A Chat with the New Helmsman

NYSIR’s new executive director, Bob
Lulley, hit the road running as
he stepped into the position Jan. 1,
having had the advantage of
previously working alongside
NYSIR board members and
PROFILES
More in our
professionals as Executive
ongoing look
Vice President of Wright
at NYSIR
Risk Public Entity’s NYSIR
friends and faces
program. We sat down with
him at his Uniondale
IT COULD
HAPPEN TO YOU office for a discussion about
Frivolous
“all things NYSIR.”

4
6

suits: an
“unsettling”
story

Q: Having a close
connection to the organization
you’re going to lead can have a
big impact. How will your

experience as the former head of WRM’s
NYSIR program help with the transition
to NYSIR executive director?

I’ve had the
opportunity to
work with a
great team on
a wide range
of projects and
initiatives,
all to support
NYSIR’s goal
of serving
its member
schools and
BOCES.

A: I’m fortunate to have been

involved with NYSIR for the
past 17 years. During that time
I’ve had the opportunity to work
with a great team on a wide
range of projects and initiatives,
all to support NYSIR’s goal of
serving its member schools
and BOCES. That experience
allows me to continue to
build on the successes we have
had and to help my colleagues
ensure that NYSIR remains
Continued on page 2.

NYSIR NEWS

FEBRUARY 2017

A CHAT WITH THE NEW HELMSMAN, CONTINUED
the leading insurance and risk management
provider for New York public schools.

in New York State. Why is it important
that NYSIR be seen as an innovative and
respected leader nationally?

Q: How do you see NYSIR evolving
over the coming years in terms

A: While NYSIR’s mission is focused

of coverages and services offered

exclusively on New York State schools and
BOCES, the insurance community is highly
interconnected. As we continue to build
and broaden the portfolio of coverages and
services available to our subscribers, we
will necessarily want to connect with other
players in the space. We do that already
through many of the value-added services
we provide members, and through the
reinsurance protection we
secure. Our national and
international reputation
for excellence allows us to
attract the best business
partners at competitive costs.

to subscribers?
A: NYSIR’s mission includes

providing our subscribers with the
broadest coverages and services
available. Beyond that, we make
it our business to try to address as
many of the insurance and risk
management needs
ROBERT W. LULLEY, JR.
of our subscribers
as we possibly can. As
challenges confronting public
schools continue to grow −
cyber security, concussion
management and driver
training, for example – our
challenge is to continue to
grow with them. Recently,
for instance, we added new
cyber liability coverage, and
we’ve expanded existing crime
coverages to include “social
engineering” losses. We’re
also providing free base-line
cognitive testing to many
student athletes as part of
our support for concussion
management protocols,
and we’ve recently expanded our license
monitoring program to include all school
employees whose responsibilities include
driving district vehicles.

As challenges
confronting
public schools
continue to
grow−cyber
security,
concussion
management
and driver
training, for
example – our
challenge is
to continue to
grow
with them.

Q: NYSIR is limited in terms of its market
to public school districts and BOCES

PAGE 2

Q: Tell us about the current
move to bring NYSIR’s IT
and financial operations in
house? What advantages
come with that strategy?
A: Those adjustments are

very important for NYSIR
and very exciting. By
assuming responsibility for
all accounting functions
and managing our own
operating system, NYSIR is gaining an
additional measure of control over its future.
Those changes also are a key component of
our enterprise risk management program.
We’re very fortunate that the teams in place
to assume those responsibilities have been
working either at NYSIR or through our
management company, Wright Insurance,
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for many years. We expect a seamless and
very effective transition that will make it
even easier for subscribers to do business
with us.

Q: NYSIR often characterizes itself as

Q: NYSIR traditionally has maintained

A: While insurance and risk management

working relationships with education-

is what we do, our purpose is to help
member districts and BOCES achieve
their goals by creating safe,

related professional associations in
New York such as the New
York State Council of School
Superintendents and the New
York State School Facilities
Association (see recent
NYSIR News special section
on associations). Why is
that important to NYSIR and
its subscribers?
A: A key component of NYSIR’s

“more than an insurance company.” How
do we engage at levels that go above
and beyond insurance?

