report 
will be forthcoming, and if so, when?”

Additional tactics of respectful pursuit include:  

•  Offer to meet individually with Council members and/
or town professionals to discuss the proposal and pos-
sible ways to move it forward and if an official makes 
a commitment to do something, always ask what time 
frame they feel comfortable with for fulfilling the 
commitment

•  After meeting with an official, follow-up with a writ-
ten thank you mentioning the commitments made by 
the official, the time frame they indicated they were 
comfortable with for fulfilling the commitment, and if 

HERE IS A SAMPLE PRESENTATION FORMAT

FIRST: Respectful opening remarks

“Mayor _________ (or if the mayor is not in attendance 
Council President_______), members of the Coun-
cil, my name is ____________________ and I reside 
at ________________.  I appreciate the opportunity to 
speak to you tonight and to hear your thoughts on what I 
hope you will consider a constructive proposal.”

 SECOND: Recognize any past and present efforts of the 
council to deal with the issue you are speaking about.  Show-
ing appreciation for their efforts will help them appreciate 
your effort.

 THIRD: Make your proposal with a realistic request for ac-
tion.  Your proposal should include a request that specific 
action be taken with regard to the solution you are propos-
ing.  Asking the council to consider your proposal and take a 
practical “first step” is a constructive and politically effective 
approach to doing this.  

 FOURTH: Make closing remarks with a clincher.  Not only 
should you request that action be taken, you should ask for 
the specific time frame for any action proposed.  For exam-
ple, if there is no response or if the council decides to refer it 
to a department, a board or commission or to its profession-
als, you should ask “Respectfully, when might we expect 
that your review of this proposal be completed and that we 
might receive a response from this communal?” 

This will avoid the situation that citizens often find them-
selves in after making a proposal, even a proposal that is deliv-
ered intelligently and responsibly– not knowing or being uncer-
tain about what the public body thinks about the proposal and 
what, if any, action will be taken.  The public body merely says 
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it’s an elected official who indicates that a department 
head or other staff person will act on the commitment, 
then copy that person on the thank you note as well.  
It’s always a good idea to thank those people that offer 
assistance, including public officials and government 
workers; cultivating various sources is always useful.

•  If there is a concern about the scale of your proposal 
or about inadequate resources to implement it, offer 
a compromise that might include implementing your 
proposal in phases or as a pilot program.

•  Seek a resolution or other recommendation of your so-
lution from an appropriate city or school district board 
or committee.

•  Garner community support for your proposal from 
non-profit organizations, businesses, government 
employee associations or recognized leaders in your 
community; these individuals and entities can write 
letters of support; can show support by their presence 
at government meetings and can advocate for your 
solution among their own constituents.

•  Demonstrating that there are significant numbers of 
individual citizens in the community that actively 
support your proposal is another way to pursue its 
adoption.  You can bring your friends and neighbors 
together to show support for your proposal by person-
ally inviting them to a meeting at your home or other 
convenient location; posting flyers; ringing doorbells

•  Enlist your neighborhood political party representative 
in support of your proposal. All municipalities in New 
Jersey are divided into election districts with male 
and female representatives of each district.  These 
representatives are usually responsive to the concerns 
of their neighborhood constituents and can influence 

public officials.  Speak to your neighborhood repre-
sentatives about moving your proposal forward 

•  Use conventional and social media channels to spread 
the word about your proposal and to have others pub-
licly indicate their support for your proposal; you can 
speak about your proposal to a reporter or editor of 
a local paper (both in print and online versions); You 
should also ask your social media contacts to spread 
the word about your proposal to their friends and con-
tacts in an ever-widening circle of friends; 

•  Use communication tools and resources to follow-up 
with government officials and build support for your 
proposal.  Elected officials should pay close attention 
to the mail, phone calls and emails they receive.  You 
can conduct a letter-writing, phone call and email 
campaign reaching out to them.  Personal letters in 
someone’s own words can be very effective.  If you 
are contacting a council person or mayor and live in 
the official’s voting district, when calling or emailing, 
always identify yourself as a constituent and give an 
address.  

•  You can create a blog that focuses on the issue and 
solution you are proposing and solicit comments

•  If it is legal in your town, you may use Initiative and 
Referendum if the solution does not require a change 
to the zoning ordinance or an appropriation of funds.  
I & R should only be used as a last resort because it is 
very time consuming and may invite a legal challenge. 

* NOTE: Consult The Citizens Campaign’s Law and Policy Task Force 
regarding options for implementing your proposal that either may not 
necessarily require governmental approval, or may be accomplished by 
Executive Order rather than adoption of an ordinance
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C H A P T E R F I V E

THE NO BLAME  
PROBLEM SOLVING GUIDE  

10 Key Steps

In years of experience working with citizens and government 
officials, I have tried to develop a straightforward process 
that citizens can use to help them find solutions to the issues 
and problems they identify as important to them and their 
hometowns.  I have laid out this process in a “No Blame Problem 
Solving Guide” which sets forth 10 key steps beginning with 
identifying an issue, searching for and drafting a solution, and 
finally, getting it adopted.  Each step involves certain aspects 
which should be considered, some requiring more time and 
attention than others.  And while you may be passionate about an 
issue facing your community, it is often more effective to work 
with others, your friends and neighbors, in trying to address the 
problem and explore solutions.  The “10 Step” allows for, and 
in fact encourages you to work together with others toward the 
betterment of your community.  It is the Problem Solving Guide 
that is used by Civic Trustees and that has helped citizens pass 
over 300 local laws incorporating their chosen solutions.  (Please 
go to chapter 9 to learn about becoming a Civic Trustee and/or 
creating a Civic Trust in your community) 
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STEP 3:  CONDUCT EVIDENCE-BASED 
RESEARCH

FIND PROVEN SUCCESSFUL POLICIES

An internet search is the best place to start!  Look up your 
priority issue to find policies with evidence of success in 
communities similar to your own. Look for news articles, 
policy papers, or websites on the topic. 

Dig deeper. Look into academic institutions, including uni-
versity departments and centers that specialize in the issue 
area. 

Call or check websites of associations whose focus is local 
government (e.g. Urban Mayors Association) or who deal 
with your issue area (e.g. The New Jersey Association of 
Environmental Commissions). 

STEP 4: SHAPE YOUR SOLUTION
TAILOR YOUR SOLUTIONS TO FIT LOCAL CIRCUMSTANCES 

AND BUILD UPON THE CURRENT POLICY.

Dig deeper to determine what it took to implement your 
researched solution. How long did it take to put into ef-
fect? Were staff reassigned to implement it? Was any staff 
training required? Was the budget amended to reallocate 
funds for the new policy?

Review the current policy that you seek to modify or re-
place and determine if there are any parts of it worth keep-
ing as is or with slight modification.

Consider any feedback or concerns expressed by elected 
officials or government staff about your proposed policy.

STEP 1: IDENTIFY YOUR ISSUE FOCUS
DRILL DOWN TO A SPECIFIC WORKABLE PROBLEM

Engage in bottom-up conversations with your fellow citi-
zens to identify consensus passions.

Prioritize identified issues.  Considerations may include: 
internal support (within the group), expected external sup-
port (from community and/or administration), timing, dif-
ficulty of the problem, scope of problem, etc. 

Drill down the issue(s) to a discernible problem that you 
believe you can tackle with a doable solution. 

STEP 2: SUBMIT AN OPRA REQUEST
FIND OUT HOW THE CURRENT POLICY WORKS

First, investigate what your city is currently doing to ad-
dress your priority issue by exploring the city’s website, 
media coverage, or making phone calls to the office of the 
City Clerk. 

Dig deeper by preparing an OPRA (Open Public Records 
Act) request of documents creating the current policy for 
submission either to the City Clerk, or to the Secretary of 
the School Board.  Remember that you are requesting  
copies of existing records (e.g. resolutions, ordinances, 
written policies and procedures), so be as specific as  
possible.

Find and submit the OPRA Request form. Forms should be 
found on city websites; if not, call the City Clerk and have 
them email you a blank request form.

     NO-BLAME PROBLEM SOLVING           10 KEY STEPS TO GET RESULTS©
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“Pilot” projects are also useful when there is skepticism 
about your solution or when you need to show that  
start-up costs will be offset by savings in future budgets.

STEP 7:  GET SUPPORT FROM OUR EXPERTS
SUCCESSFUL PRACTITIONERS CAN PROVIDE LEGAL AND 

STRATEGIC ADVICE 

Submit your research to The Citizens Campaign in a  
brief report that includes:  (1) the response to your OPRA 
request; (2) your proposed solution, evidence of its  
success, and how you think it can fit in your city; and (3) 
your cost analysis.

After submitting the above research report, seek advice 
from The Citizens Campaign’s Law & Policy Task Force 
to assist with your analysis and the development of your 
proposal, including the preferred legal action for adoption.  
Options include ordinances, resolutions, executive orders, 
and administrative policies or procedures.

Incorporate changes suggested by the expert(s) or  
conduct any suggested additional research.

STEP 8: PRESENT A READY-TO-ADOPT SOLUTION 
PRESENTING A DRAFT LAW CALLS FOR A VOTE

Get a copy of the legal document that created your  
chosen successful solution.  It is a good starting point for 
implementing the solution in your town.

Work with a volunteer lawyer or your town’s attorney, if 
supportive, to incorporate your chosen solution into the 
preferred legal format.  Options include ordinances,  
resolutions, executive orders, and administrative policies  
or procedures.

Now shape your solution to address the information you’ve 
collected in the reviews referenced above.  The more your 
solution fits with and positively builds on the current policy, 
and the more it takes into consideration the feedback of 
government officials and the hurdles of implementation, 
the better chance of it being adopted and successfully 
implemented.

STEP 5: MAKE SURE IT IS COST-EFFECTIVE
 THE KEY IS TO BE BUDGET NEUTRAL – OR BETTER    

From evidence you gathered in your research, determine 
whether there will be costs involved in implementing your 
solution such as administrative costs, staff time, etc., Or 
whether it will be cost-neutral (or better yet – cost saving).

If there are costs involved, look at your city’s budget to 
determine whether your solution would be covered by a 
particular line item, and if not, whether there are any other 
areas from which savings could be sufficient to offset the 
costs of your solution.

If the solution is not covered by the city’s budget and you 
cannot find any offsetting budget cuts, come up with  
alternative funding sources. Look for grants, consider 
crowd funding, etc.  This is especially important if there  
are start-up costs that will disappear or be offset by  
savings in future budgets.

STEP 6: DO THE DOABLE
THE ART OF PHASING AND PILOTING

It’s often better to start smaller and gain traction in order 
to build support and find funds for the overall solution.

“Phasing” is a good tactic, especially when full funding is 
not available.

STEP 4 CONTINUED
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After meeting with an elected official, follow up with a 
written thank you note mentioning the commitments made 
by the official and the time frame they indicated they were 
comfortable with for fulfilling the commitment.  If it’s an 
elected official who indicates that a department head or 
other staff person will act on the commitment, copy that 
person on the thank you note. 

Ask the Law and Policy Task Force if there is a way to  
implement the solution without governmental approval. 

Keep your solution in the picture by using social media  
and conventional media and keep it “No blame.” 

Ask for help from a person of influence in your community.

Seek a resolution, or other support recommending your 
solution, from an appropriate board or commission.

Try an Executive Order (if the Law and Policy Task Force 
decides it’s legal) if there aren’t enough votes for adopting 
an ordinance.

Seek support from a government employees’ union.

Wait until election time and seek sponsorship from an  
incumbent who is a candidate (presidential and  
gubernational election times are preferable).

If you meet with continuing opposition from the decision-
maker, offer a compromise, if possible, such as a pilot or 
phased-in approach.

Use Initiative and Referendum if the solution does  
not require a change to the zoning ordinance or an  
appropriation of funds.  Initiative and Referendum  
should only be used as a last resort.

Make sure to include language recognizing the positive as-
pects of your town’s existing policy and any recent, related 
initiatives, in the draft of the law to enact your solution.  

STEP 9:  MAKE A RESPECTFUL  
PRESENTATION

IF YOU GIVE RESPECT, YOU CAN COMMAND RESPECT

Dress respectfully and address officials respectfully.

Review your town’s current policy and find what parts you 
agree with.  Then come in complimenting the officials on 
that part(s) of the current policy and offer to build upon it.

When speaking to the media, do not criticize public offi-
cials who disagree with your proposal. Be understanding  
of their positions and concerns and express confidence  
that you can work things out. 

STEP 10: RESPECTFUL PURSUIT
HOW TO DIPLOMATICALLY PUSH FOR ADOPTION 

If your solution is deferred for further discussion or review 
by government committees or experts, say, “Please, may 
I ask to whom is this proposal being referred and when 
can we expect a response from this public body?”

When meeting with an official who makes a commitment  
to do something to advance your solution, always ask  
what time frame they feel comfortable with for fulfilling  
the commitment.  

STEP 8 CONTINUED
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C H A P T E R S I X

 MEDIA LITERACY IN THE 
SEARCH FOR SOLUTIONS

Technology enhances your ability to find successful solutions 
using search engines such as Google or Bing and share 
them with your fellow citizens on social media sites such as 
Facebook and Twitter. However, searching online isn’t without 
its shortcomings. Information posing as fact has proliferated so 
widely that even the most discerning eye can be fooled. Poorly 
written articles by unqualified journalists and stories written 
to purposely misinform run rampant on the internet. Your 
credibility rests on the veracity of your research. If the research 
you present to a governing body, a journalist, or  the public 
is misinformation, your credibility will be severely damaged. 
Fortunately, there are a number of ways to avoid getting tricked. 
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documents, other news stories, personal testimonies, or 
statements on behalf of an institution. If a quoted source contains 
a link, check to see if the linked story corresponds to what the 
story is reporting. If the source is a quoted individual, do a web 
search to find other stories quoting this person, find a company 
bio on the individual, or look for their social media profiles. 
Anonymous sourcing is a standard practice in journalism to 
protect a source who may be risking retaliation for talking on 
the record. However, sometimes individuals remain anonymous 
to avoid accountability and to provide cover when passing false 
information. When researching solutions, your evidence will 
have more impact if you’re working from primary sources rather 
than from secondary or third-hand sources.

