
Hartford Registrar: 'I Am So Incredibly 

Sorry'  

 
Urania Petit, one of Hartford's three registrars of voters, lights a candle during a Memorial Day 

service for the homeless in 2009. (Richard Messina / Hartford Courant) 
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Urania Petit, a Hartford registrar of voters, apologizes for Election Day mistakes 

I am so incredibly sorry. On Election Day, many Hartford voters faced problems at their polling 

sites early in the morning because voter registration lists had not been delivered. As one of the 

registrars of voters responsible for overseeing Hartford's elections, I need to apologize to the 

voters of Hartford. 

I am horrified that so many voters had problems casting their ballots. Your vote is your voice in 

our democracy, and anything that diminishes that voice is absolutely unacceptable. There is no 

excuse for what happened. It was human error and it was avoidable. 

 

I also want to offer an apology the hardworking and dedicated poll workers. They were put in an 

incredibly awkward and difficult situation through no fault of their own. They rely on the 

registrars' office to ensure the equipment and materials at their polling place are prepared and 



ready to go. They were not. But they handled the problems thrown at them with grace and poise. 

They worked hard to make sure everyone could participate in this election. 

Finally, I want to apologize to Hartford Mayor Pedro Segarra, the Hartford city council and the 

rest of Hartford's official representatives. They trusted the registrar of voters office and we let 

them down. Despite the embarrassment to the city, Hartford officials did not abandon us. There 

were many department heads and city employees who stepped in to lend a hand, even though 

they did not have to. 

Despite the difficult position we're in, I am incredibly proud of how my team dealt with this 

crisis. As soon as we learned there were problems, our team worked diligently to get every 

polling place running smoothly as quickly as possible. I especially want to thank the people on 

the front lines who spent so much time on the phone getting our polling places back up and 

running. My team also oversaw the relatively new Election Day voter registration program, 

which allowed more than 400 Hartford residents to register to vote and cast ballots. 

Through my work, I have seen the effect elections can have on a community. I know how 

important voting is. It is our right. It is nothing short of shameful when citizens are not afforded 

that right. That is why I have dedicated the last six years of my life to ensuring that the people of 

Hartford have a voice in our democracy. 

I am eager for an investigation into what went wrong on Election Day. I've been haunted by this 

since last Tuesday. When you have dedicated your career to making democracy work, there are 

very few things more painful than seeing people turned away from the polls because of our 

mistakes. This cannot happen again and I want to fix what went wrong more than anyone. 

Fair and open elections are critical to our democracy. That means all eligible voters must be able 

to quickly and easily cast their ballots. That did not happen this election, and that cannot be 

tolerated. I am heartbroken that anyone experienced problems voting. I am truly sorry to the 

voters of Hartford, and I vow to work as hard as I can to see that it doesn't happen again. 

I hope you can accept my apology and, more important, I hope you continue to show faith in the 

process by voting. 

Urania Petit of the Working Families Party is one of Hartford's three registrars of voters. 
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Get Rid Of Hartford's Voter Registrars 

 
Hartford Democratic Registrar of Voters Olga Vazquez discusses an address change with 

Richard Wells in 2012. (Stephen Dunn / Hartford Courant) 

By Editorial contact the reporter 

Elections 

Editorial: Get rid of Hartford registrars. 

Hartford registrars should resign. 

The state must professionalize the legion of registrar of voters. 

Hartford's registrars of voters should resign. Their egregious misconduct in last week's election 

boggles the mind. Hartford voters who showed up early at many of the city's 26 polling places 

were met with delays of up to 90 minutes because the registrars failed to get voter registration 

lists to the polls on time — a basic task — even though state law requires that voter lists be in 

place by 8 p.m. the night before the election. 

By many estimates, a couple of hundred residents left or were turned away, and it's fair to 

assume that a good number didn't return to vote. Not only does this deny the franchise to those 

who attempted to exercise it, it might have changed the outcome. If the gubernatorial race had 

been as close as polls a month ago were saying it would be — there was a subsequent swing to 

Gov. Dannel P. Malloy — who knows? 