While
insurance
and risk
management
is what
we do, our
purpose is to
help member
districts
and BOCES
achieve
their goals
by creating
safe, healthy
learning
and working
environments.

success is the “marriage” between
school professionals on our
board of governors and
insurance professionals in
administration and at the
management company. We each
bring a distinct and essential
perspective to the process that
allows for the best possible
outcome. It is a natural extension
of that concept to work closely with
education-related associations in New
York. We all have overlapping interests,
especially when it comes to creating
safe and healthy learning and working
environments for students and staff.
We’re very pleased to share ideas with
professional groups and, wherever
possible, to coordinate our efforts in a
way that is mutually beneficial and
in the interest of our shared goals of
furthering public education.

healthy learning and working
environments. We do that
by helping them recover
from unexpected losses, by
defending them when they
are accused of negligence, by
providing tools to enhance
their operations, and by being
available with courteous,
timely and accurate customer
service. In other ways, such
as through our expansive
annual scholarship programs
for students and professional
organizations, we take
seriously a commitment to
give back to the community.
Q: What does it mean
when NYSIR says it provides

price stability to its subscribers?
A: It means charging our members

premiums that reflect the value of our
program and their own experience − not
what the market will bear. When NYSIR
was founded, schools were facing yearover-year premium increases in the double
digits, notwithstanding the fact that their
own experience had been, for the most part,
unchanged. School insurance programs
Continued on back page.
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Ron F. Acebal
In partnership with CBIZ
Valuation Group, LLC,
one of the nation’s largest
independent, full-service
valuation companies, NYSIR
offers subscribers a fixed-asset
appraisal every five years.
Acebal is National Director
of CBIZ. n WHAT’S YOUR
HOMETOWN? Shrewsbury,
NJ. n WHERE DID YOU
RON ACEBAL
GET YOUR DEGREE? I
attended Westchester Community
College and Mercy College. n
HOW DID YOU GET INTO THE
BUSINESS
YOU’RE IN?

NYSIR Profiles

I started my
career in the
banking industry and was recruited
by a national appraisal firm to

n HOW LONG HAVE YOU
BEEN INVOLVED WITH NYSIR? Almost 20
years. n WHAT’S ONE THING YOU WOULD
LIKE PEOPLE TO KNOW ABOUT NYSIR?

work with them.

It’s been interesting to see how NYSIR has been a
standard bearer in the public entity pooling space
over the past 25 years, and how many of the things
they’ve implemented were firsts in the pooling arena.
GROWING UP, I ALWAYS WANTED TO
BE… A football player. n MOTTO TO LIVE BY:
n

“Virtually nothing is impossible in this world if
you just put your mind to it and maintain a
positive attitude.” – Lou Holtz n IF YOU COULD
GO ANYWHERE IN THE WORLD, WHERE
WOULD IT BE? Barcelona, Spain, with my family.
n FAVORITE MOVIE: “Saving Private Ryan.”
Acebal has two adult children, Amanda
and Alex. Ron’s fiancee’ Dawn also has two
children, Melinda and Benjamin. Ron and
Dawn have two dogs, Roxy and Sampson.

Robert W. Lulley, Jr.
Bob Lulley is the new
executive director of
NYSIR (see cover story).
WHAT’S YOUR
HOMETOWN? Deer Park,
NY. n WHERE DID YOU
GET YOUR DEGREE? Le
n

Moyne College, Syracuse.
HOW DID YOU GET
INTO THE BUSINESS
YOU’RE IN? A family
n

ROBERT LULLEY, JR.

friend owned an insurance
brokerage in New York City. After
a conversation with my dad, he
met with me and then ultimately
recommended me for an underwriting
training position with Aetna Life &
Casualty. n HOW LONG HAVE YOU
BEEN INVOLVED WITH NYSIR?

A couple of months, but I worked with
NYSIR for almost 17 years at Wright Risk
Management. n WHAT’S ONE THING
PAGE 4

YOU WOULD LIKE PEOPLE TO KNOW
ABOUT NYSIR? We are committed to providing

all our members with the finest insurance and risk
management solutions available. n GROWING
UP, I ALWAYS WANTED TO BE… A college
basketball coach. n BEST ADVICE YOU’VE
EVER RECEIVED: The best advice I received
about work was, show up early, put in an honest
day’s work and treat the people you work with
fairly. n IN 2017, I HOPE TO… Continue to
strengthen NYSIR by broadening our coverages
and services, expanding our membership,
supporting our subscribers and completing the
implementation of our new operating system. n
WHAT INSPIRES YOU? I am inspired by good
people, working together to support each other and
produce outstanding results.
Bob has been married to his wife Pat for
more than 27 years. They have four daughters
ranging in age from 17 to 22. Their names are
Chandler, Shannon, Madison and Morgan.
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Eric M. Stark

ERIC M. STARK

Eric M. Stark, the
Assistant Superintendent
for Business at Carmel
Central School District,
has been on the NYSIR
Board of Governors
since the fall of 2011 and
is currently chairperson
of the Finance
Committee. n WHAT’S
YOUR HOMETOWN?

