Office of Citizen Relations

Helping people navigate government agencies

The Department of the Public Advocate

“It is as much the duty
of government to ren-
der prompt justice
against itself, in favor
of citizens, as it is to
administer the same
between private indi-
viduals.”

-Abraham Lincoln

Solving problems,
results.

getting

In New Jersey, when residents
bring concerns, questions and com-
plaints to a government agency,
they have an ally on their side to
help them cut through the red tape.

The Department of the Public
Advocate, reinstated in 2006, is
here to represent the interests of
residents who need help solving
problems with government agen-
cies, and who are having trouble
being heard.

To date, the Public Advo-
cate’s Office of Citizens Relations
has fielded 3,020 complaints re-
garding New Jersey state and local
government agencies, as well as
private entities. Some complaints
were handled by a simple tele-
phone call to the appropriate
agency. Other complaints were
serious enough to warrant a full
investigation. In either case, Public
Advocate representatives
sure that when it is appropriate,
government renders prompt justice
against itself. The Office of Citizen
Relations handles a broad spectrum
of cases, from tax problems to ob-
taining housing and transportation.

make

No problem is too small or too large.
We are here to serve the taxpayers of
New Jersey.

When you feel you have no
where else to turn, turn to the Pub-
lic Advocate.

Here are some examples of
the many ways in which the Office
of Citizen Relations has helped
residents resolve problems.

A place to call home

A.D., New Brunswick

A single mother of two and
cancer survivor, A.D. and her two
children were living with her brother
and were
about to be-
come home-
less in the
fall of 2007.
Desperate
and ill, A.D.
called the

Public Advo- | &%
cate’s Office |

of Citizen B
Relations for
help.
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Just in time for the 2007
Holiday season, A.D.
and her children moved
into an apartment.

A small business owner
in Denville, Morris
County, saved
$117,000.

Because the rebate
was in her late
husband’s name, she
still had not received
the check.

A.D. was already approved
for a subsidized apartment in New
Brunswick but she needed assis-
tance from the city. Unfortunately,
communication between A.D. and
her city caseworker was breaking
down. A.D. was having trouble
obtaining the documents and fund-
ing she needed to move into her
new apartment. She needed a third
party involved to troubleshoot the
situation.

OCR Advocate Representa-
tive Victoria Myrick was able to
make sure that A.D. provided wel-
fare officials with all of the docu-
ments they needed to process her
paperwork. Myrick also ensured
that welfare caseworkers expedited
A.D.s paperwork so that she and
her two children could secure an
affordable apartment.

Finally, after more than two
months of waiting, and just in time
for the 2007 Holiday season, A.D.
and her children moved into an
apartment in New Brunswick. Due
to her illness, A.D. has experienced
But
now, when she is discharged, A.D.

subsequent hospitalizations.

returns to a home of her own.

The check is in the mail

J.K., Cherry Hill

It was late January of 2008
when J.K. contacted the Office of
Citizen Relations, asking for assis-
tance in obtaining her 2006 home-
owner rebate check.

J.K’s husband passed away
that year and because the rebate was
in her late husband’s name, she still
had not
re-
ceived
the
check.
Despite
contact-
ing the
appro-
priate office and sending all the neces-
sary forms, the Cherry Hill resident
had yet to receive a response.

An OCR Advocate Represen-
tative investigated the issue by con-
tacting the Division of Taxation and
reviewing all relevant documentation.
In March 2008, J.K. finally received
her check.

“[The matter] was handled so
well despite me telling you my story
once and having told the Division of
Taxation my plight more than eight
times,” the registered nurse wrote in a
subsequent thank you note.

A voice for the people

R.D., Denville

R.D., a small business owner
in Denville, Morris County, saved
$117,000 due to the efforts of the Pub-
lic Advocate’s Office of Citizen Rela-
tions.

Told he owed $145,000 to the
New Jersey Department of Labor
(DOL) in unemployment taxes, R.D.
and his accountant, K.H., had argued
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R.D.’s bank accounts
were frozen and he
almost lost his home
before the Public
Advocate got
involved.

