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While public health remains everyone’s top priority, munici-
palities are actively returning both essential and non-essential
workers to municipal complexes and other facilities. It is a bal-
ancing act, with administrators recognizing the need to keep
public services moving as New Jersey’s COVID-19 numbers
fall, while understanding their obligation to keep workers and
community residents safe.

The environmental, health, and safety professionals are 
working with municipalities to manage the physical aspects of
returning to work and also inform and educate their employees.
In Asbury Park, Jackson Township, and Tinton Falls, we
worked with local officials on initial analyses and risk assess-
ments as well as full-scale implementation programs with
numerous communication considerations.

Asbury Park
“Asbury Park was among the first municipalities in the
state to issue an emergency declaration and close our
municipal offices,” noted the city’s Mayor John Moor.
“We temporarily transitioned to work-at-home for our
employees, and we believe that our initial response
helped prevent any occurrences of COVID-19 within
our municipal workforce.” 
Mayor Moor adds, “Now that we are transitioning back
into offices, we know that physical considerations aren’t
enough—it’s important that municipalities also adopt
effective practices for communication and education.”
Educating workers is just one piece of the puzzle.
Informing the public, especially regarding public facilities
and departments that receive frequent visitors (e.g., tax 
collectors and courts) is also crucial.

Questions to consider
As the reopening continues, municipal officials are grappling

with many questions.
• How do we effectively screen returning employees to make

sure they are healthy?

• What type of Personal Protective Equipment 
(PPE) should we be supplying workers, and what 
guidance should we provide on its safe use?

• What are our building-capacity limits under 
COVID-19 restrictions, and how do we 
effectively stagger worker and visitor schedules?

• How do we best keep employees informed of new 
procedures for social distancing, personal hygiene, and
other best practices?

• What do we do if an employee becomes sick, either at home
or at work?

• How do we ensure business continuity if statewide numbers
rise and we return to tighter restrictions?

• How do we help employees feel safe while at work?

Jackson Township
For Jackson, it was important that they not simply close
and reopen, “but that we thoughtfully review our facilities
from a professional industrial hygiene perspective for
the safety of our employees and the public,” noted the
township’s Mayor Michael Reina. 
This involved technical considerations such as a brand-
new website and online forms. New payment software
was also designed and launched. 
“Thermal cameras take temperatures at the door and
masks are here for all who may need one,” he added
noting, “With these enhancements, we also had an
obligation to keep department heads, workers, and the
public informed. This meant emails, video calls, and
website communications, and also maintaining our 
regular schedule of Council meetings. Jackson Township
is open for business.”

Talk out concerns
Getting municipal employees back to work began with 

interviewing key staff. Speaking with department heads, 
public-facing clerks and assistants, and other personnel
revealed their questions and concerns. 

An important part of the training was the opportunity for
municipal staff to direct questions to health and safety 
professionals. Regardless of how safety-conscious a municipal
administrator is, it often gives employees added peace of mind
to speak with third-party experts.

As New Jersey confronts the ongoing 
pandemic, municipalities, and businesses
are asking the same question: when and

how can we safely reopen our offices?
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In house: A police chief asked for advice
on how to properly stagger gym times
for his officers to work out. 
Public contact: An office worker worried
that visitors waiting in line would be
uncomfortably close to employee work-
spaces and asked how best to manage
the queue.

In some instances, return-to-work
activities included training sessions to
provide up-to-date information on
COVID-19 trends, risks, and precautions. 

The practices adopted by the munici-
pality to protect the health of staff, 
their families, and the community were
also shared. 

It’s all about details
A key consideration throughout the

planning process is remembering that a
one-size-fits-all approach will not work. 

Administrators, department heads, and
other senior officials have their eye on the
big picture, as they should. But the key to
success lies in managing every small,
day-to-day detail. 

Two-way communication was vital 
in ensuring that these challenges–and
countless others–were ironed out in
advance, before buildings opened to 
the public.

In a non-pandemic world, communi-
cation best practices are effective tools.

In the COVID-19 reality, they can save
lives. Reinforce your messages across
multiple channels, such as email and
posted flyers. When it comes to prevent-
ing infection, there is no such thing as
too much communication. e

Tinton Falls
“When it came to reopening our
courtroom space for in-person
meetings and other gatherings, we
had to consider more than just 
how to space out the seats, said
Borough Administrator Tom Fallon,
Tinton Falls. 
“An idea might look good on paper,
but it’s important to have an 
ongoing dialogue with Council 
and Board members and other 
colleagues to gauge everyone’s
comfort level before putting things
into practice,” Fallon added.


