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PRELIMINARY STATEMENT 

Appellant Ideeria I. Lawrence ("Lawrence" or ''Appellant"), former 

employee at the Edna Mahan Women's Correctional Institution ("Mahan Facility"), 

improperly tries to reverse a decision of the Board of Trustees, Police and Firemen's 

Retirement System of New Jersey (the "Board" or "Respondent") denying her 

Accidental Disability retirement benefits ("AD") on appeal. She formerly worked 

as a Senior Corrections Police Officer ("SCPO") at the Mahan Facility as a suicide 

unit police officer. On October 12, 2014, Lawrence was injured while participating 

2 

FILED, Clerk of the Appellate Division, September 05, 2025, A-001049-24



Ideeria I. Lawrence v. PFRSNJ, 
DKT: A-001049-24T2 
September 5, 2025 

in a cell extraction/strip search that became aggressive. After a full hearing in the 

Office of Administrative Law ("OAL") on September 11, 2023 and January 22, 

2024, an Initial Decision, dated September 27, 2024 ("ID"), issued that found that 

Lawrence had failed to carry her burden of proof on the "undesigned and 

unexpected" element under Richardson v. Bd. ofTrs., Police & Firemen's Ret. Sys., 

192 N .J. 189, 212-13 (2007). The Board adopted the ID and denied AD to Lawrence. 

(Aal 1).1 This appeal followed. 

The full record, developed at hearing, contains sufficient and 

substantial credible evidence to support the Board's decision to deny AD to 

Lawrence and to adopt the ID. Lawrence was injured performing her ordinary job 

duties in the usual way and her disability was not a result of an "unexpected 

happening" during that work effort. Respondent's denial decision, based on the ID, 

should be affirmed and this appeal dismissed. 

PROCEDURAL HISTORY AND COUNTERSTATEMENT OF FACTS2 

Lawrence worked as a SCPO at the Mahan Facility starting in 2014 and 

worked seven years when she stopped working. (Aa13). Lawrence filed for 

accidental disability retirement benefits ("AD") after an October 12, 2014 injury, 

1 "Aa" citations refer to documents in Lawrence's Appendix, previously filed with 
the Court. 
2 Because the Procedural History and Counterstatement of Facts are closely related, 
they are combined to avoid repetition and for the Court's convenience. 
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alleging a left shoulder condition resulting from the incident. On October 12, 2014, 

an inmate was coming into the suicide unit where she worked. The strip search of 

that inmate turned into a combative emergency call (a "Code 33" call) and pepper 

spray ("OC") was deployed against the inmate by another correction officer ("CO"). 

Lawrence then participated in decontamination of the inmate in the shower unit and 

assisted in clothing the inmate in prison garb (the "incident"). (Aal 5). The ID found 

that Lawrence thought that her injury took place moving the inmate back and forth 

to the showers for decontamination. Ibid. Lawrence was not sure, however. Id. 

Lawrence applied for AD on August 11, 2021 as a result of an injury to her right 

shoulder and neck pain. Lawrence's AD claim relates only to her right shoulder 

injury that she sustained while restraining the inmate. She returned to work full duty 

after a surgery, though she stopped working thereafter because she could not qualify 

with a firearm. (Aal 6). She received an award of Ordinary Disability retirement 

benefits ("OD") on February 14, 2022. (Aa8). A hearing was held on September 

11, 2023 and January 22, 2024. (Aa13). 

Lawrence was trained at the corrections academy on the use of OC 

spray. (Aa13; Aa15). In addition to annual firearms qualification, she was trained 

in the Mahan Facility's policies on strip searches and cell extraction for inmates. 

(Aa15). 
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Lawrence "acknowledged that her job duties included controlling the 

conduct of inmates, and that is what she was doing until the inmate's behavior 

became wild and unpredictable." Ibid. Her job duties for the stated he must 

"[ c ]ontrols the general conduct and behavior of inmates according to established 

institutional procedures and prevents disturbances and escape attempts." (Aa30). 

Job duties also require that she "[m]aintain[] discipline and order." Ibid. She said 

that the inmate was "pushing and hitting and kicking" her during the incident. 

(Aal 4). Lawrence credibly testified as the only witness and her testimony supported 

the fact-findings in the ID. (Aal 7; Aa22). 