Be skeptical of sensational headlines. Headlines are often 
purposefully provocative or vague to compel the reader to click 
on the link. This is because the business model of most online 
news websites’ is derived from pay-for-performance advertising 
– the more impressions an article gets when people click on it, the 
more money the organization raises from the ads displayed on 

It’s important to approach any information you uncover with 
a critical eye. But how do you do this when even the most repu-
table sources may contain information that was misreported? 
The following tips are some of the ways you can evaluate the 
information you plan to use in your research. 

Foremost, ensure that the source/publication you’re 
reading is credible. 

1.  Look for sites with a history of publishing credible 
information that are often cited by established 
organizations, such as major news outlets, think tanks, 
academic articles, etc. 

2.  Look to see if the site you are researching publishes 
corrections to stories. No publication, no matter how 
reputable, has a perfect record of accuracy. Retractions 
and corrections show their editors value facts. 

3.  Find out if the site is referenced favorably by established 
opinion leaders. Do a search on Twitter to see what 
kind of conversations are taking place about the site 
you’re looking at and if they are trusted.

4.   Snopes.com maintains a list of websites known to 
promote misleading news.

Consider the expertise of the story’s author.  Authors 
have varied experiences as journalists and experts on any given 
topic. Sometimes news organizations assign inexperienced 
journalists to beats that require specialized knowledge, like 
court reporters and science writers. Do some research into their 
backgrounds — most have a Linkedin or Twitter account— to 
help evaluate their experience.  See if they’re reporting experi-
ence or academic history exhibits a competency in their beat. 

Consider the sources the story uses as supporting 
information. Online stories often contain links to primary 
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sure the story was published recently enough that it reflects 
current events accurately. 

Find expert opinion. It is not unusual that the evidence you 
have found on your topic area is too complex to understand 
without having specialized knowledge. Documents like legal 
opinions, architectural plans, housing plans, environmental 
commission reports may require expert advice.  

Perhaps the hardest aspect to overcome is one’s own 
bias. This is more widely known as ‘confirmation bias’ – the 
tendency to interpret new evidence as confirmation of one’s 
existing beliefs or theories. Personal bias is also the hardest to 
identify since people are reluctant to doubt their own beliefs. 
Counter this by remaining skeptical of stories that confirm your 
world view. If you read a story about misconduct involving 
a public figure you already do not trust, do not automatically 
assume the story to be accurate. Remember, the no-blame 
approach requires you to get past your personal biases when 
researching and sharing solutions. When you are not looking 
to place blame on a person or particular party, your personal 
bias can be set aside and your full attention can be directed to 
evaluating the evidence.  

the page. Chances are the story is more benign than the headline 
implies. Remember, the headline is not the full story. Take the 
time to read the whole story and see if it is consistent with the 
headline before drawing a conclusion based on the headline 
alone. Make sure when you share a story on social media the 
headline accurately reflects what the story is reporting. 

Note the date the story was published. When you find 
articles while researching your issue, ensure that the date of 
the article reflects contemporary events. If the article is over a 
year old, there may be a chance that there is further reporting 
that strengthens or weakens the points highlighted in the article. 
Do further research to see if this is the case.  When sharing on 
social media, the timeliness of a story is important to consider 
especially if it references a current event. Sometimes people 
share older articles that have the unintended consequence 
of distorting current events. People sharing old news may be 
mistaken to think it relates to a current situation (e.g., a story 
about a municipality bonding for a new capital project despite 
the fact the municipality is currently facing a budget crisis; the 
story is from several years prior and has nothing to do with the 
current budget situation).  Before sharing on social media, make 
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C H A P T E R S E V E N

THE 4 POWER CENTERS
 Prime Decision-Making Arenas of 

Local Government

✓  The Local Governing Body (Mayor and Council) and 
Your Legal Rights to Participate in Decision Making 

✓  The School Board and Your Legal Rights to Participate 
in Decision Making

✓  The Planning Board and Your Legal Rights to Participate 
in Decision Making

✓  The Local Political Party and Your Legal Rights to 
Participate in Decision Making

Introduction

There are four major decision-making centers which are 
identified as “power centers” in this Manual. I refer to them 
as “power centers” because they are where power is exercised 
- where important decisions that will have major impacts on 
the community are made and, most importantly, where final 
decisions are made.    
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It is important to know that local government power centers 
have rules that set forth how items are put on their meeting agen-
das for decision-making and also establish procedures for citi-
zens to speak at their meetings, whether the citizen would like to 
merely ask a question on a matter to be voted on or ask for time 
to make a presentation of a proposed solution.  Knowing these 
rules in advance when you are planning to go to a meeting and 
have a special purpose in mind, is always advisable. And while 
such rules are increasingly available on government websites, if 
your city doesn’t have it on their website, you can make an open 
records request (OPRA) for a copy.  

GOVERNING BODY (MAYOR AND COUNCIL)

The elected council, called a committee in many New Jersey 
communities, serves as the legislative body of a municipality. 
It is where key tax, budget and policy decisions are made. The 
council decides upon questions such as: should a municipality 
increase the number of police to cope with a rise in crime; should 
apartments be subject to rent control; should a tax abatement be 
agreed to.

All New Jersey communities have mayors, but their power 
and legal relationship to the council vary from community to 
community. Some mayors are elected separately by a commu-
nity wide vote; some are chosen by the council from among its 
members.  New Jersey’s cities and larger suburban towns tend to 
have mayors that are di-
rectly elected by the citi-
zens. Most of these may-
ors function similarly to 
governors and presidents 
as the chief executive offi-
cer of a community. Most 
of New Jersey’s smaller 
communities have may-
ors who are selected by 
the council members and 

The four main power centers are:

1.  The local governing body or elected council & mayor 
(sometimes known as the committee)

2.  The school board

3.  The planning board

4.  The local political party 

Generally, the elected council, along with the mayor, deter-
mine what to include in the town budget and the amount of taxes 
paid by community residents. It also decides most overall policy 
questions.  The school board makes key educational decisions 
and is responsible for putting together the school budget. The 
planning board, through its power to devise and update the mas-
ter plan, controls the physical development of the community. It 
is central to deciding what a community will look like, the qual-
ity of its environment and its plans for the future.  Lastly, the po-
litical party serves many powerful functions including choosing 
the candidates whom they endorse for public office, promoting 
citizens for influential appointed positions, and determining the 
issues to be prioritized in party platforms.  
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the Council, as opposed to 
“agenda” meetings where 
proposed ordinances can 
be “introduced” but not 
voted into law.  

Councils are also re-
quired to set aside a por-
tion of every meeting for 
public input, regardless of 
whether it is an agenda or 
regular meeting.  This pro-
vides an opportunity for 
citizens to raise and speak about their own issues and proposals. 
However, it is important to note that Councils usually adopt rules 
setting up procedures for public input. Such rules may include the 
length of time a citizen has to make remarks, when they can speak 
at the meeting and even a requirement that citizens sign up either 
in advance of the meeting or at the beginning of the meeting if 
they wish to speak at all.  

It is again worth noting that local government power centers 
have rules that set forth how items are put on their meeting agen-
das for discussion or decision-making and procedures for con-
ducting their meetings.  These are called “administrative codes.”  
Knowing these rules and procedures in advance when you are 
planning to present a proposed solution is always advisable. And 
while such rules are increasingly available on government web-
sites, if your city doesn’t have it on their website, you can make 
an open records request (OPRA) for a copy.

Your Legal Rights with Respect  
to City/Town Councils:

You have the right to advance notice of Council 
meetings – Citizens have the right to adequate and advanced 
notice of council meetings (NJSA 10:4-7).  Notice can be 
provided in one of two ways: 1) annual notice of the schedule 

who function more like council presidents.  A relatively small 
number of New Jersey municipalities have adopted the council 
manager form of government in which nearly all the executive 
power is delegated to a manager appointed by the council.  

City and town councils also vary how their members are 
elected: some by a community-wide vote, i.e., members are 
elected at large, and others, where the community is divided into 
council wards, residents of each ward elect their own council 
member as well as electing members at large.  

In any case, councils, whatever their composition, decide 
most matters that come before them by a majority vote.  In al-
most all New Jersey communities, however, the mayor has the 
right to veto a measure passed by the council, and it usually 
takes a two-thirds vote of the full council membership to over-
ride a veto.

In order to participate most effectively in your local govern-
ment, it is important to know how it is organized. The best ways 
to obtain this information are to call or write to the municipal 
clerk and ask them the following questions, and/or do some re-
search and find this information on the town’s official website:

• How is the mayor elected?

• How many council members are there?

•  Are the council members elected community –wide, 
by ward or by some combination of the two?

•  What power does the mayor have to veto council 
votes?

•  How many council votes does it take to override a 
veto?

New Jersey state law requires that the Council hold a pub-
lic hearing on all ordinances (local laws) before a final vote on 
their adoption.  This presents an opportunity for citizens to com-
ment on and to ask questions about the proposed ordinances.  
However, this opportunity is only present at “regular” meetings of 
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for the year of council meetings that are adopted at the yearly re-
organization meeting (NJSA 10:4 -18); and/or 2) specific notices 
at least 48 hours in advance of the meeting (NJSA 10:4 – 7).  
The schedules of meetings are required to be posted at the town 
hall, and if the schedule is revised, the revisions must be posted 
as well.  As a citizen, you have the right to a copy of the schedule 
and to be sent advance notice of meetings not put on the schedule.  
The municipality may charge a reasonable fee for this service 
(NJSA 10:4 – 19).  Still, it is important to check periodically 
either at town hall or in your local newspaper because meetings 
can be scheduled on short notice for “emergencies.”

You have a right to attend council meetings – Citizens 
have the right to be present at all council meetings.  Councils 
can meet in closed session, meaning the public can be excluded, 
under certain specified circumstances, i.e., there are emergent 
circumstances that threaten the rights of individuals or the 
public interest (NJSA 10:4-7).  In practice, councils most often 
go into closed session to discuss personnel matters or lawsuits. 
Attending council meetings and observing council members 
in action and how they function individually and as a group, is 
great preparation for becoming a problem solver, helping you 
determine how best to approach them when you are advocating 
a solution.

You have a right to minutes of council meetings – 
Citizens have the right to the minutes of 
any council meeting and these minutes 
must be made available promptly 
(NJSA 10:4 – 14).  The definition of 
“promptly” as determined by state 
courts is that the minutes need to be 
available before a topic, which has 
been previously discussed, is addressed 
at a future council meeting (Matawan 
Regional Teachers Association v. 
Matawan-Aberdeen Regional Board of 

Education, 212 NJ Super 328, Law Division, 1986).  Minutes 
are the official record of the council meeting and are a source 
of valuable information for any citizen and often vital for a 
problem-solver advocating for a solution!

You have the right to minutes of closed sessions –  Citi-
zens have the right to view minutes taken during closed ses-
sions at an appropriate time, which is generally defined as the 
time when the reason the matter was originally discussed in 
closed session no longer exists (NJSA 10:4 – 13).

You have the right to videotape council meetings –  
Citizens have the right to videotape a council meeting as long 
as they provide notice at least thirty minutes before the meeting 
begins (Tarus v. Pine Hill, 189 NJ 497 (2007). On a practical 
level, to eliminate the possibility of a dispute over whether 
sufficient notice has been given, it is best to notify the council 
in writing a day or so before the meeting and bring a copy of 
your notice to the meeting.  Videotaping must be conducted in 
a way that does not interfere with the conduct of the meeting.  
Videotapes are useful to give citizens who are working with you 
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on an issue and unable to attend the meeting a good account of 
what occurred.  It also provides a record of what commitments 
individual council members may have made which in turn serves 
as a good accountability tool.

You have the right to review proposed laws before 
they are adopted – Citizens have the right to review proposed 
local laws, referred to as “ordinances,” before they are adopted.  
From the time an ordinance is first introduced, referred to as a 
first reading, at least ten days must pass before it can be voted 
on.  Further, proposed ordinances must be posted and copies 
must be made available at least seven days before a council vote 
on the ordinance (NJSA 40:49-2).

However, there is no need for advance notice in the case of 
action taken by the council via adoption of a “resolution,” which 
can be voted on in the same council meeting at which it is in-
troduced (NJSA 40:49-1).  However, here again, unlike an ordi-
nance, a resolution does not become part of the permanent law 
of the municipality; it only lasts for the duration of the term of 
the governing body or for one year (NJSA 40:49-1).

You have the right to be heard on ordinances before a 
final vote – As noted above, New Jersey state law requires that 
the Council hold a public hearing on all ordinances (local laws) 
before a vote on their adoption.  This presents an opportunity 
for citizens to comment on and to ask questions about the 
proposed ordinances.  However, this opportunity is only present 
at “regular” meetings of the Council, as opposed to “agenda” 
meetings where proposed ordinances can be “introduced” but not 
voted into law.  If you would like to be heard about an ordinance, 
there normally are time limits set for citizen presentations, so it 
is important to prepare your comments and therefore be concise.  
Find out in advance of the meeting whether there are any time 
limits by calling the municipal clerk’s office.  And even when 
there aren’t formal limits, it’s usually best to be brief, i.e., no 
longer than 5 minutes.  Also, it is not unusual to require that 

citizens sign up in advance or at the beginning of the meeting if 
they would like to speak.   

You have the right to speak about your own proposals 
or concerns – Councils are also required to set aside a portion 
of every meeting for public comment, regardless of whether it be 
an agenda or regular meeting.  This provides an opportunity for 
citizens to raise and speak about their own issues and proposals. 
However, as stated above, Councils can adopt rules regarding 
the procedures for this public comment as well. Such rules may 
include the length of time a citizen has to make remarks, when 
they can speak at the meeting and even a requirement that citi-
zens sign up either in advance of the meeting or at the beginning 
of the meeting if they wish to speak at all.  Therefore, if you’d 
like to be heard at a council meeting, you should become famil-
iar with any rules the town may have affecting your exercise of 
this right.
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You have a right to know where your tax dollars go – 
Citizens have the right to obtain copies of the proposed municipal 
budget (NJSA 40A:4-8(1)(b)).  The budget is usually the best 
document for seeing how a municipality spends its money.

