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The Power of Collaboration
A new risk management manual provides guidance 
for local officials

THOMAS MERCHEL, Manager and CFO, Moorestown; Chair, Municipal Excess Liability JIF

The MEL just published a risk management manual for local
officials. “The Power of Collaboration” is being distributed at no
cost to every municipality and authority in the State, including
non-MEL members. Until now, no single resource has been
available to serve as a quick reference to help better understand
risk management issues. 

The new manual
The book was written specifically for municipal elected officials

and local authority commissioners. It begins with extensive 
discussions on workers’ compensation and liability issues along
with insurance coverage. The manual also includes sections of
particular interest to local officials such as: 

• Pedestrian safety

• Playgrounds

• Senior citizens

• The opioid epidemic

• Protecting children from child abuse. 

Chapters also address Land Use Liability, the Local Officials
Ethics Act, the Open Public Meetings Act, and the Open 
Public Records Act. Cyber Risk Management is explored at
length. Each section highlights actual court cases and decisions
(more than 100 total) to illustrate how specific issues are inter-
preted. The resources section also contains sample ordinances
and forms ranging from firefighter health evaluations to a
model meeting decorum ordinance.

Insurance and related employee, liability, and property claims cost New Jersey government over 
$1 billion each year. Had it not been for the widespread adoption of risk management beginning 
in the mid-1980s, that figure would easily have been double.
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Organizing a risk 
management program

The concept of risk management dates
to the mid-1950s when large corporations
combined insurance, claims management
and safety into a single department. 
The risk management revolution for
New Jersey local governments was led
by Joint Insurance Funds (JIFs) that were
established in the mid-1980s. Since then,
JIFs have reduced property/casualty
costs for their members by at least half,

and employee accident rates have been
reduced by over 65%. At the same time,
non-claim costs have been cut to the
lowest in the country. 

To achieve long-term results, a risk
management program must be structured
so that it is consistent over time.

Senior Management Involvement:
The governing body must play an active
role in the program and needs to com-
municate priorities, monitor status, and
discuss progress monthly. 

Safety Committee: The program should
be collaborative including representatives
from management, collective bargaining
units, non-union employees, and the risk
management consultant. 

Litigation Risk Committee: Every 
local government should also have a 
litigation risk committee comprised of
the Mayor or Authority Chair, Manager
or Executive Director, the local unit’s
attorney, senior managers, and the risk
management consultant. The committee
should monitor the status of lawsuits
and put plans into place to reduce
potential liabilities. 

Risk Management Consultant:
Unlike other states, most New Jersey

local governments are too small to have
an in-house risk management depart-
ment, so they depend on an appointed
risk management consultant (often a
local insurance agent). Responsibilities
can include: review of exposures, 
completion of underwriting surveys,
assistance in claims processing, safety
programs, and review of contracts. In
most JIFs, the fees are about half of 
the commissions paid by commercial
insurance companies. 

Impact of effective 
risk management

Risk management creates a framework
for best practices in nearly all aspects of
local government. 

Environmental Issues: In 1993, a 
number of JIFs joined forces to develop
the Environmental Liability Risk 
Management Fund (E-JIF). The E-JIF
provides the most comprehensive package
of engineering services and pollution
insurance in the country. The E-JIF is
available exclusively to New Jersey
towns and authorities. 

Community Safety: In the late 1990s,
many JIFs participated in the Community
Safety Leadership program to provide
local officials with information about a
range of new issues including Pedestrian
Safety, Senior Citizens, Employment
Practices, and Emergency Management.
In 2003, the MEL established an annual
elected official’s risk management seminar
that trains an average of 1,500 local
officials each year. 

Employee Safety: When New Jersey
substantially increased safety training
requirements, the MEL established a
safety institute that trains over 50,000
member employees annually. 
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The Power of 
Collaboration 
Table of Contents:  
Introduction  
Employee Accidents
1. Workers’ Compensation   
2. Employee Safety 

Liability against Public Entities,
Officials and Employees
3. The Tort Claims Act (Title 59) 
4. Employment Practices Liability 
5. Americans with Disabilities Act 
6. Land Use Liability  
7. Liability for Child Abuse 

Insurance and Indemnification
8. Insurance Coverage 
9. Managing a Joint 

Insurance Fund
10. Environmental Risk 

Management
11. Cyber Risk Management
Other Risk Management Topics
12. Emergency Management
13. Crisis Management
14. Community Safety
15. Local Officials Ethics Act
16. Open Public Meetings Act
17. Open Public Records Act
Resources and Model Ordinances
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Emergency Assistance: The JIFs have
adopted claims programs that go
beyond just issuing checks. For example,
after a devastating fire struck the Edison
DPW garage two days before a major
snowstorm, destroying the township’s
fleet of heavy-duty trucks, adjusters for
the Central Jersey JIF found a fleet of
heavy trucks available for lease in
another state. The replacement equip-
ment arrived hours before the storm. 

Crisis Solutions: At the beginning of
the Coronavirus pandemic, New Jersey
municipalities experienced serious 
problems selling municipal bonds. The
MEL established a Joint Cash Manage-
ment and Investment (JCMI) pool that
purchased debt securities issued by the
MEL’s members and was a major factor
stabilizing the bond market. 

Protecting our towns
Local government risk management is

becoming more complicated. New expo-
sures such as land use liability and tech-

nology risk management make it even
more critical for public officials have a
resource they can use for reference.
Although geared toward all elected offi-
cials and authority commissioners, this
manual will be particularly helpful to
those who are new to these positions. 

If this manual helps prevent even one

accident, or helps a public official avoid
potential litigation, the MEL will have
achieved its goal. “The Power of 
Collaboration” manual is just another
example of the MEL’s commitment to
providing leadership, guidance, training,
and resources to protect New Jersey’s
hometowns.
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Attend the session:  Annual Risk Management
Wednesday, November 18, at 3:15 p.m.

A discussion on how municipal officials can implement an effective risk manage-
ment program to reduce insurance costs. By completing this session, elected 
officials from communities that are members of the Municipal Excess Liability
Joint Insurance Fund (MEL) will be eligible for a premium credit. This session is 
a part of the Local Government Leadership Program (LGLP).

Presider: David Grubb, Executive Director, Municipal Excess Liability Joint Insurance Fund
Speakers: Alex H. Carver III, Supreme Court Judge (retired)

John Clarke, Executive Director, New Brunswick 
Housing and Redevelopment Authority

Sue Sharpe, Associate Fund Attorney
Rich Peyner, Vice President, Summit Risk
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