In the ID, Lawrence was denied AD because she failed to carry her 

burden of proof, i.e., she was not injured as a result of a "traumatic event" because 

the incident was not "undesigned and unexpected." (Aa15). The ID applied the 

"undesigned and unexpected" element of the "traumatic event" definition developed 

after Richardson v. Police and Firemen's Ret. Sys. Bd. of Trs., 192 N.J. 189, 212, 

214 (2007) and Brooks v. Bd. ofTrs., Pub. Employees' Ret. Sys., 425 N.J. Super. 

277 (App. Div. 2012) from these facts. (Aa18-Aa20). The ID found that the incident 

was not an "unexpected happening", as defined in Richardson, 192 N.J.at 214, 

because it was specified in Lawrence's job duties, the incident occurred during the 

performance of those duties and there was no evidence that an "unexpected 
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happening" occurred. (Aa20). The ID states "The petitioner thought her injuries 

had occurred when the three female officers had to carry a 5'3" - 5'4", 200 pound 

inmate to the shower and back but was not sure." (Aal5). "She had no broken 

bones[.]" Ibid. "She had received the correctional facility's training on its policies 

concerning strip searches and extraction of inmates from cells." Id. The ID applied 

the facts as follows: 

Here, the petitioner was performing her ordinary duties: stripping an 
inmate who had become uncooperative and needed to be subdued. 
After mace was used, the inmate was carried by three officers to the 
shower. The petitioner cannot point to an onrush of force or any 
particular violent act of the inmate that caused her disability. While 
uncooperative inmates may not have been a frequent event, 
nevertheless the petitioner had experienced this type of incident before 
and the petitioner was performing her job as she had for seven years. 
She was dealing with an uncooperative inmate as she had done many 
times in the past. Any injury sustained was the result of performing her 
normal work effort in her normal way, with no external happening. 

[(Aal 7)]. 

By adopting the ID, the Board adopted these facts in the Final Agency 

Determination ("FAD"), which are supported in the ID. (Aa23). No exceptions 

were taken. Ibid. This appeal followed, Aa24-26, and Lawrence takes issue with 

the Board's decision that she failed to satisfy the "undesigned and unexpected" 

element. (Aa23). 
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ARGUMENT 

POINT I 

LAWRENCE HAS FAILED TO SATISFY THE 
STRIGENT REVIEW STANDARD FOR 
APPEALING THE BOARD'S DENIAL DECISION. 

The appellate standard of review from the Board's denial decision by 

this court is very stringent. Case law provides that, "review of administrative agency 

action is limited. 'An administrative agency's final quasi-judicial decision will be 

sustained unless there is a clear showing that it is arbitrary, capricious or 

unreasonable, or that it lacks fair support in the record."' Russo v. Bd. ofTrs., Police 

& Firemen's Ret. Sys., 206 N.J. 14, 27 (20ll)(citations omitted); Gerba v. Bd. of 

Trs., Pub. Employees' Ret. Sys., 83 N.J. 174, 189 (1980)("On judicial review ofan 

administrative agency determination, courts have but a limited role to perform."). 

Case law also accords a strong presumption of reasonableness to an agency's 

exercise of its statutorily delegated responsibility as well as its fact-finding. See 

Mazza v. Bd. of Trs., Police & Firemen's Ret. Sys., 143 N.J. 22, 29 (Handler, J., 

dissent). Further, an administrative agency's determination is presumptively correct 

and, on review of the facts, a court will not substitute its own judgment for that of 

an agency where the agency's findings are supported by substantial credible 

evidence. See also Atkinson v. Parsekian, 37 N.J. 143, 149 (1962); Campbell v. 

New Jersey Racing Comm'n, 169 N.J. 579, 587 (2001). If an appellate court "is 
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satisfied after its review that the evidence and the inferences to be drawn therefrom 

support the agency head's decision, then it must affirm even if the court feels that it 

would have reached a different result itself." Clowes v. Terminix Int'l Inc., 109 N.J. 

575, 588 (1988); In re Stallworth, 208 N.J. 182, 194 (2011) (citation omitted) ("A 

reviewing court 'may not substitute its own judgment for the agency's, even though 

the court might have reached a different result."'); Kasper v. Bd. ofTrs., Teacher's 

Pension & Annuity Fund, 164 N.J. 564, 580-81 (2000). 