You have the right to examine and get copies of 
municipal records – Citizens have the right to municipal 
records including government policies, contracts and local 
government memoranda under the Open Public Records Act 
(OPRA).  This is based on a presumption that municipal records 
belong to the public and should be accessible to them.  In order 
to keep a document secret from a citizen interested in examining 
it, the municipality would have to demonstrate a compelling 
interest.  The municipality has seven business days to fulfill 
a request from a citizen, unless it is a particularly lengthy or 
otherwise difficult request to satisfy.  If a request for a record is 
denied, an appeal can be made to the state Government Records 
Council.  During business hours, citizens can copy public 
records by hand or purchase photocopies of records for a fee 
specified by law.  It is a good idea to inspect the records before 
copies are made, particularly if you are not doing the copying 
yourself.  This will insure that no mistakes have been made and 
the right records have been provided. (Please see Chapter 1 of 
this Manual for a more complete discussion of your rights under 
OPRA).

You have the right to follow the money – Citizens in 
New Jersey have the right to know the identity of any political 
contributor who gives $400 or more to their mayoral and 
council candidates as well as the total amount raised and a 
detailed accounting of how this political money is spent.  Both 
elected officials and candidates are required to file fund-raising 
and spending reports regularly with the New Jersey Election 
Enforcement Commission, ELEC (NJSA 19:44A-8).  These 
reports can be viewed at the ELEC office in Trenton or citizens 
can order copies of the reports for a fee.  Municipal political 

parties must also file reports with ELEC. When following the 
money, it is important to check the party reports because at the 
local level, most of the political money is often raised through 
the parties.

Right to run for council – Citizens who will be 18 years old 
by the election and who are registered to vote have the right to 
run for council.  Many citizens who get involved by becoming 
No Blame problem-solvers, make very qualified candidates 
and council representatives!  (See the chapter on political party 
representative if you are interested in running on a major party 
ticket).

THE SCHOOL BOARD

The local school board oversees public education in a 
community from pre-kindergarten through high school. It sets 
overall policies which ensure quality teaching, sound fiscal 
management and adequate facilities. Thus, your local school 
board decides many important questions including how much 
teachers will be paid; what professional development efforts 
to improve teacher performance will be funded; and when to 
propose new school construction or renovations.  Importantly, 
the school board hires the superintendent of schools who is 
responsible for implementing policies set by the board.  Further, 
while there are general statewide curriculum guidelines and 
required standardized tests, local 
school boards still maintain a 
broad amount of discretion with 
regard to decision-making around 
curriculum.

In New Jersey, the state plays 
a more hands-on role in the thirty 
designated Abbott districts. These 
districts, which are mainly urban, 
lower income and contain a higher 
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comment; however, the board can adopt rules governing when 
and how long a person may speak at the meeting.

YOUR LEGAL RIGHTS WITH RESPECT TO 
SCHOOL BOARDS

You have the right to advance notice of school board 
meetings   – Citizens have the right to advance notice of school 
board meetings (NJSA 10:4-7).  A schedule for the year is 
required to be published within 7 days of the school board’s 
annual meeting (NJSA 10:4-18).  The schedule is required to 
be posted at the school district administration building and 
published in at least two local newspapers.  Specific individual 
meeting notices for additional meetings or to revise the schedule 
require 48 hours-notice and must be posted as well.  Citizens 
have the right to have the school board send them copies of the 
meeting schedules as well as advance notice of meetings not set 
forth on the schedule.  The school board is allowed to charge a 
reasonable fee for this service (NJSA 10:4-19).  Even if you order 
the meeting schedule and notice of revisions, it is important to 
read your local newspaper because in cases of an “emergency”, 

percentage of minority students, receive increased state funding 
as a result of a series of NJ Supreme Court decisions known as 
the Abbott decisions. The basis for these decisions is the New 
Jersey Constitution’s promise of a thorough and efficient educa-
tion for all public school students. The increased funding is tied 
to specific requirements. 

In a few cases, where school districts have consistently per-
formed poorly and there are questions of mismanagement, the 
state has taken over the management of the school district; state 
law allows for this.  In these instances, the state appoints a school 
superintendent and the local board of education’s role is reduced 
to a largely advisory function.

In a small number of communities, the mayor appoints the 
members of the school board. However, the vast majority of 
communities in New Jersey have elected school boards.  If you 
are interested in education issues, you should find out if your 
school board is elected or appointed as this may determine what 
strategies you employ to have an impact on the decisions made 
by the board.  If a school board is elected, it will be critical to 
make your case directly to them.  If appointed, it will also be 
important to make your concerns known to the mayor as he/she 
is likely to have a fair amount of influence over the members he/
she has appointed.  You can call your local school board to find 
out whether the board is elected or appointed. In those few in-
stances where the state has taken over the operation of the school 
district, citizens should concentrate their efforts on influencing 
their state legislators, the state education commissioner, the gov-
ernor’s office as well as the local school board.

If you are interested in addressing education issues as a 
problem-solver, you should become familiar with the workings 
of your Board of Education and your rights as a citizen to im-
pact its decisions.  Toward this end, you should obtain a copy of 
the Board’s policies and procedures and review the sections on 
board governance.  And similar to town councils, school boards 
are required to set aside a portion of every meeting for public 
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You have the right to minutes of school board meetings – 
Citizens have the right to the minutes of any school board meet-
ing and these minutes must be made available promptly (NJSA 
10:4 – 14).  The definition of “promptly” as determined by state 
courts is that the minutes need to be available before a topic, 
which has been previously discussed, is discussed again. (Ma-
tawan Regional Teachers Association v. Matawan-Aberdeen Re-
gional Board of Education, 212 NJ Super 328, Law Division, 
1986).  Minutes are the official record of the school board meet-
ing and are a source of valuable information for any citizen and 
often vital for a problem-solver advocating for a solution!

You have the right to minutes of closed sessions – 
Citizens have the right to view minutes taken during closed 
sessions at an appropriate time, which is generally defined as 
the time when the reason the matter was originally closed for 
discussion no longer exists (NJSA 10:4 – 13).

the school board can call a meeting without advance notice.  
(NJSA 10:4-7 & 10:4-9)

You have the right to attend school board meetings 
– Citizens have the right to attend school board meetings.  
Meetings must be held at least every 2 months while school is 
in session (NJSA 18A:10-6).  However, most local boards of 
education choose to meet monthly.  In certain cases, the public 
can be excluded from a part of the meeting if there are special or 
emergent circumstances that threaten the rights of individuals or 
the public interest (NJSA 10:4-7).  For these reasons, the school 
board will occasionally meet privately in executive session.  In 
practice, closed sessions are usually held to discuss personnel 
matters, lawsuits or to deal with student disciplinary penalties. 
Attending school board meetings and observing board members 
in action and how they function individually and as a group, is 
great preparation for becoming a problem solver.  It provides 
background for helping you determine how best to approach them 
when you have an issue of concern and are advocating a solution.
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district should be spending more on professional development 
for teachers or on new classroom materials, discussions about 
the budget provide a good forum for your views.

Right to vote on the school budget – Although New Jersey 
citizens have the right to a hearing on their school budgets, voter 
approval of school budgets is limited and depends on certain 
factors such as when a municipality’s annual school board 
elections take place and whether the proposed budget conforms 
with the state tax levy cap for the year.  You should ask your 
district school board if the school budget will be before the 
voters in the calendar year.

Right to vote on school bond issues – Citizens in all school 
districts have the right to vote directly on major school bond 
issues for new construction and infrastructure improvements.  
The election cannot be held less than 41 days after the school 
board adopts a resolution authorizing the issuing of the bonds 
(NJSA 18A:24-29).  Smaller bond issues can go forward without 
voter approval.  In the case of cities with appointed boards, if the 
bond issue passes by a 2/3 majority, a referendum is not needed.

Right to propose curriculum changes and additions 
–  Citizens have the right to propose changes as well as new 
curriculum components to their local school board.  Although there 
are curriculum standards adopted by the state, local school boards 
still have a great deal of discretion in curriculum matters. 

Right to know how much school officials and teachers 
are being paid – Citizens have the right to know the salaries 
of all school employees.  This information must be made 
available on request.  Salaries must be publicly approved at 
a school board meeting and bills approved for payment at 
school board meetings must also be made available on request  
(NJSA 47:1A-100). 

Right to public records regarding the schools – Citizens 
have the right to school district records under the Open Public 

You have the right to videotape school board meetings 
– Citizens have the right to videotape a school board meeting as 
long as they provide notice thirty minutes before the meeting 
begins (Tarus v. Pine Hill, 189 NJ 497 (2007). On a practical 
level, to eliminate the possibility of a dispute over whether 
sufficient notice has been given, it is best to notify the school 
board in writing a day or so before the meeting and bring a copy 
of your notice to the meeting.  Videotaping must be conducted 
in a way that does not interfere with the conduct of the meeting.  
Videotapes are useful to give citizens who are working with you 
on an issue and unable to attend the meeting a good account of 
what occurred.  It also provides a record of what commitments 
individual school board members may have made which in turn 
serves as a good accountability tool.

You have a right to know how your education dollars 
are spent – Citizens have the right to review the proposed 
annual school budget prior to its being placed on the ballot 
and prior to a required public hearing (NJSA 18A:22-12).  The 
budget will give citizens a good sense of the school district’s 
priorities.

You have a right to a public hearing on the school 
budget – Citizens have a right to a public hearing on the 
proposed annual school budget.  In fact, the local board of 
education is required to hold one before final adoption of the 
budget. Boards of education must give 4 days-notice of the 
public hearing by publishing it in a newspaper that circulates 
within the district (NJSA 18A:22-11).

Your right to be heard on the school budget – Citizens 
have the right to offer comments and objections to the proposed 
school budget at the required public hearing (NJSA 18A:22-11). 
While debates about school budgets at these hearings tend to 
center mainly around questions of whether the budget is too high 
and taxes will have to go up, citizens can also raise issues of 
educational priorities.  For example, if you think that your school 
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seats on boards of education must comply with campaign 
funding disclosure laws and file reports with the New Jersey 
Election Enforcement Commission, ELEC (NJSA 19:44A-8).  
These reports can be viewed at the ELEC office in Trenton or 
citizens can order copies of the reports for a fee.  

Right to view disclosure statements of board of 
education members and senior school officials to 
determine conflicts of interest – Board of education 
members and senior school officials such as the superintendent 
of schools, must annually disclose their sources of income, 
their employers and the employers of their immediate family 
members (NJSA 18A:12-25; 18A:12-26).

Right to make an ethics complaint – Citizens have the 
right to file a complaint with the state school ethics commission 
if they believe a school official, either a school board member 
or a school administrator, is taking bribes or engaging in other 
activities that put their personal financial interest ahead of their 
public responsibilities (NJSA 18A:12-29; 18A:12-24).  Before 
taking the serious step of lodging a complaint, it is advisable 
to obtain a copy of the School Ethics Act, which lists detailed 

Records Act (OPRA).  The presumption is that school district 
records should be accessible to the public.  In order to keep a 
document secret from a citizen interested in examining it, the 
school district would have to demonstrate a compelling interest.  
In the case of school districts, there are certain narrow areas 
exempted from OPRA, such as student academic records.  If 
a request for a record is denied, an appeal can be made to the 
Government Records Council.  During business hours, citizens 
can copy public records by hand or purchase photocopies of 
records for a fee specified by law.  It is a good idea to inspect the 
records before copies are made, particularly if you are not doing 
the copying yourself.  This will insure that no mistakes have 
been made and the right records have been provided.  (Please see 
Chapter 1 for a more complete discussion of your rights under 
OPRA).

Right to contact your school board members – Citizens 
have the right to have the home addresses of their school board 
members so they may contact them on issues of concern.  An 
effective way to make contact is through a well-written letter 
from yourself and if possible, from other residents who support 
your proposal in an organized letter-writing campaign.

Right to elect your school board members – In most 
New Jersey municipalities, citizens have the right to vote for 
school board members; they also have the right to volunteer 
for the candidate of their choice.  In the few districts where the 
school board is appointed by the mayor, citizens have the right to 
make the quality of the appointments one of the criteria they use 
in deciding whether to vote for the mayor’s re-election.  

You have the right to follow the money – Citizens in 
New Jersey have the right to know the identity of any campaign 
contributor who gives $400 or more to school board members or 
candidates. Citizens also have the right to know the total amount 
of money raised by school board candidates and a detailed 
accounting of how the money was spent.  Candidates for elected 
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The planning board is responsible for the development of a 
master plan for the community and for a review and update of 
the plan at least every ten years. However, please be aware that 
the master plan can be amended at any time. 

The master plan provides a road map for how a community 
will grow; it addresses questions such as what part of the com-
munity will be reserved for residences and at what density levels, 
and in what areas commercial development will be permitted. A 
housing plan element is a mandatory part of the master plan and 
includes provision for affordable housing. The planning board 
also has the legal right to include in the master plan a sub-plan 
for conservation of the town’s environment and open spaces as 
well as several other elements such as an economic plan, circu-
lation plan, recycling plan, and capital improvement plan, all 
of which help define and direct the town’s future development 
and growth.  Importantly, zoning regulations must be consistent 
with the master plan.  Thus, the master plan is a document with 
teeth, and citizens can play an important role in determining its 
contents and impacting their community’s future. 

guidelines for school officials and to make sure that the school 
official in question is really violating an ethics regulation.

The school ethics commission is a 9 member state body ap-
pointed by the governor and responsible for enforcing the School 
Ethics Act.  If the commission receives a complaint, it must de-
termine, by majority vote, whether the allegations have suffi-
cient merit to proceed with a hearing or whether the complaint 
should be dismissed.  Hearings are conducted by the Office of 
Administrative Law (NJSA 18A:12-29(b)).  After the hearing, 
the commission will decide whether the Act has been violated 
and issue a disciplinary recommendation to the Commissioner 
of Education.

Right to run for School Board – Citizens who will be 18 
years old by the election and who are registered to vote, who can 
read and write and who have been district residents for at least 
one year, have the right to run for school board (NJSA 18A:12-
1).  The only exceptions to this rule are current school district 
employees and current members of the local governing body 
(NJSA 18A:12-2).   

THE PLANNING BOARD

The planning board makes key environmental and growth 
decisions and as a result, is central in determining the physical 
development of a community and its resulting quality of life.

The planning board is comprised of a combination of elected 
officials, citizen members and governmental officials, who are 
appointed by the mayor and council.  Planning boards are com-
posed of either 7 or 9 members.  Membership consists of the 
mayor or a mayoral designee, a member of the council chosen 
by the council, a municipal government official chosen by the 
mayor, and citizen members usually appointed by the mayor.  
Under some forms of municipal government, however, the pub-
lic members are appointed by the council.
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town should be available at town hall.  All notices must be writ-
ten in terms that can be understood by a layperson.

