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BRIDGEPORT -- In November, voters have the chance to amend the state Constitution, 

allowing legislators to lift restrictions on absentee ballots and implement other early 

voting concepts. 

Critics say candidates for office from Connecticut's largest city have been flouting absentee-

ballot rules for years. 

"There's a lot of us who follow the rules, and it's unfair when the other side doesn't," activist 

Maria Pereira said. "It gives them a really unfair advantage." 

Pereira, an ex-school board member and former head of Bridgeport's Working Families Party, 

has filed a complaint with Connecticut elections enforcement officials alleging state Sen. Andres 

Ayala's primary campaign pushed absentee ballots on all voters, rather than only those in need. 

Pereira said she knows, because her household was targeted twice. 

Av Harris, a spokesman for Secretary of the State Denise Merrill, said that approach is a 

decades-old -- and illegal -- campaign tactic used in urban areas with large concentrations 

of people. 

"It is a way in which you can determine who's voting and how, without the logistical hassle of 

having to get people to polls on election day," Harris said. 

In Connecticut, voters have to meet one of six criteria to vote absentee, and "for convenience" is 

not on the list. Instead, a voter has to either be out of town, on active military duty, have a 

religious conflict, or be sick, physically disabled or a poll worker. 

Voters fill out an application with the town clerk, check off why they qualify, and then receive 

the absentee ballot by mail and complete it. The document is picked up on Election Day by 

city officials. 

Bridgeport's town clerk received 1,927 applications for Tuesday's primary, which included four 

Democratic legislative contests involving 10 candidates and Republican primaries for governor, 

lieutenant governor and comptroller, involving seven candidates. 

According to the final vote count compiled by the city's registrars of voters, 1,491 absentee 

ballots were returned in the legislative races and 133 returned in the Republican primaries. 

Bridgeport is dominated by Democrats. 
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Ayala, a Bridgeport Democrat, had the most absentee ballots of any legislative candidate, with 

583. Next highest were the 184 absentees for state Sen. Anthony Musto, D-Bridgeport. 

Pereira said an Ayala campaign worker came to her door a few weeks ago and asked if she 

wanted an absentee ballot, without the required explanation of the conditions for use. Under the 

rules, campaigns can ask if absentees are needed, but they must be clear that the ballots are only 

used under certain circumstances. Workers must not convince voters to obtain absentee ballots. 

It is also a felony for voters to submit absentee ballots if they do not meet one of the six criteria. 

Pereira fired off an email to the Ayala camp, saying they were breaking the law. 

Then, Pereira said, she received a phone call last week from the campaign, and the woman on the 

line insisted, "Everybody who is voting for Andres Ayala is voting with the small envelope," 

meaning by absentee ballot. 

The woman said "you're on my list; you were supposed to get the `small envelope' in the mail," 

Pereira recalled. "This woman didn't know she was talking about absentee ballots." 

Americo Santiago, Ayala's campaign manager and a veteran of Bridgeport politics, said he was 

not aware of Pereira's complaint, but that the campaign did nothing improper. 

Santiago added that Ayala handily defeated his opponent, Scott Hughes, without 

absentee ballots. 

Ayala won with 2,316 votes to Hughes' 1,012. Hughes received 142 absentees. 

"People shouldn't be complaining," Santiago said. "Andres won 2-1. He beat them on 

the machines." 

"So it's OK he broke the law, because in the end he won anyway?" Pereira said. 

Pereira's is hardly the first complaint about absentee ballot abuse in Bridgeport. In 2011, Hearst 

Connecticut Media reported since 1988, at least 17 absentee-ballot fraud cases had 

been investigated. 

One veteran of Bridgeport politics, who did not wish to be identified, said that in some parts of 

Bridgeport, political operatives see racking up absentees as their "red badge of courage." 

"It shouldn't happen," the person said. "Don't like the law? Change the law." 

And that may be on the horizon. Last year, the Legislature passed -- and Democratic Gov. 

Dannel P. Malloy signed -- a bill that will create a ballot question for November's statewide races 

asking voters if they want to change the state Constitution to allow the General Assembly to 

expand voting, including the use of absentee ballots.  
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"But without changing the Constitution, our lawmakers can't even go in and change the law," 

Harris said. 

Santiago and Pereira both support the effort, though for different reasons. 

"Everybody has the right to vote and deserves the opportunity to exercise that right," 

Santiago said. 

Pereira said the laws need to be changed so the people who follow them do not lose to 

the cheaters. 

"It's going to level the playing field for all of us," she said. 

 