Only where an agency's decision is arbitrary, unreasonable or 

capricious, or unsupported by substantial credible evidence in the whole record, may 

it be reversed. Henry v. Rahway State Prison, 81 N.J. 571, 579-80 (1980); Atkinson, 

37 NJ. at 149. Moreover, the party who challenges the validity of the administrative 

decision bears the burden of showing that it was "arbitrary, unreasonable or 

capricious." Boyle v. Riti, 175 N.J. Super. 158, 166 (App. Div. 1980) (internal 

citations omitted). Lawrence has failed to meet this stringent review standard. 

POINT II 

THE BOARD CORRECTLY ANALYZED THE 
LAW AND FACTS AND DETERMINED THAT 
LAWRENCE FAILED TO SATISFY HER BURDEN 
OF PROOF THAT THE INCIDENT WAS 
UNDESIGNED AND UNEXPECTED. 

The Board's legal analysis starts by answering whether the incident was 
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a "traumatic event" by applying the "undesigned and unexpected" definition. 

Richardson v. Bd. of Trs., Police & Firemen's Ret. Sys., 192 N.J. 189, 212-13 

(2007). To establish whether the incident that caused the disabling injury was a 

"traumatic event," a member like Lawrence must show that the incident is, among 

other things, "undesigned and unexpected." Ibid. The ID noted the Richardson 

argument that to be "undesigned and unexpected" facts must be found that "during 

the regular performance of [appellant's] job, an unexpected happening, not the result 

of pre-existing disease alone or in combination with the work, has occurred . . . . " 

Id. at 214. Because the incident occurred during the performance of Lawrence's job 

duties, which were regularly (if not frequently) performed by her, this record amply 

supports that there was no "unexpected happening" and it was not "undesigned and 

unexpected." (A20). 

Appellant also makes another argument, Ab9, 3 based in Richardson, 

citing Russo v. Teacher's Pension & Annuity Fund, 62 N.J. 142, 152 (1973), that 

explains there are two types of "accidents": 1) "an unintended external event" or 2) 

"an unanticipated consequence of an intended external event if that consequence is 

extraordinary or unusual in common experience." Richardson, 192 N.J. at 201.4 In 

3 "Ab" citations refer to Lawrence's merits brief, previously filed with the Court. 
4 While this analysis was not applied in the ID, it is argued in Appellant's brief, 
Ab9, and is addressed here therefore. 
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the first class of accidents, the happening of the event is assessed for whether it is 

"undesigned and unexpected." In the second class of accidents, the consequence of 

the event is assessed for whether it is "undesigned and unexpected." Ibid. In both 

cases, the external event must occur during and as a result of the performance of the 

regular or assigned duties. Id. 

In the second class of accidents, one looks to the consequence of the 

intended event and whether or not that consequence is unusual or extraordinary or 

in common experience. Id. Under Russo, 62 N.J. at 154 and Cattani v. Bd. of Trs., 

Police & Firemen's Ret. Sys., 69 N.J. 578,581 (1976), as reaffirmed by Richardson, 

a heart attack after heavy or light work effort, is an example of a consequence of an 

intended external event that is excluded because its occurrence is not an 

extraordinary or unusual consequence in common experience. Cattani v. Bd. ofTrs., 

Police & Firemen's Ret. Sys., 69 N.J. 578, 581 (1976); Richardson, 192 N.J. at 201-

203. A fireman's strenuous work effort in dragging heavy hoses without adequate 

manpower to assist, was not a traumatic event. Cattani, 69 N.J. at 586. In Russo, a 

school custodian with advanced heart disease suffered a heart attack at work. 62 

N.J. at 145. Lawrence here was doing her "usual work in the usual way" and no 

traumatic event occurred. 62 N.J. at 154. 

This requirement means that the consequence of the incident must be 
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an unintended as well as extraordinary or unusual in common experience. 