Right to examine development documents – Citizens 
have the right to examine maps and other development proposal 
documents during normal business hours at the office of the 
clerk or zoning officer.  Such filings must be available for public 
inspection at least 10 days before a scheduled hearing on the 
application. (NJSA 40:55D-10(b)).

Right to make copies – Citizens have the right to make copies 
of all documents and forms that are filed as part of a development 
application, master plan or zoning process, for a fee. (There may 
be some restrictions on copies of architectural plans).

Rights to a public hearing – Citizens have the right to a public 
hearing as applicants and as attendees, on all major development 
applications, with the possible exception of applications for 
minor subdivisions and site plans.  Citizens also have the right to 
a hearing on the adoption, revision or amendment of the master 
plan.  All hearings must be conducted in accordance with a set 
of rules adopted by the planning board and also made available 
to the public. (MLUL, NJSA 40:55D-10 (a) & (b).  It is a good 
idea to get a copy of the rules and review them.

Right to question an applicant’s witnesses – Citizens 
have the right to question an applicant’s witnesses about their 
testimony and any reports they may have submitted (MLUL, 
NJSA 40:55D-10(g).  However, the board chairperson does have 
the right to cut off repetitive or irrelevant questions and to run 
the meeting in accordance with the board’s rules.

Right to testify about a proposed development –   
Citizens have the right to testify about their knowledge of a 
proposed development and its relationship to the neighborhood, 
and to present expert testimony at the hearing for or against an 
application. (MLUL, NJSA 40:55D-10(d).  However, please 

The planning board also has the responsibility to review and 
hold public hearings on proposals for new development, but it’s 
often too late to raise concerns when the planning board is hear-
ing a proposal for development, especially when the proposal 
meets all the standards set forth in the zoning regulations.  Citi-
zens have the most power to effect development when they make 
input on the town’s master plan or master plan amendment, and 
as noted above, the planning board may amend its master plan 
at any time.

Given that the composition of the planning board is elected 
officials and people appointed by elected officials, it is not sur-
prising that the municipal master plan is often subject to political 
influence.  Citizen action and activity can absolutely have a ma-
jor impact on planning board decisions and can often be a coun-
terweight to lobbying by developers and other interested parties.  

YOUR LEGAL RIGHTS WITH RESPECT  
TO PLANNING BOARDS

Right to advance notice of planning board meetings – 
Citizens have the right to adequate and advance notice of planning 
board meetings.  Under OPRA, upon payment of a small fee, 
you are entitled to a schedule of all the regular hearing dates of 
your planning board.  The fee also entitles you to receive notices 
of “special meetings.”  In addition, the schedule of meetings is 
required to be posted at town hall and if the schedule is revised, 
the revision must be posted.

Under the Municipal Land Use Law, MLUL, NJSA 40:55D-
12), you are entitled to receive certified mail or personally de-
livered notice of all major subdivisions, applications for condi-
tional use approvals and development proposals with a variance 
request if your property is located within 200 feet of the pro-
posed development.  Municipalities may also require notice of 
major developments even without variances, but this is up to the 
municipality.  A copy of the development regulations for your 
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candidate endorsements far beyond the local level. Furthermore, 
they often have strong influence in the selection of citizens to 
serve in hundreds of government positions, both paid and unpaid. 
For example, party committee members often recommend the 
selection of election-day poll workers - a position that pays $200 
for the day and gives the citizen first-hand experience with the 
inner workings of our democracy (See section below on how to 
attain a poll worker position).

The lack of citizen awareness of local political parties and 
how they work is even more remarkable given that the office 
of neighborhood party representative, known officially as party 
“committee member,” is the closest and most accessible elected 
position for entry into public life. The posts of party committee 
member are filled by four citizens per election district who are 
elected during the primary election to represent a single neigh-
borhood of roughly 700 to 1,000 voters. A male and a female are 
elected for both the Republican and Democratic Parties, usually 
for one or two year terms. This is the only office for which 50% 
of the seats are reserved, by law, for women. It is important to 
understand that this political system provides these neighbor-
hood committee positions in order to exercise its power at the 
grassroots level.  Election to a party committee seat automati-
cally results in your becoming a county party committee mem-
ber and a local, i.e., municipal party committee member. 

Even if one is not interested in or able to run for a party com-
mittee seat, it is important to know about the roles and powers of 
these neighborhood party representatives since they have influ-
ence over the elected and appointed officials of their respective 
parties.

In many cases, party committee members also have influ-
ence with officials elected in non-partisan elections, where party 
labels are not listed on the ballot but party endorsements and the 
money and organizing power that come with it remains a major 
factor. This is also the case because party committee members 
are often looked to by voters in their neighborhoods for informa-

note again, the board chairperson does have the right to cut 
off repetitive or irrelevant questions and to run the meeting in 
accordance with the board’s rules.

Right to hear planning board members reasons for their 
decision – Citizens present at public hearings on development 
applications have the right to hear the board members resolve 
any conflicting testimony or other factual evidence and draw 
conclusions as to why the development meets or fails to meet 
the criteria for approval. (MLUL, NJSA 40:55D – 10(g).

Right to minutes and transcripts of hearings – Citizens 
have the right to read and obtain copies of the minutes of planning 
board meetings. (MLUL, NJSA 40:55D-9(c). Citizens also have 
the right to verbatim transcripts of hearings on development 
applications (MLUL, NJSA 40:55D-10(f). 

Right to a written decision of the board – Citizens have 
the right to a copy of a written resolution setting forth a decision 
on any application for development.  The decision must state 
the reasons why the board approved or denied a development 
proposal. (MLUL, NJSA 40:55D-10(g) & (h).

Right to appeal board decisions – Citizens have the right 
to appeal all decisions of the planning board directly to the 
Superior Court. (MLUL, NJSA 40:55D-17).  In most cases, 
appeals must be filed within 45 days of the date of publication of 
the board’s written decision.

THE LOCAL POLITICAL PARTY

The local political parties represent a power center which many 
citizens know nothing about. Of those who are aware, most lack 
knowledge about how an ordinary citizen can access power and 
advance proposed solutions through them. This is remarkable 
when you consider that local party representatives, elected at the 
neighborhood level, not only get to award party endorsements 
of candidates for town or city office, they also have power over 
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It is not especially hard to 
win a party committee seat. Often 
committee seats are vacant, and 
in that case, if you run and vote 
for yourself, you win. In other 
cases, committee seats are often 
won with low vote counts, like 24 
to 19. If you are willing to talk to 
a few dozen neighbors, you can 
drum up enough votes to win. You 
do not need a campaign war chest 
or a campaign organization. You 
just need to be willing to ask your neighbors to vote for you. 
You do not even need the permission of party leaders, although 
a politically smart candidate would almost always seek the party 
leaders’ support as a first step. If party leaders do not choose to 
support you, you can still run. A typical time commitment re-
quired to run for a political party committee seat is about 2 hours 
a week for 6 weeks. If you consider that committee persons rep-
resent an average of 700 voters, about half of those will belong 
to your party. At an average of two people per household, these 
350 voters usually live within 175 houses or apartments. One 
could conceivably knock on 30 doors in two hours if on foot. 
It would ultimately take less than 12 hours total to campaign 
in your district! Once elected to be a party committee member 
representing your neighborhood, you gain certain legal rights:

1. You have the right to attend the annual organizing 
meeting of your town’s and county’s party. The law 
requires that local party meeting occur on the Monday 
immediately following the primary election at which 
you were elected.  The County party meeting is required 
to be held on the Tuesday following the primary.

2. You have the right to the adoption of a local and 
county party constitution at the annual organizing 
meetings. State law is explicit that municipal party com-

tion and advice about candidates for all offices.  Additionally, 
most officials, even if elected in non-partisan elections, do have 
a party membership and may aspire to fill party posts or future 
public office on the party ticket and know that party committee 
members are important to their dreams of advancement.  Please 
note: all New Jersey elections for school boards are non-par-
tisan, and in some places, citizens also elect their council and 
mayor this way.

Thus, whether a public official is elected in a partisan or 
non-partisan election, if a citizen needs to get their attention, 
one of the most effective routes is through the party committee 
member.

In order to find out who your neighborhood representatives 
are, or to run for the post of party committee member yourself, 
you first need to find out which election district you live in. You 
can do this by calling your town or city clerk or the County 
Board of Elections. They have election district maps dividing 
your town into neighborhood “election districts.” The clerk and 
the County Board of Elections officials can also give you the 
names of the four citizens selected from your neighborhood, 
their vote totals and a copy of the map showing the boundaries 
of your neighborhood election district.

You have the right to run for a party committee seat if you:

1. Will be 18 years old by the next election

2. Are a resident of the election district

3. Are registered to vote as a party member

If you meet these three qualifications, you can go to the mu-
nicipal clerk and request a “nominating petition” form to run for 
a party committee seat. If you are not yet registered to vote as a 
party member, you can also ask for a “party declaration” form. 
Fill out the forms, get 10 signatures of your party members who 
live in your election district; your signature can count as one of 
the 10. File the form and your name will appear on the primary 
election ballot. The petition should then be filed with the county 
clerk by the deadline (53 days before the primary election). 
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The law also provides that the committee people vote by 
secret ballot on the replacement.  A surprising number 
of legislators are chosen in this manner. (N.J. Const. art.
IV, § 4, par. 1; N.J.S.A. 19:13-20)

One last point: some towns have local chapters of “third 
parties” like the Green Party, the Reform Party, the Conserva-
tive Party and others.  If the Democrat and Republican Parties 
do not represent your views or you feel you cannot have your 
voice heard in these parties, you should know that you do have a 
choice.

Unfortunately, state law sets a high threshold for third par-
ties to satisfy in order to gain access to the primary ballot and at 
present, only the Democrat and Republican candidates appear 
on the primary ballot.  Hence, only registered Democrats and 
Republicans and citizens unaffiliated with a party are permitted 
to vote in primary elections.

Serving as a Poll Worker

Poll workers are the people who organize and staff the polling 
places on Election Day. They do the nitty-gritty work of 
democracy: checking in voters, providing help if it is needed, 
recording the vote, and ensuring that the machinery is working 
smoothly. Citizens, 16 and older, are eligible to be poll workers 
and they receive $200 for the day.  If interested, you would receive 
training and a first-hand experience 
in how elections really work. You 
can apply directly to the office of 
the County Board of Elections; 
however, it is normally more 
effective to tell your neighborhood 
party committee member, or the 
town party chair of your political 
party, if you have a party preference, 
that you are interested in serving.

mittees can adopt constitutions and by-laws to govern 
their affairs. You should ask the party chair for copies of 
any existing constitution and by-laws.  And even if these 
documents already exist, they may need to be amended.  
County parties are mandated by law to adopt party con-
stitutions respecting the representative rights of county 
committee members.

The constitution can provide that the party-endorsed 
candidates for elected and appointed positions be chosen 
by a full vote of the committee members rather than a 
nominating committee of select officials.  Other pro-
visions can give the power to committee members to 
vote on levels of local campaign spending and on party 
platform priorities for your town or county.  Setting 
platform priorities is a way to influence the adoption of 
solutions you care about.

3. You also have the legal right to vote on the elec-
tion of your local party chair and vice-chair at your 
local party’s annual organizational meeting. Combine 
this right with a party constitutional right to vote on 
the selection of party endorsed candidates for elective 
office, and the right to vote on the party’s spending and 
platform, and a party committee member can wield great 
influence not only over party matters, but also over the 
local government itself. So even if you do not run for a 
party committee seat, it is important to know who the 
committee members are, especially the four from your 
own neighborhood election district.

4.  When a vacancy occurs in the legislature, commit-
tee members of the party of the vacating legislator 
are authorized by state law to select his/her replace-
ment without any further vote by the general public. 
The replacement process involves a process in which the 
committee people of the legislator’s district each have 
one vote in the selection of the replacement legislator.  
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Right to select the candidates of your chosen party   
– Citizens have the right to vote in party primaries in which 
the party’s candidates for mayor and council are selected 
along with neighborhood level 
committee-people.  You can vote in 
a party primary if you have already 
become a member of the party or if 
you have never voted in a primary 
and are using this first primary to 
declare your party membership.  If 
you decide to change your party 
affiliation, you must file a form 
with the municipal clerk or the 
county board of elections secretary 
(NJSA 19:23-45).  The easiest way 
to do this is to go to the municipal clerk’s office in person and fill 
out the correct form.  You should also know that while you as a 
member of the party have the right to choose candidates, often, 
on the local level, the official party organization recommends a 
candidate and that candidate runs unchallenged in the primary.  
Additionally, some municipalities have non-partisan elections 
and so there are no primaries and therefore you have no choice 
in the nomination of candidates.  You can find out if your 
municipality has primary or non-partisan elections by calling the 
municipal clerk’s office.

Right to bilingual sample ballot – Citizens in districts 
in which Spanish is the primary language of 10% or more of 
registered voters have the right to a bilingual sample ballot for 
the primary. (NJSA 19:23-22.4).  Sample ballots, which must 
be mailed out to voters before the primary and be a reasonable 
facsimile of the actual ballot in the voting booth, allow voters 
to familiarize themselves with the ballot and can cut down on 
balloting mistakes.

Right to follow the money – Citizens in New Jersey, 
regardless of whether they are members of a particular political 

YOUR LEGAL RIGHTS WITH RESPECT  
TO POLITICAL PARTIES

As we have seen, the municipal political parties play a central role 
in the politics and government of most New Jersey communities.  
Political parties select and nominate candidates for council 
and mayor and provide grassroots representation through the 
office of neighborhood committee member.  And even in towns 
where municipal officials are elected in a non-partisan manner, 
political parties still frequently play a major informal role, the 
only exception being that they cannot have their endorsements 
appear on the ballot.

While there have been some efforts to organize third par-
ties at the local level, at this time the 2 major national and state 
parties, i.e., the Democrat and Republican parties, have a near 
monopoly in New Jersey communities.

