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Resolve to Evolve

E

“

ach January, most local governments take a moment to
reorganize before moving into
the blur of the new year’s activities.
Each year there’s an opportunity to
try something new, to plan something more, to be something better.
At the League we hope to help you
evolve into what best meets the
needs of your constituents this year,
as we do every year.

You can also take
some of last year’s
lessons into 2021
and put them in
your toolkit for the
whole year.

”

The cover of this month’s issue features
our new President, Mayor Janice Kovach
of Clinton Town. As she observed in her
acceptance speech regarding the past year,
“It has been a wild ride for so many of us.
It’s been an opportunity and a challenge.
Each and every one of us has had to step
up in ways that we never anticipated.
We have become not just local elected
officials. We have been individuals for
our residents to come to when they’ve
needed something.”
And while we are all hoping for an
better 2021, she notes that, “I think going
into the new year we’re still going to be
facing a lot of these challenges. And with
that, this is a project for all of us to work
together on. We are a community of
elected and appointed officials.”
Under her leadership, we look forward
to developing a strategic plan for the
League that will take us into the future.
Please read more of President Kovach’s
thoughts on the League and local government in her interview (see page 6).
While we plan for success as a statewide
community of municipalities, don’t forget

to plan for your own individual success
in 2021. Start the year out strong by
attending our informative webinars for
Newly and Previously Elected Officials.
Covering topics from ethics to the latest
legislative goals, it’s a great way to join in
the advancement of local government.
We’ll also offer a budgeting seminar this
winter. With the unique challenges of the
pandemic, this daylong event will provide
much needed insights on the basics of
budgeting in these complex times.
You can also take some of last year’s
lessons into 2021 and put them in your
toolkit for the whole year. Through
November 2021, you can use your
Conference ID to log into the 105th
Annual Conference website to attend
sessions or visit exhibitor’s booths. While
you can’t earn CEU’s from these session
replays, you can benefit from the educational value. Didn’t register but want to
see what you’re missing? You can still
register by by visiting the registration
section of www.njlm.org/2020conference.
And, of course, there is always this
magazine. From the start of the pandemic,
we’ve published what we hope are helpful
tips and inspiring features to help local
governments as you innovate solutions to
your very new, very demanding crop of
problems. We’ll continue to be there for
you and invite you to send in your stories
for our new Covid Recovery column (see
page 16).
Happy New Year, we look forward to
making 2021 a success!

Michael Cerra

P.S. Please send in your entries for this year's Show Off Your City Contest by February 3.
Whether they are COVID-centric images of the day or timeless takes on your municipality's
beauty, we look forward to seeing and Showing Off Your City on the April issue cover.
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A Municipal
Seat at
the Table
Mayor Janice Kovach
of Clinton Town
begins her term as
NJLM President
with plans for
outreach and growth

Q

What led
you to get
involved in
local government ?

JK

I have always had a
passion for politics and the
role that it can, and should,
play in public service. My
first turn at running for
office was when locally there was no race. Three
seats were open and three individuals were
running. That’s when all of my civics lessons
reminded me that people should have a choice
when electing their representatives. It doesn’t
mean one side is bad; but, when residents don’t
engage in the political process, those elected are
not always held accountable.
6 www.njlm.org/njmunicipalities
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UpFront:

NJLM President

Q

What are the
greatest strengths
of local government
in New Jersey?

JK

The public servants who work every
day for their communities. Whether
elected, appointed, or hired, these
people are the front line. They respond
to requests, questions, and complaints
and ensure the smooth running, efficiency, and safety of
our towns.
Additionally, the resiliency and ability to adapt to an
ever-changing environment, sometimes with no notice and
no funding. But we do what must be done to benefit our
municipalities.

Q

What do citizens
expect from their
municipal officials,
and how has that changed
over the years?