Restraining a combative inmate, even using OC spray, in the facility is neither 

extraordinary nor uncommon as a consequence of disruption by an inmate. The 

injury itself cannot be the sole unintended consequence of the incident. Lawrence's 

disabling shoulder injury, after extracting a combative inmate from a cell and/or 

carrying her to decontamination in the shower, was not unusual in common 

experience. Lawrence also fails to identify what specific action caused her 

disability. 

Richardson's facts are dissimilar and do not dictate a reversal here, 

despite Lawrence's argument. (Ab8). Nothing in this record amounts to "kicking, 

punching and throwing his body around" regarding the aggressive inmate. 192 N.J. 

at 193. Corrections Officer Richardson "straddled" the inmate while the inmate 

continued kicking, punching and throwing his body around. Ibid. Richardson was 

knocked backward onto his left hand, which hyper-extended his wrist in contact with 

the facility's floor. Id. This exact injury produced Richardson's disability. Nothing 

in this ID can be described to resemble the intensity of the Richardson facts. 

Richardson is distinguished because there was no aspect of the extraction or 

decontamination involving Lawrence and the inmate where Lawrence was bucked 

backwards to the prison floor or any other part of the prison contacting her right 
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shoulder. Id. She also had subsequent surgery on her right shoulder. (Aal 6). There 

is no automatic equation of a disabling injury and a "traumatic event" that entitles a 

member to AD; undesigned and unexpected analysis is case by case. Here, 

Lawrence was performing her job duties, and nothing external, i.e., some part of the 

facility or another person, intervened to cause her disability or make a "traumatic 

event." 

Lawrence's argument - Lawrence never dealt with the inmate before, 

and had no warning from other correction officers about her - is misplaced. (Abl3). 

Prior knowledge of an incident or of an inmate is not part of "undesigned and 

unexpected" analysis. Ibid. Lawrence's suggestion that no CO need apply for AD 

in light of this ID is also speculative. (Ab12-Abl3). Further, Lawrence makes the 

hyperbolic assertion that the "undesigned and unexpected" analysis in the ID creates 

an "impossible hurdle" to AD for members. (Ab9). There is no support for these 

conjectural speculations, especially as a basis to reverse the FAD. 

Neither Moran nor Brooks support the conclusion that this incident was 

"undesigned and unexpected." Abl 1-12. As with Richardson, the factual 

dissimilarities with this incident prevent them from controlling this result. In Moran 

v. Bd. of Trs., Police & Firemen's Ret. Sys., a fire:fighter's case was found 

undesigned and unexpected, where a firefighter was confronted by a burning 
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building with two people in it and no fire tools to use to enter it and no back-up fire 

units arriving. 438 N.J. Super. 346, 354 (App. Div. 2014).5 Moran injured himself 

by manually breaking into the building to save them. Ibid. The Court found that 

Moran was disabled in a "traumatic event" because of the various "unusual 

circumstances" that converged in that incident were "undesigned and unexpected." 

There is no convergence of"unusual circumstances" here, like a firefighter breaking 

into an engulfed structure alone with no equipment or trucks while victims are 

trapped inside screaming. The "wider lens" applied in Moran is fact-specific and 

does not generally apply to the application of the "undesigned and unexpected" 

element. Id. 

Similarly, Brooks was found to be undesigned and unexpected because 

a maintenance worker, moving a 300 pound weight bench with a group of students, 

became disabled when the students suddenly dropped their end of the weight bench, 

leaving Brooks to hold it alone. Brooks v. Bd. ofTrs., Public Employees. Ret. Sys., 

425 N.J. Super. 227, 283-84 (App. Div. 2012). (Aal3). The court rejected the 

Board's denial decision for AD, finding that the weight bench falling onto Brooks' 

foot was undesigned and unexpected, regardless of whether it was a foreseeable risk 

5 Moran v. Bd. ofTrs., Police and Firemen's Ret. Sys., 438 NJ. Super. 346, 354 
(App. Div. 2014) was not utilized in the ID, but is argued in Lawrence's brief so it 
is distinguished here. 
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of the activity. The Brooks foreseeability analysis, part of the "undesigned and 

unexpected" element, does not pertains here. It illustrates nothing about the incident 

and does not support reversal of the FAD now. 