You have several rights with regard 
to the political parties

Right to join a political party – Citizens have the right to join 
the political party of their choice.  Parties are not exclusive clubs 
– they are open to any citizen that wants to become a member.  
In New Jersey, one becomes a member of a political party in 
one of the following two ways: 1) if previously unaffiliated, by 
voting in the primary election of that party: and 2) filing with 
the municipal clerk or the county board of elections secretary a 
signed declaration that he/she desires to vote in the primary of 
that party.  The municipal clerk and the county board of elections 
secretary will have the appropriate form that needs to be filed.  
A citizen automatically remains a member of the political party 
unless she files a signed declaration saying that she desires to 
vote in the primary of another political party or that she wants to 
be listed on the voting rolls as an independent. (NJSA 19:23-45).  
Make sure you check the deadlines for changing parties on the 
county board of election website.
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would be grouped together on the primary ballot under their 
chosen slogan, but they will need to “couple” with at least two 
freeholder candidates with the same slogan.  One can obtain 
a bracketing permission form from the municipal clerk if you 
want to bracket with other candidates.

Right to run to represent your neighborhood as a party 
representative, aka a committee member – As noted 
and discussed above, citizens in all New Jersey communities 
have the right to run to represent their neighborhood as a party 
committee member.  The office of committee person is the 
only gender-balanced office required by statute (NJSA 19:5-4).  
Municipalities are divided into election districts of 700 to 1,000 
registered voters.  In each election district, the major parties 
are represented by two committee members, one male and 
one female, elected by the party members annually during the 
primary.  As noted above, committee members can have a voice 
in the selection of the party’s recommended slate of candidates 
and various other party matters.  To run for this office, you have 
to be a resident of the election district you hope to represent, 
a party member and you must gather at least 10 signatures of 
members of the party who reside in your election district on your 
nominating petition.  Check with the county Board of Elections 
to verify the number of signatures required in your district.  This 
number can be as low as 1 in areas with low voter turnout!

Local committee members are automatically county com-
mittee members as well.  An election district map and a list of 
committee members and any vacancies can be obtained from the 
municipal clerk and the county board of elections.

party, have the right to know the identity of any political 
contributor who gives $400 or more to a party or candidate.  
Municipal political parties must report their contributions and 
expenditures quarterly to the New Jersey Election Enforcement 
Commission, ELEC (NJSA 19:44A-8).  These reports can be 
viewed at the ELEC office in Trenton or citizens can order copies 
of the reports for a fee.  

Right to run to be the party’s nominee for local office  
– In municipalities that conduct partisan elections, citizens 
have the right to run for their party’s nomination for council or 
mayor.  The only requirements are party membership, residency 
and gathering the required number of signatures of citizens 
on a nominating petition (NJSA 19:23-7).  For municipalities 
with a population of 14,000 or greater, a candidate must get 
50 signatures of party members; municipalities with less than 
14,000 people only require 25 signatures (NJSA 19:23-8).  To 
assist in signature gathering efforts, lists of registered voters with 
party identification can be purchased from the town or county 
clerk.  To ensure that a nominating petition can withstand legal 
challenge, it is usually a good idea to gather significantly over 
the required number – 20% over is a good rule of thumb.  This 
way your petition can withstand any legal challenge.  In many 
cases political parties are looking for candidates to run for these 
offices, so it makes sense to express your interest to the party 
chair.  If they are already supporting another candidate, don’t 
be discouraged.  Many primaries are won by the candidate who 
does not have the official support of the party leaders.

Right to run with other candidates as part of a slate 
– Candidates who are running in a primary have the right to 
be grouped together as a slate (NJSA 19:23-25) and they can 
run together under the same slogan (NJSA 19:23-25.1).  For 
example, a group of Democratic candidates might run together 
on a slate under the slogan “Democrats for Change.”  They 
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C H A P T E R E I G H T

POWERFUL ROLES FOR  
CITIZEN PROBLEM SOLVERS 

Citizens who wish to engage in public service but don’t want to 
dive into the world of campaign politics with its heavy fundraising 
demands, its blame-game personal attacks, and its major demands 
on time, can still engage in leadership service without having to 
run for public office.  There are four ways to do so:

1. Serving as a Civic Trustee 

2. Serving as a Solutions Advocate 

3. Serving in an Appointed Government Office

4.  Serving as a Neighborhood Political Party 
Representative

SERVICE AS A CIVIC TRUSTEE

The most powerful, yet convenient, non-elected opportunity for 
public service is the position of Civic Trustee, a position facilitated 
by The Citizens Campaign.  Information about qualifications 
and the rights and responsibilities of a Civic Trustee is available 
at www.TheCitizensCampaign.org.  Civic Trustees are a new 
force for strengthening your community’s ability to tackle tough 
issues. They are committed to identifying evidence-based, cost-
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by Trustees.  Bringing their town’s decision makers together in 
a no-blame environment and exposing them to evidence based 
solutions offered by experts, helps put their community on the 
path of practical problem solving.  Civic Trustees also host “no-
blame” debates for candidates for city and school district of-
fices before audiences of civic leaders from community based 
businesses, non-profits, faith-based organizations and academic 
institutions.

Importantly, Civic Trustees share their solutions with citi-
zens in towns and cities across the country causing their local 
actions to have national impact.  If you are interested in public 
service as a Civic Trustee, you will find all the necessary infor-
mation at www.TheCitizensCampaign.org.

SERVICE AS A SOLUTIONS ADVOCATE

Another powerful role you can take on to advance no-blame 
problem solving in your community is as a Solutions Advocate.  
Solutions Advocates are citizens who find and promote evidence 
based, cost-effective, successful solutions to decision makers 
and the general public through media channels.  Bringing such 
practical solutions to the attention of government officials, the 
media, and your fellow citizens, can impact and change the 

effective solutions to the serious problems facing their cities’ 
and towns’, and to advance and implement such solutions with 
a no-blame approach. In this role, Civic Trustees embody the 
values of unselfish service, civility and pragmatism.

Civic Trustees begin service by taking a pledge to “leave 
their community and country better than they found them by 
pursuing practical solutions instead of just pointing out prob-
lems and assigning blame.”  Practical solutions are those that 
are based on evidence of success in other cities and towns, cost-
effective in that they do not increase the tax burden, beneficial 
to the community as a whole rather than a special interest, and 
are advanced in a no blame manner.  Civic Trustees who re-
ceive training and follow the proven no-blame problem solving 
approach in pursuing practical solutions, can access free expert 
support from The Citizens Campaign’s Law and Policy Task 
Force of lawyers, former government officials and other experts 
in local law, policy and policy implementation.  

Civic Trustees come together in Civic Trusts.  Civic Trusts 
provide the opportunity for Civic Trustees to meet in monthly 
“solutions sessions,” where they work together in a no-blame 
environment to identify the issues they believe are most press-
ing in their community and then research and advance workable 
solutions.

Each Civic Trust is comprised of about 12 to 24 Trustees de-
pending on the community’s size.  They serve for terms of one 
year and can serve up to three consecutive terms. Residents and 
other stakeholders in the community become members of the Trust 
based on their demonstrated leadership capacity, that is, they have 
been successful in getting others to work together to accomplish 
a goal and they have a passionate commitment to their city.  They 
must also have the time available to work with their fellow Trust-
ees by participating in the monthly “solutions sessions.” 

Civic Trusts also provide the opportunity and structure for 
arranging Solutions Forums for their city’s decision makers with 
experts and professionals in issue areas that are being explored 
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a regular Facebook post. Document sharing can be useful if you 
want to distribute government documents you received from an 
Open Public Records Act request, or may have found elsewhere 
online or through other sources. 

Oftentimes, members of the governing body and school board 
monitor these groups to see what is being discussed in town, 
sometimes even posting something of their own. Your solution 
may catch the attention of one of these officials who may ask for 
more information or offer to introduce it to their colleagues. 

Develop a relationship with your local news  
editor/reporter

Local news organizations are scaling back their staff affecting 
editors’ and reporters’ ability to research and amplify stories 
on local issues. And since the business model of many news 
outlets is to draw clicks to drive up advertising revenue, stories 
tend to focus heavily on controversies rather than solutions. The 
saying “If it bleeds, it leads” is as relevant today as it has ever 
been. As a Solutions Advocate, you can help your local reporter 
by providing your evidence-based research on topics they are 
covering. Find stories in their publications that could benefit 
from your research and forward such information to them with 
a short cover note explaining how your research could benefit 
further articles on the subject. 

Write Letters to the Editor/Opinion Pieces

If you are politely declined by an editor or reporter or receive no 
response, consider writing a letter to the editor for publication, 
referencing a recent article on the issue and describing your 
solution in the letter.  In most print newspapers, letters to the 
editor run on the same page as the editorials, and public officials 
tend to monitor them closely.  Generally letters should be no 
more than 200 words.  It’s a good idea to always check with the 
newspaper to see if they have a word limit, and if there are any 
other requirements for submission.

political and governmental climate from one focused on who has 
the power to one focused on who has the solutions.  When our 
elected officials are provided with a constant stream of practical, 
workable solutions, they will have less time to point fingers 
and assign blame because their attention will be directed to 
responding to solutions.  It is this discussion of solutions which 
elevates the political dialogue and makes our government work.

Solutions Advocates bring a positive focus to governance in 
three ways:  First, they share their solutions with their elected 
officials and fellow citizens through social media.  Second, they 
send their solutions research to members of the media who are 
working on related stories; and third, they write letters to the edi-
tor that showcase the successful solution.  

Your Town’s Facebook Group

Facebook Groups may be the easiest and most efficient way to 
promote a practical solution in your community. Many towns 
have town-focused Facebook Groups where residents discuss 
current events and issues affecting their community.

During the course of your research you may find news ar-
ticles from other communities that successfully implemented 
policies which address a similar issue facing your town. Share 
the story within the group and include a short write up on how 
the solution could be applicable to your community. Also con-

sider encouraging group 
members to share this 
with community leaders 
and offer any relevant in-
formation they might have 
about the proposed solu-
tion.  Facebook Groups 
have the added benefit of 
allowing you to post doc-
uments such as PDFs and 
Word documents – some-
thing you cannot share in Sirirat / Shutterstock.com
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SERVICE IN AN APPOINTED LOCAL  
GOVERNMENT OFFICE 

There are dozens of appointed leadership positions in local 
government boards and commissions and on task forces of 
local school boards.  The Citizen Service Act, NJSA 40A:9-
9.1 et. seq., requires that every city and town create a directory 
of appointed offices, listing and describing the responsibility 
of each of its boards and commissions, their current members 
and terms, and any vacancies.  This law also requires that an 
application form for any citizen wishing to serve in an appointed 
office be made available by the town’s clerk.  The usual term 
of service on municipal boards is three years, but sometimes a 
citizen can fill an unexpired term for a lesser period of time.  
While there is no similar law for school boards, you may file an 
OPRA request for any resolutions creating committees or task 
forces with one or more citizen members.

Every municipal government in New Jersey has a wide range 
of volunteer boards and commissions that deal with a variety 
of issues and that provide opportunities for public service.  For 
example, for those interested in the physical development of the 
city there are zoning and planning boards and historic preserva-
tion, open space and environmental commissions; for those in-
terested in quality of life improvements there are recreation and 
human relations commissions, economic development boards 
and arts councils; for those interested in specific constituent and 
enforcement issues there are parking and housing authorities, 
rent control boards, youth councils and health commissions.

Deciding where to serve – So the first step in seeking an 
appointed position is to get a list or directory of the boards and 
commissions in your city.  This listing is available from your city 
clerk’s office and often can also be seen on your city’s website.  
The directory will tell you who the current members are and if 
there are any existing vacancies or terms expiring soon.  Review 
the list and see which boards interest you.  Ask the clerk for 

Another effective way to reach community leaders and the 
general public is through submission of an opinion piece.  As a 
Solutions Advocate, your opinion piece would reflect the fact that 
there’s a solution to the issue that is the subject of articles and cov-
erage by the paper.  Most daily print newspapers have an opinion 
page that includes syndicated columnists, the paper’s own opinion 
columnists, and guest opinion columns.  Traditionally, the limit 
for a guest opinion column is usually around 600 words.  Here 
too, before submitting an opinion piece, you should check with 
the paper to find out what their word limit is and any other require-
ments they may have for a guest submission.  The best way to get 
a sense of how to write an opinion piece is to read the opinion 
pages of newspapers in which you are interested.  This will give 
you a sense of how opinion pieces are structured and what kinds 
of pieces the newspapers tend to publish.  Submitting your piece 
with an attached cover letter that briefly makes the case for why 
you think the newspaper should publish it increases your chances 
of success.  The cover letter can include a brief explanation of no-
blame problem solving and the importance of focusing decision-
making on evidence based, cost effective solutions.  As always, 
follow-up with the opinion page editor and any other relevant con-
tacts to also increase your chances of publication.

And as you work to develop relationships with reporters and 
news media personnel through your efforts as a Solutions Advo-
cate, you may become positioned to suggest story ideas to them.  
This would be an opportunity to suggest writing an article about 
other solutions being advanced in your town.

Serve as a Solutions Advocate for a Civic Trust

Solutions Advocates also may choose to become Civic Trustees.  
They assist their fellow Civic Trustees with promotion and 
implementation of Trustee proposals by using social media to 
build a base of support for adoption of the proposed solution.

Solutions Advocates may work in an independent way, but 
they can have greater impact when they employ their skills in a 
team effort with trained no blame problem solvers.
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describe the extent of its authority.  Exercise no-blame problem-
solving skills in carrying out your responsibilities as a board 
member and be guided by the principles of mutual respect and 
civil discourse in dealing with other board members and the 
general public.  Most importantly, become an effective board 
member and citizen leader by researching to find evidence based, 
cost effective solutions to issues or problems the board confronts.

Note: If no board or commission exists in your town that deals 
with the policy issues in which you are interested to better your 
community, you can develop a proposal to put before your mayor 
and council or school board, as the case may be, to establish a 
new board or task force.  Conduct research to find out if other 
towns have such boards and how they were established.  Then 
get a copy of the ordinance or resolution establishing the board 
and prepare a presentation to your local council or school board 
suggesting they create one.  Remember to follow the 10-step 
no blame problem solving guide to increase your chances of 
success in this endeavor!

SERVICE AS A NEIGHBORHOOD POLITICAL 
PARTY REPRESENTATIVE

Another way to serve your community is as a neighborhood 
political party representative, also called a committeeman 
or woman or district leader.  Under Title 19 of the New 
Jersey Statutes, every municipality in the state is divided into 
neighborhood sized “election districts” of approximately 700 to 
1,000 voters.  The citizens in these neighborhood districts who 
are members with a party, elect a man and a woman at the primary 
elections to represent them in political party decision making.  
The decisions made by neighborhood representatives are 
important ones, often having huge impact, like the endorsement 
of candidates for public office, the establishment of the party’s 
platform priorities for their town, i.e., the positions which party 

a schedule of board meeting dates, times and locations. Then 
determine if your schedule would permit you to attend. 