“Thank you for
restoring our faith
that government can
and does help the
people.”

unsuccessfully for years that the
DOL needed to undertake a more
accurate accounting of his DOL tax
exposure. The $145,000 tax bill, they
maintained, was based on an audi-
tor's estimate and had no factual
basis. Their complaints to DOL
were not being addressed.

It wasn’t until OCR Repre-
sentative Steven Walker got in-
volved, and was able to reach indi-
viduals in the DOL legal depart-
ment, that R.D. got some relief.
DOL did an accurate accounting of
how much he owed -- $28,000 --
and R.D. made payment arrange-

ments to clear up the matter.

R.D. is a father of 10, and
seven of his children are still at
home. Because of the dispute with
DOL, R.D.”s bank accounts were fro-
zen and he almost lost his home be-
fore the Public Advocate got in-
volved.

Walker “rolled up his sleeves
and he dived in,” K.H. told the of-
fice after the matter was resolved.
“Steven is the best, he really is. He
cares. I'm sure he went far from his
duties.”

When it rains, it floods

C.D. and J.D., Bergenfield

For 14 years, every time
there was the threat of a storm, C.D.
and ].D. feared that their house
would flood.

Their chronic flooding problem
was the result of inadequate storm
drains and pipes along their property.
The pipes were half the recommended
size and could not support the deluge
of water flowing from local streets past
their home. The water backed up and
leaked into their house.

“The last flood resulted in nine
inches of dirty, foul-smelling street wa-
ter in

"

our
fur-
nished
first
floor.”
the
D.s
wrote in a 2006 letter to the editor in

their local newspaper.

A report from the borough en-
gineer recommended that the town
hire an outside contractor to replace
the 12-inch clay pipes with 24-inch
pipes. However, the repairs were esti-
mated to be costly— about $175,000 --
and the borough never issued a bid
request for the repairs. To further com-
plicate the matter, there was disagree-
ment regarding who should pay for the
repair.

“We have met with three may-
ors, attended countless council meet-
ings and work sessions, sent many let-
ters, published our plight in our town
newspaper, sent a DVD showing the
aftermath of one of the floods, and one
of the near misses, and hired an attor-
ney as a last resort. All to no avail,”
]J.D. said.
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“We will not have to be
a prisoner in our own
home for the fear of
flooding.”

“A three month process
was concluded within
24 hours of speaking
with OCR.”

As a last resort, J.D. con-
tacted the Office of Citizen Rela-
tions and sent copies of all the rele-
vant documentation, including a
1994 handwritten letter to the
mayor.

An OCR Representative in-
vestigated the matter and spoke
with
several _
town |
offi-
cials
and
others.

“Miraculously, within one
week, we returned home only to
hear a message on our answering
machine from the borough adminis-
trator. She relayed that they would
like to talk to us to take a proactive
approach to correct this issue im-
mediately. [She] told us that the
project will begin this fall, after she
puts the project out to bid,” they
said. The borough finished the new
drainage system in March 2008.

“We will not have to be a
prisoner in our own home for the
fear of flooding. Thank you for re-
storing our faith that government
can and does help the people,” the
D/s said in a thank you letter they
sent to OCR.

Link to independence

L.O., Laurel Springs

Going to work was never
hard for Special Education teacher
L.O. Not even when she was diag-

nosed with a progressive degenera-
tive disease in 1993. During the next
nine years, she kept driving herself to
her job in a Berlin Township school.

But the time came when she
needed her husband or her stepfather
to drive her to work. Then she learned
she could apply for NJ Access Link, a
service that the State provides to peo-
ple with disabilities.

After filling out an applica-
tion, L.O. had her initial assessment
interview in April 2007. She later
learned, however, that her application
was denied because she did not pro-
vide “specific information” about the
barriers she faced on her way to the
regular bus stop from home.

Left without transportation to
work, and with the school year about
to begin, L.O. contacted the Public
Advocate in Sep- -
tember 2007. Ad-
vocate Representa-
Elizabeth
Hulse was able to

tive

facilitate an ex-

change of informa- ¥
tion between L.O. #-

and NJ Access Link that expedited
L.O.’s approval.