Hartsdale, NY, in
Westchester County. n WHERE DID
YOU GET YOUR DEGREE? I have
a BA from Brandeis University and
an MBA from Baruch
College. In addition, I
have two post-masterlevel certificates, one
for secondary teaching
from Pace University
and one from SUNY
New Paltz for school
administration and
school business.
Although on several
occasions I’ve said “I’m never going
back to school again,” I currently am
in the doctoral program (Ed.D) at
Manhattanville College. n HOW DID

business. Altogether, I’ve been at Carmel
for about 18 years − 10 in the business
office. n HOW LONG HAVE YOU BEEN
INVOLVED WITH NYSIR? Carmel’s
NYSIR representative, John Peppard, was
always very good at meeting with new
business officials and educating them on
NYSIR and its benefits and advantages. So,
from Day One in the business office, I was
involved from that perspective. When a spot
opened up on the NYSIR board in my area,
I ran for the seat and was lucky enough
to have the support of my colleagues. n
WHAT’S ONE THING YOU WOULD LIKE
PEOPLE TO KNOW ABOUT NYSIR?

NYSIR is
a reciprocal,
which means
we’re all
in it together
and support
each other.

YOU GET INTO THE BUSINESS
YOU’RE IN? I was an investment

banker for a Kuwaiti investment
firm, but I wasn’t thrilled with the
business world. My mother had been
a reading teacher in the Bronx and I
decided to follow her lead and go back
to school to become a teacher. I started
teaching at Carmel Central School District
in 1999. During that time, I met a retired
superintendent while golfing who said
my background would be perfect for the
business office. I found the program at SUNY
New Paltz and really enjoyed my first class.
That led to me taking an internship with my
predecessor in Carmel and eventually moving
into the position of assistant superintendent for

NYSIR is a reciprocal, which
means we’re all in it together
and support each other.
NYSIR board members, like
myself, are school people
and understand schools and
know what we need as far
as coverage. I think that
really sets us apart from our
competition. n MOTTO

TO LIVE BY OR BEST
ADVICE YOU’VE EVER RECEIVED:

From my favorite Tommy Bahama shirt:
Work hard, relax harder. I work at my
job really hard, but in order to do that longterm, you have to recharge yourself. Also,
family first. And that’s how I manage
my staff, too. n IF YOU WERE ON AN
ISLAND AND COULD ONLY BRING
THREE THINGS, WHAT WOULD YOU
BRING? Just one thing. A boat. n WHAT
WAS THE FIRST CAR YOU OWNED?

A 1966 teal Ford Thunderbird.
Eric and his wife Kate have been married
since 2004. Eric’s son Jake is a senior
in high school and currently applying
to colleges for aerospace engineering.
The couple also have a fourth-grade
girl, Alexa, and a first-grade boy, Tyler.
Shamrock, their energetic Weimaraner,
keeps them all very busy as well.
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It’s a complicated enterprise. Faculty.
Staff. Students. Supplies. Transportation. Buildings and grounds. With
seemingly a thousand things demanding attention all at once, it can be easy
to forget that, as a NYSIR subscriber, you’re committed to standing against
baseless claims and lawsuits. Here’s why it’s important to focus on fighting
the good fight, and consider that…

NYSIR’s founding principles didn’t just fall into
place when the reciprocal began insuring public
schools more than 25 years ago. As the
very first member districts and board of
governors sat down to decide what kind
of organization they wanted to be, there
was very little opposition to the idea
that NYSIR should be an insurer that
stood against costly false, fraudulent and
frivolous claims. As revealed in this reallife court case from the files of NYSIR’s
Claims Department, a willingness to say
“no” doesn’t just define an organization’s
character. It saves money.

Without
subscriber
commitment,
a team
approach,
and a
litigation
philosophy
that stands
against false
and frivolous
claims... it
could happen
to you.