It is very helpful to attend meetings of the boards you are 
interested in being appointed to, either to reinforce your choice 
or eliminate it from your list.  Attending meetings also allows 
you to introduce yourself to the people with whom you would 
be serving and find out what kind of issues are on the board’s 
current and upcoming agendas.

Applying to serve – Next, get an application form, aka 
“Citizen Leadership Form” from the city clerk or city’s website 
or apply as instructed, e.g., some towns ask for your resume 
instead of using the Citizen Leadership Form.  You can apply 
even if there are no current vacancies.  Your application still is 
placed on record for when a vacancy may occur.  You may also 
apply to more than one board.  For example, consider two boards 
that are related in function and subject matter, thereby increasing 
your options to serve in an appointed office in the area of your 
interest.  

Pursuing an appointment to your chosen board – Find 
out who has the authority to make appointments to your chosen 
board and tell them that you applied.  Introduce yourself to 
government officials, including your elected representatives, and 
to political party leaders who may have sway in the appointment 
decision-making process.  If you haven’t yet done so, introduce 
yourself to the chair and members of the board you wish to be 
appointed to and express your interest in the work and service 
that they do.  Attend board meetings regularly so you become a 
familiar presence.  Take advantage of any opportunities to work 
with board members on any projects or events they are hosting 
in the community.

After you’re appointed – Understand the mission and goals 
of the board and how it is intended to serve the community 
by getting a copy of the resolution that created the board or 
commission.  It will state the purpose of the board and may 

CHAPTEREIGHT  POWERFUL ROLES FOR CITIZEN PROBLEM SOLVERS



114  THE 21ST CENTURY CITIZENS MANUAL The Power of No-Blame Problem Solving   115

bers elect their municipal and county chairs and vice 
chairs.  Deciding who to put in charge can be instrumen-
tal in determining the direction of the party – its plat-
form and its choice of candidates for public office.

Adopting a constitution and bylaws: The constitution 
and bylaws are the governing documents for a politi-
cal party.  They establish the rules about how decisions 
are made, the election of the chair, officers and other 
platform priorities and candidate endorsement screening 
procedures.  These are decisions with significant impact.

Filling vacancies in county and state legislative elected 
offices:  If a state legislator steps down during a certain 
window of the year, the decision of who will replace 
them is not made by the voters in their district, but rather 
is made by a vote of the party committee people within 
their district.  A significant percentage of the legislative 
seats both in the Senate and the Assembly, have been 
filled this way.  When the normal election time rolls 
around, these seat replacement holders run as incum-
bents, a distinct advantage since incumbents can respond 
to constituents needs and thereby build support and they 
usually develop more name recognition and public expo-
sure than a challenger or newcomer may have.

Usually party representatives serve for terms of 2 years and 
attend a number of meetings over the course of their term.  The 
County and Municipal party reorganization meetings are held 
approximately one week after the Primary election. The munici-
pal party reorganizes on the Monday following the primary and 
the county reorganizes on the Tuesday following the primary.  
During the year, municipal committee people usually will meet 
once a month, although each committee sets their own schedule 
in accordance with their by-laws.  Committee people also meet 
to fill vacancies in committee seats.  There are also candidate 
endorsement screening meetings. 

members who are elected to public office should focus on, and 
the choice of their towns’ party leaders.

Neighborhood Political Party Representatives or committee 
seats are unique in two ways.  First, fifty percent of the positions 
are reserved for women, (i.e., this means that every political par-
ty election district’s representation must consist of one woman 
and one man) and second, the holder of each seat serves in a dual 
capacity, both as a representative of their party on the town level 
and as a representative of their party on the county level. So, 
when you serve as a political party representative, you not only 
can exercise leadership in your town, you can become a player in 
the very powerful arena of the county party organization.  

Some of the many impactful decisions county and municipal 
committee people make include:

Screening and choosing candidates:  The political par-
ties control the “party line.” This is a slate of candidates 
bracketed together on the ballot under the unified title 
of the Democrats or Republicans.  In most cases, people 
vote the party line of their political party without know-
ing anything about many of the individual candidates.  
In certain areas of New Jersey, having the “party line” 
in the Primary is tantamount to winning the primary and 
ultimately the general election.  The screening process 
for party endorsements in each town or county party var-
ies depending on their by-laws.

Deciding who gets funding:  The political party organi-
zations raise campaign dollars and control the amount of 
money spent on campaigns, including how much goes to 
their endorsed candidate.  And in New Jersey, advertis-
ing and mailings are costly and spending a lot of money 
is often needed to win elections.  Thus, funding of can-
didates’ campaigns is a significant factor in determining 
the outcome of elections.

Electing the party leadership: The committee mem-
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registered members of your party in your district.  You should 
try and get more than the required minimum just in case some 
of the signatures are invalidated.  Submit your completed and 
notarized nominating petition to the county clerk and follow up 
to make sure your name will appear on the Primary ballot.

You should also request a copy of the county party bylaws 
from the county clerk’s office so you know how the party orga-
nization operates.  If you haven’t yet contacted the party chair 
to discuss your interest in the seat, you should let him/her know 
that you are running. And if the seat is currently occupied, you 
may also wish to notify the incumbent of your intentions.  In this 
way, you are indicating the standard of mutual respect and civil-
ity you will set if elected to the office.

Conducting your campaign – You can request a “walking 
list” (a list organized by street addresses) of registered party 
members in your municipal election district from the office of 
the county board of elections.  Ask that the list be sorted by who 
voted in the last Primary election in which there was an election 
of party committee members.  Walk through your election 
district and meet with “primary” voters; prioritize those whom 
you know or have some relationship to via mutual friends and the 
like.  Also make sure you visit with those who voted in the last 
primary election which included committee elections.  Introduce 
yourself and explain that you will function as the neighborhood’s 
eyes and ears in matters of local government and politics.  Ask 
them about their concerns for the neighborhood and for the town 
and indicate that you will work with them and focus on finding 
practical solutions to community problems.  Also indicate that 
you will take a no blame approach in your role as a party leader.  
If you are running against an incumbent committee person, don’t 
criticize them, just emphasize that you have the time, energy, 
and interest to do a good job and would like the chance to do so.

Ordinarily, it doesn’t take many votes to win.  So about a 
week before the Primary election, revisit the voters you spoke to 

 Here’s how you can become a neighborhood political party 
representative in your city or town.

You can qualify to run for a Neighborhood Political party 
representative committee seat if you:

a. Will be 18 years old by the next election

b. Are a resident of the election district

c.  Are registered to vote as a party member (if you are not 
yet registered as a party member, and want to run for 
a committee seat, you would request and file a party 
declaration form).

Preparing to Run – If you are qualified and interested in 
running, you should start doing some homework.  Ask the Party 
Chair, or someone else involved with the party, when the Party 
meets and attend a meeting or two (some meetings or portions 
thereof may be closed to the public).  Introduce yourself to 
committee members, especially to those representing your 
district.  And before you attend the party meeting, visit or speak 
with your town clerk and find out which election district you 
live in and ask if the committee seats for your party of choice 
(Democrat or Republican) are up for election in the next primary.  
If you decide to run after attending the party meetings, request 
a nominating petition to run and ask how many signatures are 
required.  Next, contact the county clerk or county superintendent 
of elections and get a list of current committee members in your 
town for the political party you are interested in serving and the 
districts they represent.  Also, get the total votes they garnered 
in the last election. (This information may also be on the county 
clerk’s website and may be available from the municipal clerk as 
well).   Also request a copy of your town’s election district map.  
Determine if there is a vacancy in your election district or if the 
seat is filled.  

Gather the required number of signatures on your nominat-
ing petition (this number is usually around or less than 10) from 

CHAPTEREIGHT  POWERFUL ROLES FOR CITIZEN PROBLEM SOLVERS
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Under certain circumstances, you can also be elected by the 
municipal committee: If you’ve looked at the list of committee 
people in your election district and there is currently a vacancy 
but it is not an election year, you can contact the municipal chair 
and express your interest in serving on the committee.  The mu-
nicipal committee can vote you in at a regular meeting with a 
quorum of the members present.  A majority vote of those pres-
ent determines the outcome.

and ask for their support; 
show your list to friends 
and colleagues in town to 
see if they know any of 
your voters and ask if they 
would call and endorse 
your candidacy; remind 
the people whom you tar-
geted as potential support-
ers to vote.

No matter the final 
outcome, thank the people 

who supported you either in writing or in person.  Congratulate 
your opponent on a good race. 

Notes – Under certain circumstances, you can be elected 
as a write-in candidate. If you are interested in running for a 
committee seat but decide to do so too late and have missed 
filing deadlines, you can still run and be a write-in candidate, 
i.e., using the keypad on the voting machine, voters would write 
your name in on the ballot when they are actually voting in the 
voting booth. You would prepare and campaign for the seat in 
the same way as if you had filed a nominating petition but with 
the following modifications:

Request an “Oath of Allegiance” form from the County 
board of elections.  It must be completed and filed 
within 7 days of the election if you win as a write-in 
candidate (NJSA 19:23-16); also request information 
about the location and operating hours of your polling 
place.  When walking through the neighborhood, explain 
the process of “writing in” your name using the keypad 
at the bottom of the voting machine; leave voters some-
thing with your name on it so they can write your name 
in without any problems.

CHAPTEREIGHT  POWERFUL ROLES FOR CITIZEN PROBLEM SOLVERS
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The Civic Trust

✓  Civic Trusts – A great opportunity to serve your 
community and your country  

It’s fair to say that most citizens are frustrated with the 
ideological extremism and resulting incivility of today’s politics 
and government.  They would prefer to work together in an 
atmosphere of mutual respect and focus on finding practical 
solutions.

The good news is that there is now a convenient opportunity 
for regular citizens to cast off their frustrations and get to work 
solving problems and, by their example, restoring the values of 
service, civility, and pragmatism to America’s political culture.  
This opportunity can be found in serving as a member of a Civic 
Trust.

Civic Trusts are non-partisan associations of citizens who 
pledge to work together in a no blame pursuit of practical solu-
tions to improve their city or town.  They also foster a spirit of 
service and civility, not only by their example, but by engaging 
in a variety of activities including: the hosting of No Blame de-
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bates for local candidates; the organizing of Solutions Forums 
for their town’s elected officials and other decision makers; and 
the recruitment of young citizens to public service by being 
guest speakers at high school civics classes.

Service as a Civic Trustee requires a minimum commitment 
to attend monthly Civic Trust meetings for one year (meetings 
are not held in August and December).  The meetings are ap-
proximately 2 hours long and begin with a lite supper.  Trustees 
identify the issues that they want to tackle, and they use the 10-
Step No Blame Problem Solving Guide to keep them on track.  
Any No Blame Debates or Solutions Forums that Trustees wish 
to host are also discussed and decided upon at these monthly 
meetings.

Civic Trustees who commit to serve find their best reward 
in the company of citizens who share their commitment to fos-
ter civility and practical, non-ideological problem solving for 
their community.  And they have the support of a dream team of 
experts in government law, policy, and policy implementation.  
Trustees also derive benefit from learning about successful solu-
tions shared by Civic Trustees from other cities and towns.

Solutions are shared via an online Menu of Solutions, and 
Trustees are entitled to participate in an annual Solutions Con-
test and statewide Civic Trust Summit at which they learn about 
exceptional solutions that they can put to use in their own com-
munities.

In the great American tradition of the community barn-rais-
ing, neighbors put aside their judgments of each other and set to 
work to address the practical necessity of getting the barn built.  
Civic Trusts represent a great opportunity to recapture the spirit 
of the American barn-raising tradition.

If you would like to become a Civic Trustee or want to help 
organize a Civic Trust in your community, please visit The Citi-
zens Campaign at www.thecitizenscampaign.org/civic-trust/.

NOTE TO NON CITIZENS

New Jersey is home to immigrants from all over the world and 
many have yet to become citizens.  Non-citizens cannot vote in 
federal, state or local elections nor can they run for office, but 
there are still many ways they can participate.  For example, 
non-citizens have the right to attend and be heard at meetings 
of the local power centers and have the right to information 
such as public records.  Non-citizens can volunteer on political 
campaigns and participate in non-profit groups.

Still, to completely participate in our democracy, it is impor-
tant to gain citizenship.  Some of the basic requirements include: 

1.  lawful permanent residence in the United States for at 
least 5 years

2.  the ability to write, speak and understand basic English
3. passing an exam on US history and government.

To apply for citizenship, you must fill out form N-400, which 
can be obtained from US Citizenship and Immigration Services 
at www.uscis.gov/n-400.  Information on how to become a citi-
zen and other immigration issues can also be found on this web-
site. 
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A P P E N D I X

SAMPLE SOLUTIONS

In this Manual you’ve learned how to become a problem-solver 
and offer solutions to the issues facing your community today 
and in the future.  Listed below and fully incorporated in this 
Appendix, is a small sampling of solutions (with supporting 
materials) that citizens in New Jersey have successfully 
advanced for adoption in their cities.  These solutions, in the 
form of ordinances and resolutions, have been demonstrated to be 
evidence-based, cost-effective, and of benefit to the community 
as a whole.  They can be tailored to work in your hometown. 

Urban Auxiliary Police Force – Public safety is usually a 
priority in all cities.  Finding and advancing ways to ensure 
and improve the safety of residents and create better police/
community relations can be very helpful.  An Urban Auxiliary 
Police Force increases police visibility and improves public 
safety with minimal cost.  Included in this Appendix is a policy 

statement, and a model ordinance to establish it. 

Community Based Code of Studen Conduct – Student 
discipline practices involving interventions can have positive 
impacts on educational outcomes.  Schools in communities 
where citizen input plays a role in establishing such discipline 
policies have been shown to have better outcomes. In New 
Jersey, boards of education are required to adopt and annually 
review a code of student conduct that establishes standards and 
policies for student discipline.  Included in this Appendix is 

a policy statement and model resolution for school boards to 
adopt to encourage community engagement in the development 
of codes of student conduct.