“A three month process was
concluded within 24 hours of speak-
ing with OCR,” L.O. said after the
problem was resolved. “I was
granted services from Access Link,
and I have been able to continue
working as a teacher in Berlin Town-

ship without undue hardship to my
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After multiple confer-
ence calls...a supervi-
sor at the hospital
who was responsible
for collections saw the
mistake and finally
cleared the out-
standing balance.

Individuals were being
required to travel to
Trenton in order to ob-
tain certified copies of
their birth certificates.

family,” she said in a thank you let-
ter to the Public Advocate Ronald K.
Chen.

“I feel grateful and sorry I
didn’t call you sooner,” L.O. said
during a recent telephone conversa-
tion with OCR.

L.O. is now retired, but she
still uses NJ Access Link on a regu-
lar basis, after getting a little help
from her friends at the Office of Citi-
zen Relations.

Health insurance and the col-
lection agency

ILA. and A.S., Cranford, NJ

After reading about the Pub-
lic Advocate in a local newspaper,
I.A. contacted the Office of Citizen
Relations for help in resolving a
medical billing dispute.

In May 2006, I.A. and his
wife, A.S., identical
medical procedures one week apart.
The insurance carrier covered L.A.'s
claim completely, but A.S.s claim
was only partially paid, leaving a
balance of more than $650.

underwent

The matter was simply an
error in processing the claim, but
I.A. was unable to resolve the prob-
lem between the hospital and the
insurance carrier, and subsequently
a debt collection agency became in-
volved.

According to Citizen Rela-
tions Advocate Representative Ki-
sha Saffron, no party would claim

responsibility for correcting the error.

“The claim had gone to collec-
tions, collections said I needed to talk
to the hospital, the hospital said I
needed to talk with the insurance car-
rier, the insurance said it was a hospi-
tal issue and so forth,” Saffron said.

After multiple conference calls
with the family, hospital, insurance
carrier and collection agency, a super-
visor at the hospital who was responsi-
ble for collections saw the mistake and
finally cleared the outstanding balance.

Birth Certificate Trouble

Hudson County

Over a period of several
months, the Office of Citizen Relations
received numerous calls from constitu-
ents, mainly senior citizens, who
needed a copy of their birth certificate
in order to meet the six-point identifi-
cation check necessary to obtain a
driver’s license or to get a passport.

When we looked into it, we
learned that because of the closure of
the Hudson County Office of Vital Sta-
tistics,
these in-
dividuals £
were be-
ing re-
quired to
travel to
Trenton

in order
to obtain certified copies of their birth
certificates.
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“I would certainly rec-
ommend the Depart-
ment of the Public Ad-
vocate if someone
needs help when deal-
ing with government
agencies.”

How do I contact
Citizens Relations?

Mailing Address:

Citizen Relations
New Jersey Department of
the Public Advocate
P.O. Box 851
240 West State Street
Trenton, NJ 08625-0851

Email:
PublicAdvo-
cate@advocate.state.nj.us

Phone: 609-826-5070
Fax: 609-984-4770

OCR was able to establish
an agreement with the State Bureau
of Vital Statistics
under which sen-
ior citizens would
not be required to
travel to Trenton,
but instead could
expedite their ap-
plication for the
certified birth cer-
tificate over the
phone. OCR also
worked with the :
Motor Vehicle Commission and
was able to reach a resolution that
permitted individuals to use alter-
native forms of identification.

Another taxing situation

R.C and V.C., Somerset

“People need to know about
you,” says R.C. when talking about
the Department of the Public Advo-
cate’s Office of Citizen Relations. “I
think this is a good service you
have.”

A Somerset resident, R.C.
contacted the Office of Citizen Rela-
tions in Aug. 10, 2007 after he and
his wife, V., found out that the New
Jersey Division of Taxation was not
properly crediting the scheduled
tax payments they had been mak-
ing via credit card.

“We sent them checks, they
said we didn’t, so we decided to
pay with credit card instead,” R.C.
explains. They received an invoice
for taxes owed for their 2005 in-

come tax return, although they had
already made the payment. After try-
ing to solve the problem unsuccess-

fully, R.C. called the Office of Citizen
Relations.