Several years ago a second-grader
at a NYSIR member school who
suffered from brittle bone disease
disregarded a classroom aide and
got out of his wheelchair to sit in a regular
chair, supposedly to get a better view
of a video presentation. In doing so he
blocked other students’ view, and the
aide intervened to help him back to his
chair using a transfer belt.
He sat down before the chair
was fully under him, though,
and the aide was forced to
lower him to the floor as
gently as she could. Despite
directives from the aide,
the student then began to crawl
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on the floor and got about eight feet
before grabbing his leg in pain. A nurse
was called and the student was taken
to a hospital, where it was determined
that he had sustained a fractured ankle.
His parents initiated a personal injury
suit, claiming the school district had
been negligent in failing to provide
both a suitable individualized
education plan and a properly trained
one-on-one aide for the student.
Part of their original demand was
for $150,000 in compensation.
After offering expert testimony
demonstrating that it had followed an
acceptable standard of care, and that
district personnel who had been directly
supervising the second-grader
were well-qualified and
appropriately trained,
the district
made a
motion
for a
summary
judgement
by the court, which was
granted. The complaint
was dismissed.
Following an appeal by the
plaintiff, that decision was reversed by a
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higher court based
on the fact that
testimony from the
student himself had
not been considered,
a development
that initiated a
years-long series of
motions from the
parents’ counsel to
amend witness disclosures, re-argue
court orders, move for discovery of items
to which plaintiffs were not entitled,
and more. As summarized in a defense
trial report, the case was burdened
by “a lot of unnecessary motion practice
and resistance for basic discovery by
plaintiff’s counsel.”
In the end, all those extraneous
motions were decided in favor of the
school district, and a final date
for jury trial was set. In the interim,
however, the sitting judge – the
same one who had originally
dismissed the case− strongly
suggested a settlement.
The defense counsel refused,
declaring the defendant
school district and its
personnel had done
everything
right,
and
nothing
wrong.
There
was
even the
hint of a
declaration
of mistrial

FEBRUARY 2017

based on the possibility that a juror
might have to be replaced.
The trial
proceeded, and
ultimately the
jury returned
a unanimous
decision: The
school district
had not been
guilty of
negligence in any
of its actions.

LESSON
LEARNED

Based on the
genuinely
supportive
relationship
between
NYSIR
and its
subscribers,
this case
displayed our
commitment
to defend
when
appropriate.

“Based on
the genuinely
supportive relationship between
NYSIR and its subscribers, this case
displayed our commitment to
defend when appropriate,” notes
Ronald Falcone, Senior Vice President,
Claims, with Wright Public Entity.
“We were threatened by the judge
prior to trial when we wouldn’t settle;
we were threatened, as well, with
a mistrial during trial. In the face of
all that, we maintained a unified
defense posture, supported by school
employees and the district superintendent, and the jury returned a
verdict in our favor.”

Few things are as unfair as the
settlement of baseless litigation. Without
subscriber commitment, a team
approach, and a litigation philosophy
that stands against false and frivolous
claims… it could happen to you.
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were subject to the whims of market cycles
and insurer profit goals, which wreaked
havoc on budgets and diverted funds from
more important education programs. By
forming and joining NYSIR,
schools were able to avail
themselves of quality, schoolspecific products and services
at fair and consistent pricing.
Here’s a good example: For
the 2017-2018 policy year,
NYSIR will be holding rates
unchanged for the third year
in a row.
Q: How important is an
intelligent reinsurance
strategy to NYSIR’s success?
A: Reinsurance is a little

millions of dollars over the years through
loss transfer, and has also allowed us to offer
an insurance program that is the broadest
and deepest in the market.

Reinsurance
is a little
understood
concept
outside the
insurance
world, but
it is a key
component of
any insurance
company’s
business
strategy.

understood concept outside the
insurance world, but it is a key component of
any insurance company’s business strategy.
A well-developed reinsurance program allows
an insurer to expand its writings, minimize
its exposure to catastrophic losses, stabilize
pricing and support surplus growth. That’s
why NYSIR works with only the most
financially secure reinsurers in the world
and the best intermediaries in the market.
Our reinsurance program has saved NYSIR

from other public school
insurers in New York
in terms of added value?
What can we offer that
they don’t?
A: I believe the union of

education and insurance
professionals allows us to better
understand the needs of public
schools, and as such, better
meet their needs. Our board of
school administrators and our
team of insurance professionals
interact on a daily basis, so
they’re never far removed from each other.
That helps us to understand school budget
constraints, for instance, as we make pricing
decisions. It also helps us to better understand
loss exposures schools face as we make
coverage decisions. Those same advantages
apply as we contemplate enhanced services
and manage claims to protect subscribers
from frivolous lawsuits. That’s the added value
NYSIR brings, and that no other provider has.
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Q: What sets NYSIR apart