Storm and Flood Protection – Addressing the impacts of 
severe storm and flooding events in our cities and towns has 
become a serious issue in the 21st century.  Adopting a policy 
that sets forth concrete steps that can be taken to plan and 
prepare for such events represents a positive move in dealing 
with this issue.  Included in this Appendix is a policy statement 
regarding the need for planning for such occurrences, and a 
model resolution that your local planning board can adopt that 
advances comprehensive storm protection planning.

URBAN AUXILIARY POLICE FORCE

POLICY STATEMENT

Re: establishing an auxiliaRy Police FoRce

The creation and utilization of an Auxiliary Police Force can 
help provide extra support for local law enforcement, and cre-
ate a better relationship between the community and the po-
lice. Auxiliary Police can be effective tools in cases of emer-
gency, and can be used in public events to aid in crowd and 
traffic control. By using Auxiliary Police in public events, the 
city or town can save money on police overtime, which will al-
low them to retain more police officers on staff in the long run. 
Furthermore, Auxiliary Police forces provide job training that 
can be used for people looking for jobs in security and law 
enforcement. Establishing a strong Auxiliary Police Force can 
be a vehicle enhancing public safety and community relations. 

Auxiliary Police are most useful in times of emergency. In 
the wake of events like Hurricane Sandy, it is important that 
each city or town have the necessary support in place to re-
spond to emergencies. Auxiliary Police can be used to provide 
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aid to the police department in different types of emergencies. 
Auxiliary Police can help keep people organized and respond 
to problems that regular police officers may not be able to pri-
oritize. The extra police presence may also prevent looting and 
violence depending on the type of emergency. With ongoing 
training, Auxiliary Police can be an affordable way to enhance a 
municipality’s preparedness in cases of emergency.

As part of their ongoing training, Auxiliary Police can be ef-
fective tools at public events. Auxiliary Police provide the extra 
police presence necessary to control large crowds of people 
and keep the peace. The extra bodies make it more likely that 
the police can provide a quick response to emergencies and 
altercations. Furthermore, they can be used to control the flow 
of traffic, providing better safety for motorists and pedestrians 
in crowded events. Because Auxiliary Police are volunteers, the 
city or town can save money that can be better spent in retain-
ing police officers.

The money saved by using Auxiliary Police can save police 
jobs in the long run. As cities and towns lose money due to 
an uncertain economy, many New Jersey services and public 
sector jobs have been, or will be, cut. When municipalities uti-
lize police for public events, they pay a significant amount of 
money on overtime. At a time when cities have cut hundreds 
of police jobs due to the economy, that extra money spent on 
overtime could be better spent on retaining fully trained police 
and keeping the city or town safe. By using Auxiliary Police, 
our towns ultimately save money in the long run to retain much 
needed police officers.

Auxiliary Police provide an outlet for the police to connect 
with the community. Auxiliary Police are made up of volunteers 
from the community, which can foster a connection with com-
munity members and police officers. The Auxiliary Police Force 
also provides training that can be used for applying to security 
and law enforcement-related jobs, providing an additional ser-
vice to the community. A strong Auxiliary Police program can 
help bridge the gap between the police and the people they 
are charged with serving.

APPENDIX SAMPLE SOLUTIONS

MODEL ORDINANCE CREATING  
AN AUXILIARY POLICE FORCE

WHEREAS, N.J.S.A. 40A:14-146.10 provides for the appoint-
ment of Special Police (hereinafter Auxiliary Police) by munici-
palities to augment the forces of the regular police department 
in the event of unusual or emergency circumstances. 

NOW, THEREFORE, BE IT ORDAINED BY THE 
GOVERNING BODY OF (Municipality):

Section 1: Pursuant to N.J.S.A. 40A:14-146.10 et seq., there 
is hereby created within (Municipality), a class one Volunteer 
Auxiliary Police Unit.  The Governing Body of (Municipality) 
may appoint Auxiliary Police for terms not exceeding one (1) 
year and may revoke such appointments for four months or less 
without cause or hearing.  Auxiliary Police shall be under the 
control and supervision of the Chief of Police of (Municipality).

Section 2: APPOINTMENT AND QUALIFICATIONS

A. No person shall be appointed by the Board of Police 
Commissioners or appropriate authority established by 
law as a member of the Auxiliary Police unless:

1. The appointee is a resident of the State during 
the term of appointment;

2. The appointee is a resident of (Municipality);

3. The appointee is able to read, write and speak 
the English language well and intelligently and 
has a high school diploma or its equivalent;

4. The appointee is sound in body of good health;

5. The appointee is of good moral character;

6. The appointee has not been convicted of any 
offense involving dishonesty or which would 
make him/her unfit to perform the duties of his/
her office;
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7. The appointee has successfully undergone the 
same psychological testing that is required of 
all full-time police officers in the municipality 
or, has successfully undergone a program 
of psychological testing approved by the 
Commission;

B. The Auxiliary Police shall not carry or be issued firearms 
or other similar weapons.

C. Every applicant for the position of Auxiliary Police 
who is appointed shall have fingerprints taken, which 
fingerprints shall be filed with the Division of State 
Police and the Federal Bureau of Investigation.

D. Auxiliary Police shall comply with the rules and 
regulations applicable to the conduct and decorum of 
the regular police within the municipality.

E. No person shall be appointed to serve as an Auxiliary 
Police officer in more than one local unit at the same 
time, nor shall any permanent regularly appointed full-
time police officer of (Municipality) be appointed as an 
Auxiliary Police officer in any local unit.  No public official 
with responsibility for setting law enforcement policy or 
exercising authority over the budget of (Municipality) or 
supervision of the police department of (Municipality) 
shall be appointed as an Auxiliary Police officer.

F. Before any Auxiliary Police officer is appointed, the Chief 
of Police, or, in the absence of the Chief, the designee 
of the Chief of Police shall ascertain the eligibility 
and qualifications for the applicant and report these 
determinations in writing to the appointed authority.

G. Any person who at any time prior to appointment had 
served as a duly qualified, fully-trained, full-time officer 
in any municipality of this State and who was separated 
from that prior service in good standing, shall be eligible 
to serve as an Auxiliary Police officer.
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Section 3:  POWERS AND DUTIES

A. The duties of the Auxiliary Police shall include but not 
be limited to service to the (Municipality) with regard 
to special events, or functions and traffic control.  In 
addition, duly appointed regular Auxiliary Police shall 
have all the powers of on duty regular police officers at 
the following times only:

1. During any emergency, as defined in N.J.S.A. 
App. A:9-33 et seq., as amended and 
supplemented.

2. During any practice, drill or activity in preparation 
for such emergency duly authorized by the State 
Civilian Defense Director.

3. While actually engaged in training while 
attached to the Police Department.

Section 4:  TRAINING UNDER THE POLICE DEPARTMENT

The Auxiliary Police are hereby attached to the (Municipality) 
Police Department for the purpose of training.  During the 
period of time that the Auxiliary Police are attached to the 
Police Department they shall be under the supervision of the 
Chief of Police.

Section 5:  If any section, subsection, paragraph, sentence, 
clause, phrase, or portion of this ordinance shall be adjudged 
invalid for any reason whatsoever, such portion shall be deemed 
a separate, distinct and independent provision, and such 
holding shall not affect the validity of the remaining portions 
hereof which shall remain in full force and effect.

Section 6: That all other ordinances and parts of ordinances in 
conflict or inconsistent with the ordinance are hereby repealed, 
but only to the extent of such conflict or inconsistency.

Section 7: That this ordinance shall take effect after final 
passage and upon expiration twenty (20) days following 
publication unless otherwise provided by resolution of this 
Governing Body.
sulting services for the (Municipal form) shall clearly establish 
the compensation restrictions and the certification and disclo-
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sure requirements established by this Ordinance as mandatory, 
non-waivable terms, the violation of which shall be grounds for 
(i) terminating any contract resulting therefrom, and (ii) requir-
ing the insurer or insurance service provider to disgorge to the 
public entity any compensation including but not limited to 
commissions, fees, incentives, bonuses, rebates or any other 
thing of value, paid or received in violation of this Ordinance, 
and a commensurate reduction in premiums to be paid by the 
public entity for the affected coverage(s) in the future. 

Whenever soliciting quotations for insurance coverage, the 
Administrator or Manager or his designee shall obtain at least 
three quotations and shall submit the request for proposals to 
at least one joint insurance fund, and with respect to health 
insurance, to the State Health Benefits Plan, at the same time 
it is published, and shall determine if the SHBP and/or joint 
insurance fund can provide the same or similar coverages.  The 
evaluation report shall include an analysis and discussion of the 
availability, terms and price of comparable coverage from such 
joint insurance fund and the SHBP as part of its award recom-
mendation.

COMMUNITY BASED  
CODE OF STUDENT CONDUCT

POLICY STATEMENT

Re: Community Based Code of Student Conduct - 
Community Engagement on School Discipline

It’s time to rethink and readdress school discipline practices 
and policy. While the primary function of public education is to 
lay the foundation for educational success and future opportu-
nity for our youth, certain disciplinary policies can undermine 
this mission. Years of research demonstrate that zero-tolerance 
policies or ad-hoc exclusionary discipline practices have a neg-
ative effect on student achievement. Instead of correcting stu-
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dent misbehavior and promoting positive development, these 
practices remove students from the classroom, depriving them 
of the chance to receive the education and help that they need, 
making it more likely that they will drop out of school and enter 
the criminal justice system.

The federal government has issued a guidance package 
that highlights the need for innovative, locally-developed ap-
proaches to discipline. Forward-thinking cities across the coun-
try are answering this call, and best practices are emerging that 
promote positive learning environments through prevention 
and intervention techniques, and through restorative justice 
practices that hold students accountable for misbehavior while 
ensuring that each student remains in school and completes 
their education. These techniques have had proven, successful 
results in increasing graduation rates and decreasing dropout 
rates.

In New Jersey, each district board of education is required 
to develop and implement a code of student conduct, which 
is the policy document that establishes the standards, policies 
and procedures for school discipline. The Code of Student 
Conduct must be reviewed and updated annually, and may be 
based on parent, student, and community involvement.

Research has demonstrated the powerful effect that en-
gaged families can have on a student’s educational outcomes, 
including improved behavior and academic success. The Citi-
zens Campaign has found that the best model on improving 
school discipline is not simply incorporating new innovative 
practices into the Code of Student Conduct. Rather, the entire 
school community and broader community must be involved 
in shaping and employing these positive approaches. Without 
community buy-in, the Code of Student Conduct is just words 
on paper, and will not be as effective in changing the school 
climate and culture to one of a positive and collaborative re-
lationship between students, teachers, parents and the entire 
community.

Based on this principle, The Citizens Campaign has de-
veloped a model resolution requiring a school district’s an-
nual review of the Code of Student Conduct to include a de-
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tailed outreach plan for input-gathering from the community, 
and the formation of a Code of Student Conduct Committee 
with broad representation from key community stakeholders to 
provide input and perform outreach. By approving this resolu-
tion, a local school board would be promoting the New Jersey 
School Boards Association’s policy of encouraging parent and 
community involvement in the development of education of 
our youth, and would ensure a climate of trust and cooperation 
whereby every member of the community would hold them-
selves to the same standards. The model resolution developed 
by The Citizens Campaign will set the foundation for improving 
school discipline, the climate in our schools, and the educa-
tional success of our youth. The resolution is ready for adoption 
by local school boards.

COMMUNITY BASED CODE 
 OF STUDENT CONDUCT

COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT 
 ON SCHOOL DISCIPLINE

A MODEL RESOLUTION 
 FOR SCHOOL BOARDS

WHEREAS, N.J.A.C. 6A-16-7.1 provides that each district 
board of education must adopt a Code of Student Conduct 
that establishes disciplinary standards, policies, and proce-
dures in the district’s schools; and

WHEREAS, (Board of Education) understands that the Code 
of Student Conduct is an effective tool in improving student 
achievement if it incorporates current best practices in school 
discipline, involves families, parents, and the community in its 
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development and implementation, and if its policies are com-
municated to the entire school community regularly and clear-
ly; and

WHEREAS,  N.J.A.C. 6A-16-7.1(a)(1)  provides that a school 
district’s Code of Student Conduct may be based on parent, 
student, and community involvement that represents, where 
possible, the composition of the school district’s schools and 
community; and 

WHEREAS,  research has demonstrated the powerful effect 
that engaged families can have on a student’s educational out-
comes, including improved behavior; and

WHEREAS, (Board of Education) recognizes that student drop-
out is a  serious nationwide problem that stems from outdated 
discipline practices and policies that discourage or prevent 
young people from completing their education; and 

WHEREAS such practices include use of zero-tolerance prac-
tices and exclusionary discipline measures such as suspensions 
and expulsions, lack of opportunity for family and community 
participation in school decision making, and poor or limited 
teacher training and support; and 

WHEREAS,  school dropout can have severe and lasting con-
sequences for students, schools and communities, including 
diminished academic opportunities, increased risk of youth 
involvement in the criminal justice system, diminished future 
job opportunities for youth, and community decline from the 
perpetuation of cycles of poverty, segregation and crime; and 

WHEREAS,  (Board of Education) understands that there are 
alternative disciplinary practices that promote positive learning 
environments through prevention and intervention techniques, 
and through restorative justice practices that hold students ac-
countable for misbehavior while ensuring that each student re-
mains in school and completes their education; and

WHEREAS, N.J.A.C. 6A-16-7.1(a)(2)  provides that the district 
board of education shall establish a process for the annual re-
view and update of the Code of Student Conduct; and
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WHEREAS, (Board of Education) is committed to updating the 
Code of Student Conduct with input and collaboration from 
school personnel, students, families and community members, 
and incorporating evidence-based best practices in positive 
student development; and 

WHEREAS, N.J.A.C. 6A-16-7.1(a)(4)  provides that the district 
board of education shall provide to all district board of educa-
tion employees annual training on the Code of Student Con-
duct, including training on the prevention, intervention, and 
remediation of student conduct that violates the district board 
of education’s Code of Student Conduct.