“Once you guys got involved,
they acknowledged they had made a
mistake,” R.C. recalls. “I would cer-
tainly recommend the Department of
the Public Advocate if someone needs
help when dealing with government
agencies.”

During the summer and fall
of 2008, the Office of Citizens Rela-
tions will be taking its show on the
road to introduce this important ser-
vice to citizens throughout the state.
OCR Advocate Representatives will
be on hand to listen and to assist citi-
zens with their concerns.

Please check out the Depart-
ment of the Public Advocate website
at  www.njpublicadvocate.gov  to
find out when the Office of Citizens
Relations will be visiting a commu-
nity center near you.
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OFFICE OF CITIZEN RELATIONS

OFFICE OF CITIZEN RELATIONS

The Office of Citizen Re-

lations is mandated by REQUEST FOR ASSISTANCE

statute (N.].S.A.

52:27EE-16) to investi- B Phone

gate and respond to citi- B Web/E-mail

zen complaints regard-

ing the administrative HFax

action or inaction of O Mail

state and local govern- _
B walk-in

ment agencies. The mis-

sion of the office is to
make government more
responsive to citizens,
especially those citizens
who are unable to repre-
sent themselves. Spe-
cifically, the Office of
Citizen Relations gives
the public a way to: 1)
Express their dissatis- Dept. of Environmental Protection
faction with a decision, romeowner's Assoc

DATA ANALYSIS

. . 4% 3% 204 40 Dept of Corrections
action or pOlle Ofa 4% 9% Elder Advocacy (Ombudsman)
govemment agency; 2) m Eminent Domain
Seek information about : Mental Health Advacacy

- m Rate Counsel

a government agency Dept. Human Services
and/or program; 3) Re- \ m Division of Dev Disabilities
POTt bureaucratic de- m Dept. of Community Affairs

. Division of Taxation
lay.s, inadequate or oo Dept. of Educaion
fusmg 7’351’0"535 to citi- m Motor Vehicle Commission
zen inquiries; and 4) m Vital Statistics

m Other

State concerns about the
manner in which an

agency addresses a During 2007, the OCR fielded more than 2,300 requests for assistance. Along
problem or treats a citi-

with complaints about eminent domain (22%) and correctional issues (9%),
AHLs some other significant issues during the first year include cases involving the
NJ Division of Taxation (16%), the Motor Vehicle Commission (9%), the NJ
Department of Human Services and its Division of Developmental Disabilities
(17%) and the NJ Department of Community Affairs (7%).
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Letter from the Public Advocate

Dear Fellow Citizens:

During its first 18 months of operations, the Office of Citizen Relations
solved a wide range of thorny problems for New Jersey residents who felt
they had no place else to turn. Many of these people were desperate and
needed help obtaining services or satisfaction from public agencies.

As you can see in the chart below, OCR has a role in successfully resolving
more than two-thirds of the inquiries directed its way. OCR staff work
diligently to establish good working relationships with staff in public
agencies so that the agency can address systemic issues identified as part
of the conflict resolution process. We would not be able to resolve the
problems and complaints that come our way without the trust and coop-
eration of these agencies, all of which are trying their best to be responsive
to citizens.

Still, there are times when a citizen needs someone who isn't close to the
problem to intervene. In these instances, the Office of Citizen Relations is
there for you. Donna Jago, our director of Citizen Relations, and her staff
work to solve problems and get results for you. If you ever need assis-
tance, I hope you won't hesitate to call us at 609-826-5070.

Sincerely,

iR

Ronald K. Chen
New Jersey Public Advocate

Ronald K. Chen became the first
Public Advocate of New Jersey

in 13 years when the Depart-
ment of the Public Advocate
was restored in 2006. As a
member of the Governor’s Cabi-
net, he is charged with provid-
ing advocacy for a number of
specific constituencies, includ-
ing elder citizens, people with
disabilities, mental health con-
sumers, and ratepayers, and is
generally given standing to rep-
resent the public interest in le-
gal proceedings.

DISPOSITION OF COMPLAINTS

2%

1% 2%

27%

O Referrals @ Resolved with Informal Assistance
O Investigated and Resolved O Investigated and Pending
@ Complaint resolved or withdrawn during investigation B Not within jurisdiction/Decline to investigate
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