JK

Residents expect immediate responses
when there is a concern or a question.
We should be able to answer or know
how to get those answers. Residents are
also much more engaged in their local
communities. We need to listen first and foremost to their
concerns, questions, or suggestions.
Encouraging civic engagement creates a more open process
and less of a feeling that government is hiding.

January 2021
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UpFront:

NJLM President

Q

What are your goals
as League President ?

JK

My main goal is a strategic plan that
focuses on what the League needs to be
going forward.
In addition, to expand involvement and
have a board and advisory group that is
representative of our state. We need to hear the voices of all
constituents and elected officials from every corner: north,
central, and south, urban, suburban, and rural.
We need to build our bench so that the League will continue
to thrive and grow. In doing so, we also need to provide the
tools for our future leaders to ensure they have what they need
to be successful in their public service.
I would also like us to continue to strengthen our relationship
with the legislators and the Governor’s office. We are only as
good as our ability to offer insights and have a seat at the table
where policy impacting each of our communities is crafted.
And finally, to continue the work of previous presidents.
Each brought a unique perspective and built the basis of who
we are as an organization. That shouldn’t stop because they
are no longer serving in leadership. Their passions are what
have driven each of us to this table. We use our abilities to
continue to see their vision and help attain their goals. ability
to see their vison and help attain their goals. Just because it
didn’t happen in one term doesn’t mean the work stops.

Q

What advice would
you give to someone
just elected to local
office for the first time?

JK

If you were elected in a partisan election
put aside the politics and focus on the
town. Be willing to listen and work with
others, even those who are on the
“other side.”
Disagreements are fine, discussions are even better. You were
elected to represent everyone, even those you disagree with.
Ask questions, learn about how your municipality operates.
Attend the League's newly elected officials training.
The first thing I realized when I was first elected was that I
knew half of what I thought I did. But I was willing to ask
8 www.njlm.org/njmunicipalities
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questions and reach out to more seasoned elected officials,
as well as those who are working for the community.
I can’t stress enough the importance of getting to know the
employees, asking questions, and understanding their roles.
Ultimately you will need them to help accomplish your goals
as well as respond to constituents. You will only be effective
if you build relationships across the board.

Q

How would you
describe your
leadership style?

JK

Inclusive. I try not to ask anyone to do
something I’m not willing to do myself.
This is not an “I” role but rather a
“we” role.
Creating a team environment doesn’t
mean we don’t have differences, but that we talk through them
and try to get to consensus. Ultimately, I am the one responsible
and I have to be willing to take the blame as well as the
accolades. Decisions that don’t make everyone happy are never
fun but necessary.
I also try to think ahead and understand the impact of a
decision today on the town five or 10 years from now.
Elected officials come and go. Good leaders leave a legacy for
future leaders to follow and expand on.
My hope is that I can leave that legacy for my community
and the League.

Q

What motivates you
as a leader?

JK

Energy and engagement motivate me.
I told a reporter recently that I finally
feel that I am part of the “cool crowd”
because civic engagement and advocacy
are at an all-time high. It is still harder
to get those individuals to run, but I’m hoping we can create
positive experiences for them so that they want to step up and
take their seat at the table.
These individuals are our future leaders, regardless of their
background. We have to encourage and motivate them to
stay engaged.

UpFront:

Q

How are women
progressing in terms
of local government
leadership? What was key
to your success and that of
your peers?

JK

Women are progressing. Probably not
as fast as I would like to see. But part
of that is what can be the ugly side of
government: politics.
We have watched a steady decline in
campaigns as well as how we treat our peers on our councils.
Not all women are comfortable with that side. It truly does
take a thick skin and the ability sometimes to compartmentalize