NOW, THEREFORE, BE IT RESOLVED by the (Board of Educa-
tion) that it shall:  

1.  Establish an annual process for the review and update of the 
Code of Student Conduct pursuant to N.J.A.C. 6A-16-7.1(a)
(2), which shall include:

a.   Within ninety (90) days of approval of this resolution, a 
detailed plan for outreach to the community in order to 
gather meaningful input on the development of the Code 
of Student Conduct and feedback on school disciplinary 
policies, in formats such as informational meetings which 
invite constructive input and information materials which 
shall be made available in all languages primarily spoken 
and understood in the community; and

b.   Within one-hundred and eighty (180) days of approval of 
this resolution, a process for ongoing evaluation, which 
will include a method of collecting data on all discipline 
incidents over the course of the year, consistent with 
the applicable privacy laws, which can supplement data 
schools may already be collecting, through which an An-
nual Outcome Review will be prepared and presented in 
a written report to the (Board of Education), which will 
address whether the issues identified at the prior Code 
of Student Conduct annual review have been improved 
upon, and provide suggestions for further improvement; 
and
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2.  Within ninety (90) days of approval of this resolution, ap-
point an advisory Code of Student Conduct Committee to 
implement the process for annual review and update of the 
Code of Student Conduct

3.  Establish an annual training program of all (Board of Educa-
tion) employees on the Code of Student Conduct required 
pursuant to N.J.A.C. 6A-16-7.1(a)(4) 

BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED that The Code of Student Con-
duct Committee (“Committee”): 

1.  Shall have a minimum of nine appointed members, who 
shall designate one of the members to serve as Chairperson 
and presiding officer; and

2.  Shall have broad representation from key stakeholders in 
the community, and specifically: 

a.   Must include from the (School District) at least one teach-
er from each level; i.e. elementary, middle, and high 
school, one guidance counselor, and one other member 
of school personnel such as a bus driver, [crossing guard] 
food service worker, security officer, custodial staff mem-
ber, or [teacher’s assistant] para-professional; and

b.   Must include at least one student, one parent, and one 
PTO representative who are residents of (Municipality); 
and

c.   Must include at least one (Board of Education) member; 
and

d.   Must include at least one (Municipality) resident who has 
the demonstrated skills and/or experience in community 
outreach to facilitate the plan for outreach discussed in 
1(a) above; and

e.   [A majority of its members must not currently be em-
ployed by the (Board of Education); and]

f.   May include representatives from youth organizations, ju-
venile division of the Police Department, ministry leaders, 
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local businesses, education specialists, school adminis-
trators, and other concerned members of the community 
who live and/or work in (Municipality); and

3.  May include one elected student representative from (Mu-
nicipality) High School, who shall be nominated by the 
student body of the (Municipality) High School, through a 
method to be determined by the (Board of Education); and

4.  Shall require the following commitments of its members re-
garding the implementation of the annual process for re-
view and update of the Code of Student Conduct:

a.   Members shall serve without compensation for a term 
of two years for appointed members and one year for 
elected members; and

b.   Committee meetings shall be held no less than eight 
times per year, and shall be called by the Chairperson; 
and 

c.   Any member of the Committee who shall, during a cal-
endar year, be absent for [three] two regularly scheduled 
consecutive meetings of the Committee, shall be subject 
to removal by the (Board of Education); and

d.   Each member shall serve as advocate for and liaison to 
the constituency whom they represent, and are encour-
aged to:

i)    Perform outreach specifically to their constituency 
beyond that which is required in the plan for outreach 
developed pursuant to 1(a); and

ii)   Hold regular meetings with their constituency to keep 
them informed of the Committee’s work, gather feed-
back, and answer questions and concerns; and

5.  May form subcommittees of representative stakeholder 
groups should the Committee deem it reasonable and nec-
essary to do so.
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STORM AND FLOOD PROTECTION

POLICY STATEMENT

Re: Planning Board Resolution for Comprehensive 
Storm and Flood Protection

After Superstorm Sandy, it has become apparent that storm 
and flood events cannot be treated as isolated incidents. Mu-
nicipalities must assess their vulnerabilities and engage in plan-
ning and development of storm resilient infrastructure. This is 
of vital importance to the sustainability and future growth of 
New Jersey’s cities. 

A recent federal Climate Assessment report specifically 
identified the vulnerability of cities in the northeast region of 
the United States to the impacts of climate change.  Extreme 
precipitation events and coastal flooding are predicted to in-
crease in the years to come, which have the potential to cause 
devastating damage to a city’s infrastructure, buildings, and 
public areas. 

 Understanding and accepting the realities of climate 
change and rising sea levels is the first step in planning for the 
future of our cities. The next step involves identifying specific 
policies and tools which can be used at the local level in order 
to move toward storm resiliency and an economically viable 
future.  The master plan is a policy document which guides the 
use and development of land within a municipality.  It expresses 
the goals and objectives a municipality has for development.  
A master plan contains several elements which are relevant to 
storm protection planning.

The Master Plan should be adjusted to articulate a clear 
policy concerning storm protection and storm water manage-
ment.  This will provide the foundation for implementing both 
land use ordinances as well as redevelopment plans that have 
widespread economic, environmental, and social benefits. 

Not only will responsible and innovative planning safeguard 
against flooding, it will also attract and promote development, 
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cut spending in capital costs and maintenance, create green 
jobs, and, perhaps most importantly, position a city for federal 
and state grants.  In addition to federal and state infrastruc-
ture grants, there are other sources of funding that a city can 
pursue, such as state pooling of municipal bonds, partnering 
with other local governments to leverage funding for joint proj-
ects, forming public-private partnerships, or non-governmental 
grants such as those offered by the United Water Foundation, 
an American water company dedicated to encouraging innova-
tive environmental programs. A municipality can also gener-
ate capital dollars by charging commercial property owners for 
the amount of offsite storm water drainage their developments 
generate, and can seek subsidized, low-cost funding from the 
New Jersey Environmental Infrastructure Financing Program 
administered by the NJDEP to accelerate water infrastructure 
projects. 

Generally, cities and water utilities seeking state and local 
political support for innovative approaches to sustainability 
should aim to achieve early, visible successes, including chang-
es in local policy that facilitate implementation of tangible so-
lutions. This Master Plan Amendment would be a foundational 
success in resiliency planning and should be adopted by New 
Jersey municipalities. Storm resiliency should not be viewed as 
a bar to development, rather it seeks to advance responsible 
planning and design criteria to better attract development and 
economic opportunities, and safeguard our cities against fu-
ture natural disasters.

STORM AND FLOOD PROTECTION 
RESOLUTION IN FURTHERANCE OF 
COMPREHENSIVE STORM & FLOOD 

PROTECTION IN A MUNICIPALITY

WHEREAS, studies have predicted increased rainfall and flood-
ing, as well as increased major storm incidents in the next de-
cade; and
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WHEREAS, these changes will cause a dramatic rise in the 
number and severity of flooding events unless steps are taken 
to improve management of floods and storm water; and

WHEREAS,, such flooding reduces the quality of life of resi-
dents, causes costly property damage and deters economic 
growth; and

WHEREAS,, the City’s combined sanitary and sewer system 
presents distinct challenges during storms and heavy rainfall 
within [Municipality]; and

WHEREAS,, the New Jersey Department of Environmental Pro-
tection will soon issue a permit that requires [Municipality] to 
adopt a Combined Sewer Overflow Long Term Control Plan 
specifying how it will upgrade its sewer and storm water infra-
structure to reduce combined sewer overflows; and

WHEREAS, the Planning Board has exclusive jurisdiction to 
evaluate and amend the municipal master plan, including its 
many elements relevant to storm and flood resiliency planning, 
and is statutorily empowered to provide recommendations for 
improvements to the city’s development regulations; and

WHEREAS, the adequacy and capacity of drainage infrastruc-
ture (both green and grey) within [Municipality] is of vital impor-
tance in preventing flooding during heavy rainfall events, and is 
a critical tool for reducing combined sewer overflows; and

WHEREAS,, comprehensive flood and storm protection plan-
ning and flood management development regulations put the 
City in a better position to obtain storm and drainage related 
grants and lower cost funding; and

WHEREAS, [Municipality] seeks to become a leader in storm 
resiliency by initiating an innovative and comprehensive ap-
proach to storm protection planning.

NOW, THEREFORE, BE IT RESOLVED by the [Municipality] 
Planning Board that:

1.  The goals and objectives of the Master Plan under N.J.S.A. 
40:55D-28b(1) be re-evaluated in light of: 
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. Risks associated with increases in rainfall, flooding, and 
related impacts of climate change; and

. Requirements of the Combined Sewer Overflow Long 
Term Control Plan including  system monitoring, a 
public participation process, evaluation and selection 
of combined sewer overflow control alternatives; and

. Best practices in storm water management and 
protection against flooding, particularly green 
infrastructure

2.  The storm water management plan be evaluated to consid-
er projected increases in precipitation, storms and sea level 
rise, and appropriate measures to reduce these impacts, es-
pecially through green infrastructure; and

3.  The land use element components set forth at N.J.S.A. 
40:55D-28b(2) be reviewed to consider the type, density, 
and intensity of development existing and future flood 
prone areas and in designated flood zones, wetlands and 
related natural areas; and

4.  The utility service plan set forth at N.J.S.A. 40:55D-28b(5) 
or other plan elements of similar jurisdiction be reviewed 
to address drainage and flood control facilities, as well as 
sewer and waste treatment and storm water management 
that are relevant to storm resiliency planning and the Long 
Term Control Plan; and

5.  The conservation plan set forth at N.J.S.A. 40:55D-28b(8) 
or other plan elements of similar jurisdiction be evaluated 
regarding protections for areas that provide natural storm 
protection.

BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED by the [Municipality] Planning 
Board that it hereby recommends that: 

1.  Design criteria of [Municipality] development regulations be 
adopted specifically addressing flood resiliency and helping 
reduce storm water runoff and combined sewer overflows 
including, but not limited to, the use of green infrastructure 
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wherever appropriate.  (See note 1 in addendum for a list of 
green techniques)

2.  For all site plan and subdivision applications not deemed 
to be minor under the City’s development regulations, the 
applicant shall be required to submit a “Storm Resiliency 
Statement” which includes a detailed written description in-
dicating how the development has addressed storm water 
and flood impacts.

3.  The municipal storm water control ordinance be reviewed to 
ensure that development and redevelopment projects man-
age storm water effectively, and in a manner consistent with 
the municipal master plan.

BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED by the [Municipality] Planning 
Board that it hereby recommends that the City Government 
and the Board of Education, in conjunction with the Planning 
Board and any other relevant non-profits and city agencies, 
explore measures to reduce the amount of drainage entering 
the combined sewer system in [Municipality] using a variety of 
techniques. (See note 2 in the addendum for a list of possible 
techniques); and,

Recognizing that coordination and collaboration represent an 
effective process of addressing issues of storm water and sewer 
overflow, the Planning Board further recommends that there be 
such collaboration

1.  Among [Municipality] departments, agencies and non-prof-
its regarding planning and capital investments that can ad-
vance green infrastructure projects, including the [Munici-
pality] Department of Public Works, its divisions, bureaus 
and utilities, the departments of transportation, parks, plan-
ning and engineering where applicable; and

2.  With other municipalities in the hydraulically connected 
combined sewer system, in order to combine their resources 
to develop, submit and implement a single Long Term Con-
trol Plan; and



142  THE 21ST CENTURY CITIZENS MANUAL The Power of No-Blame Problem Solving   143

3.  With other combined sewer system municipalities to explore 
best practices for the Long Term Control Plan that will en-
sure regulatory compliance in a cost-effective manner and 
with the greatest additional community benefits

  
BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED by the [Municipality] Planning 
Board, that it recommends that all sources of funding, wheth-
er in the public or private sector, be explored to plan for and 
implement the storm and flood protection measures described 
in this resolution in order that the City be considered a prime 
candidate for all available funding sources. (See note 3 in the 
addendum for a list of possible funding sources) 

ADDENDUM TO RESOLUTION

Note 1: List of green infrastructure techniques:

1.    Pervious pavement, where appropriate; 

2.     Vegetative swales providing bio-remediation of runoff 
and reduction of storm water volumes flowing into the 
City’s sewers;

3.     Rain barrels and cisterns which can reduce runoff and 
be used for irrigation and other non-potable water 
needs;

4.    Green roofs to capture rain water and prevent runoff;

5.    Green gutters to provide greater water infiltration; 

6.     Storm water planters on sidewalks to channel storm 
water from the street into the planter and then to 
inlets;

7.     Storm water bump-outs to collect water for distribu-
tion to other inlets;

8.     Tree plantings, including street trees, which extend 
along the length of subsurface trenches and can help 
infiltrate storm water;
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9.     Tree canopies to intercept rainfall through leaves and 
branches;

10.  Bio-retention basins and rain gardens on site to maxi-
mize infiltration;

11.  Sediment traps to avoid the clogging of storm and 
sewer drains;

12.  Vegetation and shade trees to break up large areas of 
pavement. 

Note 2: Techniques that can be utilized to reduce the 
amount of drainage entering the sewer system:

1. Water conservation; 

2.  Design elements for government owned property including 
items in note 1 above

3.  Reducing infiltration and inflow, including assessing the cur-
rent integrity of water infrastructure using techniques such 
as: 

. Smoke testing, in which non-toxic odorless smoke is 
pumped into the sewer system to reveal the locations 
of inflow and infiltration;

. Dye testing, to identify the origin of water that is 
accessing the system;

. Developing a sewer rehabilitation program to replace 
outdated manholes and laterals;

. Pipe-bursting method of putting a new pipe into the 
old pipe causing the old pipe to burst;

. Cured in place pipe;

. Relining existing pipes;

. Green infrastructure, as listed in Note 1 above.  
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Note 3: Possible opportunities and avenues to 
explore for funding of the recommendations made in 
the Resolution:

1.     Subsidized low-cost funding from the New Jersey Environ  
mental Infrastructure Financing Program administered by 
the NJDEP to accelerate water infrastructure projects

2.     Forming public-private partnerships via joint ventures and 
the like

3.    Redevelopment agreements can include sharing of costs of 
impacts on infrastructure

4.     Incorporate requirements for large scale developments to 
include measures for preventing offsite storm water drain-
age impacts

5.    Non-governmental foundation grants such as those offered 
by the United Water Foundation, an American water com-
pany dedicated to encouraging innovative environmental 
programs

6.    State pooling of municipal bonds

7.    Partnering with other local governments to leverage fund-
ing for joint projects

8.    In-kind support from non-governmental entities

9.     Include a “Storm Water/Sewer Impact Plan” requirement 
in any RFP’s 

10. Federal, state and county infrastructure grants
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Notes
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