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When a government agency writes a report about one of its own problems, it often accentuates 

the positive and soft-pedals the negative — and that's true of the Secretary of the State's new 

report on glitches that afflicted a new, $140,000 computerized vote-tallying system on Election 

Night, Nov. 5, 2013. 

"The election management system will go a long way toward streamlining the process [and] 

reducing redundant data entry tasks," says the report issued about a week ago by the office of 

Secretary of the State Denise Merrill. But, it added: "The variables that occur in municipal 

election years pose a challenge." 

The 11-page report, released about a week ago, is filled with that kind of general, upbeat 

language. The wording softens the sharp criticism voiced by a couple of local voting officials 

after the new electronic system failed to do its intended job Nov. 5 in more than half of the 

approximately 30 cities and towns where it was used on a test basis. 

The new electronic system was supposed to produce vote totals electronically in local races and 

send them to Merrill's office in Hartford, but officials in most of the test towns had to do it the 

old-fashioned way: with pencil, paper and a fax machine. 

A big reason for the problems was that the computerized system was not programmed with the 

capacity to tally the ballots of people who registered to vote at the polling place that day, under a 

new Election Day Registration law. 

Why couldn't it handle those votes? It's at this point that Merrill's report glosses over details and 

raises as many questions as it answers. 

According to the report, arrangements were being made last year to prepare the computerized 

system for testing in the November municipal elections — and then, "in the meantime, 



legislation passed allowing Election Day registration. This new function had to be incorporated 

into the program, which proved to be a difficult integration task for the program developers." 

There's one big problem with that wording: It isn't true. State legislators passed the Election Day 

Registration law in May of 2012 — a whole year earlier, not "in the meantime." 

The law did take effect this past July 1, but everybody knew it was coming for more than a year. 

So there was plenty of time to design a new function into the computerized system to tally the 

same-day registration votes. 

"This probably could have been worded better," Deputy Secretary of the State James Spallone 

said last week when asked about the report. 

Spallone, in the absence of the vacationing Merrill, said in an emailed statement Friday that "we 

started to conceive and develop this system in 2011 when there was no [Election Day 

registration]. … [T]he system first became available to test for local elections officials and the 

public for the 2012 election when there was also no [Election Day registration]. 

"Of course we knew when the law passed and was enacted, we worked with local election 

officials all over the state to implement the new law. What we probably should have made clear 

was that as we were developing this electronic election results reporting system, the law changed 

in a way that has direct impact on election results tabulation, and so therefore the computerized 

program had to change accordingly.'' 

"[W]e were fully aware of the change in the law and how that would impact the program, but we 

decided to focus on making the basic functionality of the results and management system work 

before adding another complicating layer of Election Day registration]." 

Asked separately about the issue on Thursday, Joe Singh, an owner the state's contracting firm, 

PCC Technology Group of Bloomfield, said there wasn't time to incorporate the function to 

accommodate Election Day Registration votes. 

That raises the question of when officials in Merrill's office told PCC about the need to process 

the same-day registration votes — which raises the question of when Merrill's office notified 

PCC that the law would be changing. Singh didn't have an answer for that. 

Merrill's report took a lot longer to prepare than Merrill indicated originally. Immediately after 

the election, she said she expected her staff to have it ready within a week or two. But it didn't 

come out until after New Year's Day, which means there was plenty of time to massage the 

wording. 

The report mentions some of the obstacles to resolving problems — although it doesn't repeat 

any of the pointed criticisms that emerged from the local level after Election Day — and it talks 

in general terms of working out the glitches over time. For one thing, it says that a municipal 

election in an odd-numbered year presents more of a challenge than a statewide election such as 

the one coming up in November. 



That's because there's less consistency in ballots during a municipal elections — with one town 

having selectmen up for election, another having mayoral candidates, and others having varying 

numbers of candidates for offices such as board of education. 

"In a municipal election year there is less uniformity than in a state election year, so it was a 

challenge [in 2013] to build a 'one size fits all' program for the entire state when each town has 

its set of unique circumstances, including the number and type of office on the ballot based on 

local ordinances and charters and the application of minority party representation laws," the 

report said. 

"As the office processes feedback from each town, [the Secretary of the State's office] will look 

to simplify the data entry functions to allow [it] to more easily accommodate the variations in 

local elections. SOTS' testing was able to identify issues in the election system including towns 

performing statutory functions in different ways, the variety of methods and forms used to 

produce candidate vote totals and the lack of resources available to each municipality.'' 

Local voting officials and some newspaper editorial writers have given Merrill credit for at least 

trying to bring the Election Night vote-tallying into the 21
st
 Century and avoiding night-long 

delays for news organizations and citizens to learn outcomes of races. 

One successful thing she did was revamp the manual fax system for transmitting results. Under 

her new fax system, when local officials faxed their paper documents from a town hall to 

Merrill's office in Hartford, they created an electronic picture of the pages — a PDF file — 

which Merrill's office immediately posted on its official website. 

The report said that "the move to emailed faxes (e.g., a system where faxes are turned into PDF 

files and delivered electronically) have already improved the [Secretary of the State's office's] 

ability to process incoming faxed returns in a more efficient way. … Publishing the raw data 

received in this manner has helped both processing time and transparency for the public." 

The report said that the election night tallying system should work better in the November 2014 

election because the offices up for election are pretty much consistent from town to town 

(including candidates for governor, other statewide office such as attorney general, U.S. House 

of Representatives and the state Senate and House). 

Singh, of the PCC Technology Group, said he believed the Election Day Registration glitch 

should be worked out by then. 

Jon Lender is a reporter on The Courant's investigative desk, with a focus on government and 
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Broad St., Hartford, CT 06115. His Twitter address is @jonlender. 
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