The law and the evidence in the record as a whole do not support that 

any line-of-duty accident automatically entitles the victim to AD. N.J.S.A. 43:16A-

7 cannot be interpreted to mean that participating in any incident with a resulting 

disabling injury produces AD. The opposite is the applicable interpretation, i.e., that 

N.J.S.A. 43:16A-7 was amended to narrow the universe of circumstances resulting 

in AD benefits. See Cattani, 69 N.J. at 584 (quoting Russo v. Teachers' Pen. & 

Annuity Fund, 62 N.J. 142, 151 (1973)); N.J.S.A. 43:16A-7 (purpose of amendment 

at L.1964, c.242, §2 in 1964 was to make the granting of AD more difficult). 

POINT III 

SUBSTANTIAL, CREDIBLE EVIDENCE IN THE 
WHOLE RECORD SUPPORTS THE BOARD'S 
DENIAL DECISION, SO IT IS NEITHER 
ARBITRARY NOR CAPRICIOUS. 

The whole record in this matter is clear and undisputed that Lawrence's 

disabling injury resulted from extracting an inmate and decontaminating her in the 

shower at the Moran Facility did not result from a "traumatic event" because it was 

not "undesigned and unexpected." Substantial, credible evidence supports the 

Board's conclusion that Lawrence failed to carry her burden of proof to satisfy the 
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Richardson element for the "traumatic event" definition. The Board was neither 

arbitrary nor capricious in denying AD, and adopting the ID. 

The Board gave weighty consideration to the facts before it in 

determining the outcome of this case. In particular, several factual findings 

contained in the ID were incorporate into the Board's denial decision, adopting the 

ID. Though the incident was not a normal situation, the ID concluded that "[t]hese 

were part of her duties, and the petitioner was complying with the policy as she 

attempted to strip the inmates and extract her from her cell." (Aal5-Aal6). The ID 

provides a clear and reasonable basis for the Board's determination that Lawrence 

did not qualify for AD. 

First, the record indicates that Lawrence was academy-trained in 

restraint. (Abl2). Her training was adequate for the activities during the incident. 

(Aal 5). She worked for several years for the Mahan Facility. (Aa12). She had dealt 

with combative inmates previously, though not many of them. (Aal6). She had a 

previous assignment at which she said that she did not deal with combative inmates. 

Ibid. It was clear that Lawrence's restraining inmates was a part of her normal work 

duties. Id. Her job duties for a SCPO job dictate as much. (Aa26). Maintaining 

care custody and control of the inmates, is also an express feature of the SCPO job 

duties. Ibid. The record also supports that an injury following retraining an inmate 
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is not an unusual occurrence in common experience for a SCPO. 

There was a lack of specifics regarding exactly when her injury 

occurred during the overall 20 to 30 minute timeframe for the incident and that 

Lawrence was not in pain immediately, until the incident was over. (Aa15). 

The ID does not apply an overly-narrow statutory interpretation of the 

"undesigned and unexpected" requirement either. This is, rather, a stock argument 

based on a comment in Moran and is not applicable here. The ID properly separates 

and evaluates the proximate facts from Lawrence from other facts regarding 

irrelevant acts and actors. The "undesigned and unexpected" requirement is not 

satisfied; there was no "unexpected happening." 

Because of these facts, as well as the other facts contained in the ID, 

which form the basis for the Board's decision, there is substantial, credible evidence 

in the record supporting the Board's AD denial. The record supports that the 

unintended consequences, either understood as the restraint itself or Lawrence's 

shoulder disability, are not extraordinary in common experience under the 

circumstances. It supports the Board's finding that retraining an inmate as here was 

not extraordinary or unusual. Also, Lawrence's right shoulder disability was not the 

result of an "unexpected happening". It is neither arbitrary nor capricious, there is 

no basis for reversal, the Board's AD denial decision should be sustained and this 
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appeal dismissed. 

CONCLUSION 

For these reasons, the Board's denial of AD to Lawrence should be 

affirmed and her appeal should be dismissed. 

Respectfully submitted, 

Police and Firemen's Retirement 
System of New Jersey 

By: Isl Thomas R. Hower 
Thomas R. Hower 
Staff Attorney 
No. 024151995 

c: Lisa Pointer, Board Secretary (via email) 
Susan Barrett, Assistant Board Secretary (via email) 
Samuel M. Gaylord, Esq. (via E-Courts) 
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