NJLM President

what feels like personal attacks on integrity during the silly
season of campaigning. In addition, this is sometimes still
seen as the boys’ club. I stopped counting the times that I
have been told I don’t look like a mayor.
For me, I started in leadership positions in high school. If I
didn’t like how something was going, I stepped up to work
towards the change I wanted to see. Early on, I realized that
I am not necessarily a good follower, or at least
[I won’t] follow blindly without questioning.
I also know that work can’t be done in a silo. If I wanted
to advance ideas, I needed to get others on board.
Sometimes it worked, and sometimes it didn't. I would
always try to review the process. A debrief with others
brought understanding of what I needed to do better in
order to gain agreement. These are skills I used in every
organization that I was a part of as well as during my career
in the corporate world.
The most important skill I learned was to listen. And not
just listen, but to hear and understand. That doesn't mean
there was agreement; but, when you look at the whole picture,
it is much easier to make informed decisions or arguments.
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UpFront:

NJLM President

Acceptance Remarks from League President
Mayor Janice Kovach of Clinton Town

T

hanks Jim and thank you Congressman
Malinowski. I appreciate the fact that he was
able to be here with us and for his commitment
to our communities here in New Jersey. It’s so
important, with the work that needs to be done, we
have to all work together.

I’m not the best at writing out my speeches, I just have a
couple of points I want to make.
Who would have thought?
When starting this year, we thought our biggest challenge was
replacing Mike Darcy as executive director.
And then 2020 happened.
It has been a wild ride for so many of us. It’s been an opportunity and a challenge. Each and every one of us has had to
step up in ways that we never anticipated. We have become not
just local elected officials. We have been individuals for our
residents to come to when they’ve needed something. We have
learned all about unemployment, we have learned all about
our utilities. Anything and everything that has impacted our
communities, we have had to step up and we’ve been on that
front line for them.
While I want to say that I’m planning that 2021 is not going
to be that way, I think going into the year we’re still going to
be facing a lot of these challenges. And with that, this is a
project for all of us to work together on. We are a community
of elected and appointed officials.
And Jim–I think Chegwidden and I are going “Phew!” Thank
God it wasn’t us that had to take on the presidency this year.
We looked at that one as you got stuck and we dodged that
bullet, but you really have stepped up. You’ve done an amazing
job. Mike did want me to let you know that normally, if we
were all together, we’d be giving you a plaque. Your plaque is
in the mail.
While not being in Atlantic City has felt different and seeing
all of the sessions online has been a new experience for many
of us, I have to say everyone coming together to step up and
help has been tremendous. I’ve gotten nothing but praise from
individuals who have attended the sessions. So, to the staff of
the League, Mike and Lori, not only did you have to step into
roles, but you’ve stepped into a new reality. You’ve done an
amazing job, you and the staff. For that I do say thank you on
behalf of all us.
To the other individuals who have helped me get to this place,
obviously my family: I wouldn’t be here providing the support
to this community if I didn’t have the support of my family
here. I also have the support of my Council as well as the staff
members of the Town of Clinton. We all work together on
10 www.njlm.org/njmunicipalities
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everything that needs to be done for our community. I can’t do
this job without all of their support.
Finally, the residents of the Town of Clinton who continue to
believe in me and let me serve as their mayor. It has truly been
an honor and a privilege, and I hope that I continue to do you
proud serving as president of the New Jersey State League of
Municipalities.
To Mayors Chegwidden, Heck, and Pikolycky, we definitely
have our work cut out for us. We’ve got a lot of things that
need to get done and we’ve got a lot of plans we’re going to
start working on. So take the weekend, take the holiday, and
the 30th will be here before you know it when we start getting
back to work–and that goes for the staff as well. Mike you can
give everyone a break, but know that the 30th we all come
back to work and focus on ensuring that the needs of our communities are met both on the state and at the federal level.
With that, I want to say thank you to everyone who continues to believe in me, who has been there and has been a support. I will be reaching out to each and every one of you and
please reach out to other elected officials in your local communities who may not be part of the everyday work of the
League. We’re not going to do what needs to be done unless
we all take a seat at that table.
Remember, if we’re not at the table, we’re on the menu. With
that, I’m going to say thank you.
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