This was not the first time this office failed to cover itself with glory. As The Courant's Jon 

Lender reported Sunday, the office has been named in seven citizen complaints filed with the 
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State Elections Enforcement Commission since 2010 that resulted in orders or agreements to 

comply with state election laws and procedures. 

Democratic registrar Olga Vazquez, the most prominent of the three registrars in a heavily 

Democratic city, was named in all seven complaints; the other two registrars in some of them. 

Two more complaints involving Ms. Vazquez were dismissed and two more against all the 

registrars are pending, including one filed last week by Secretary of the State Denise Merrill 

alleging violations of five state election laws. 

 

What's clear after Tuesday's fiasco is that the Hartford registrars office is completely 

dysfunctional. It doesn't work and it wastes money. It is time — it is past time — to clean house 

and start over. 

Resign 

For openers, the three registrars ought to step down, effective immediately. If they do not — 

their terms run until 2016 — the state should take over the office and run the next two elections. 

Then the city and state must work together to craft a permanent solution. This could — and 

should — come from a charter change passed by Hartford voters last year. 

A big part of the problem is that Hartford, unlike any other municipality in the state, has three 

registrars. This is due to an odd state law that says if a major-party candidate for registrar is not 

among the top two vote-getters, that candidate must nevertheless be named a registrar. 

That scenario never played out until 2008 in Hartford, when Working Families Party candidate 

Urania Petit outpolled the Republican registrar, Salvatore Bramante. The result is that both of 

them, along with Democrat Vazquez, all became registrars. 

Though this arrangement has cost the city upward of a quarter-million dollars a year in salary, 

staff and benefits for a completely unnecessary job, officials did not move aggressively to do 

away with it until the charter commission met last year. 

Charter 

The commission passed, and voters approved, a measure that allows the city to appoint — not 

elect — "one or more" trained, nonpartisan registrars. Here is where the state comes in. The 

charter change may be in conflict with state law. State law allows registrars to be appointed, as 

town clerks can be, but appears to require that there be two registrars and that they be from the 

major parties. 

The General Assembly should fix the statutory language to enable towns to appoint a single 

trained, nonpartisan registrar. Or better yet, the state should make that a requirement rather than 

an option. Do it and in 2016, Harford could appoint one professional registrar and be done with 

the problem. 
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Electronic Vote Counting Was Coming 

Anyway, But Registrars Must Go 

Executive Branch 

Dan Haar 

Hartford Couranthaar@courant.com  
Electronic voting is on the way but that's not the only fix necessary to elections. 

Electronic vote-counting was already on the way. Now we need to reform the voter registration system. 

There are two ways of looking at how we voted and counted ballots lask week, both correct. It's 

a national embarrassment and we're making progress. 

By Election Day 2016 we will have an electronic management system in place to maintain voter 

lists and report results from 169 towns to one central location. The hope is that all of us — not 

just political insiders and people who hire poll-watchers — will find out whether Connecticut 

backed Hillary Rodham Clinton, and by how much, before, say, 1 a.m. 

That reform was going to happen even if we didn't have another pointlessly dragged out drama 

on the morning of the voting and in the 24 hours after the polls closed last week. The $350,000 

system was almost ready for this election, Secretary of the State Denise Merrill said, but not 

quite. 

We probably will not have a reform of the arcane, outdated, 18
th

 century system of "elected" 

Republican and Democratic registrars of voters in all 169 municipalities. That's too bad. 

Maintaining that bit of patronage will set us back because you can't have true technology 

advancement without the management to go along with it. 

Before we talk about the details of the changes, let's take a step back and look at last week's 

scene without cluttering it up with names. 

You awake the morning after after election night in the richest state of the most powerful nation 

the world has ever seen. Your governor claims he won his race by tens of thousands of votes but 

there's no official record of the tally. 

Vote counts from various sources are so contradictory and incomplete that losing candidates do 

not concede, even in races that are not close. The governor tells the media he understands his 

opponent's hesitation, but, he says proudly, the governor's party simply has better vote-count 

information — information the state itself does not have. 
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Late morning on the day after the election, the state's top election official — whose own race 

outcome was still not publicly known — announces that towns are still sending in results. 

Handwritten. By fax. 

She had gone to sleep at 3 a.m. armed with the party's vote tally, knowing she won. But by late 

morning her opponent still thought the race was wide open. 

At noon, 16 hours after the polls closed, news outlets were not close to assembling all the 

numbers. Registrars had until 6 p.m. to report results to the state. The capital city was among the 

last to do so, as usual, one day after its polling places had to open late because the registrars 

failed to issue voter lists — basically their only job. 

Absurd, right? In the end, Gov. Dannel P. Malloy beat Tom Foley by a decent margin of almost 

30,000 votes. Merrill beat challenger Peter Lumaj by a comfortable 42,000 votes. It was a 

typically chaotic end to a statewide election, coming four years after Bridgeport ran out of 

ballots. 

At one point the state's website showed Foley with 55 million votes, as someone typed in a 

number wrong. Mistakes happen — especially with handwritten documents. 

The problem isn't technology. The vote this week happened literally in the shadow of insurance 

companies whose massive data management systems instantly direct billions of dollars a week to 

millions of destinations. 

Seven miles from the state Capitol, we have the site of a brand new research lab that's doing 

nothing short of reinventing medicine based on a digital map of life itself. That lab was paid for 

by the state — the same one that can't collect votes from a mere 169 cities and towns without an 

annual drama. 

No, the issues are willpower, the ability to look at the big picture rather than a patchwork of 

fixes, and as always, politics. If we really want to reach the 21
st
 century — and engage a few 

more Snapchat-era voters — we need to have both reforms working together: technology 

advancement and political modernization. 

Part of the upgrade is to complete and fully implement the "electronic poll books," which are 

digital voter lists, doing away with printouts. The vote reporting system, tying town-based 

laptops and desktops to the state's mainframe, will work fine, Merrill said. It would have been 

ready for this election but testing showed that reporting can only happen smoothly from one 

location in each city and town, rather than all 700-plus polling places. 

That's too bad. 

"Our challenge still will be, you're dealing with registrars in 169 towns," Merrill said, "many of 

whom were not hired for their computer skills, or their management skills." 



They weren't hired at all. They were corralled by their local party committees, almost all of them 

elected with no opposition, by voters who never heard of them. "They licked a lot of envelopes 

and this is their reward," Merrill said. 

She quickly adds that many of the registrars are terrific, that all of them know a lot of election 

law and procedure, and that they work hard. But in about one-third of towns, Merrill said, they 

either can't do the job correctly or the Democrat and Republican can't get along with each other 

well enough to work smoothly. 

Yes, I get that elected registrars represent a link in the sacred chain of voting accountability 

between citizens and their cities and towns, and from there, to the state and the nation. I read de 

Tocqueville like everyone else. It makes for a very emotional civics lesson but the world has 

changed. 

After an investigation into what happened in Hartford, we'll adopt a new patch-law to make sure 

that exact problem won't happen again, just like we made sure the state, not the municipalities, 

sees to the printing of ballots after the 2010 Bridgeport debacle. 

Merrill thinks we need "more accountability," as my colleague Daniela Altimari reported last 

week. No, we need to rid ourselves of the whole registrar system and move to professional 

management of elections, just like we canned the old sheriff system. 

As for counting votes, most other states do a better job simply because they have counties, giving 

them fewer jurisdictions. Many use professional, appointed clerks who are more accountable to 

the process, if less accountable to their party patrons. 

Some states, such as Georgia, are much further along in electronic counting and reporting. 

Massachusetts doesn't bother to post anything at all for 15 days because the Commonwealth 

doesn't want to issue unofficial results of any sort. 

Just because the Bay State still lives by the schedule of Paul Revere doesn't mean we have to 

follow suit. The electronic reporting system will replace a nutty collection of handwritten 

documents, faxes and sometimes, police car escorts for the results. 

Last year a police officer drove around for two days with a town's election results, Merrill said, 

after he forgot he had them in his cruiser. 

Here's the really scary part: We've always had these sorts of screwups, but, Merrill believes, we 

never noticed. Until 2010, we didn't have close elections for governor in the digital age. 

Well, now we've noticed. 
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