
Merrill Wants Election Reforms; Questions 

'Political Will'  

 
Ali Aresco, (center) 17, registers to vote on the state's online voter registration page as Secretary 

of the State Denise Merrill (right) looks on at Enfield High School on March 14, 2014. (Cloe 

Poisson) 
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Should the state have the power to take-over a troubled local election system? 

Denise Merrill: Everybody wants election reform, but political will may be lacking 

HARTFORD — Right now, there's no way to remove a registrar of voters who messes up an 

election. There's no way to force registrars to get training, and no way for the state to take over a 

persistently dysfunctional local election system. 

After yet another troubled election, Secretary of the State Denise Merrill said Wednesday she 

expects to ask the legislature for reforms that could solve those issues. 

Merrill said she also wants state funding for technological improvements that could help reduce 

the chance of error in what she considers "an archaic system" for keeping track of who has voted 

and reporting election results. 
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Get Rid Of Hartford's Voter Registrars  

EDITORIAL 

 

The biggest question surrounding any significant reform, Merrill said, is whether "there is the 

political will" in the General Assembly and the governor's office to act. 

"I don't think it's politically impossible," Merrill said, "but it is difficult … we're talking about 

vested interests here." 

Registrars of voters are elected in each of the state's 169 cities and towns, and there is at least one 

Democratic registrar and one Republican registrar for each municipality. Some, like Hartford, 

have three paid registrars. 

The jobs are often handed out to party loyalists who aren't required to have any training. Many 

registrars have close ties to politically powerful people: Gov. Dannel P. Malloy's brother is a 

registrar; so is Lt. Gov. Nancy Wyman's husband. 

Those sorts of connections can make reforming the traditional way of running elections with 

locally elected registrars politically difficult, Merrill warned. 

But embarrassment over recent election mistakes is creating a new pressure for reform. 

In 2010, Bridgeport election officials ran out of ballots. In this year's election, Hartford's 

registrars failed to get voter lists to as many as 10 precincts — including Merrill's, Malloy's and 

Attorney General George Jepsen's — by the time the polls opened, creating long waits that likely 

resulted in some voters giving up and not voting. 

Merrill said it appears there is now nearly universal support for some sort of reform. 
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Electronic Vote Counting Was Coming Anyway, But Registrars Must Go  

Dan Haar 

 

"Everyone wants more accountability," she said, adding that it's not clear exactly what kinds of 

reforms the legislature, the governor and municipalities are willing to accept. 

As secretary of the state, Merrill is Connecticut's top election official, but elections are paid for 

and run at the local level. Merrill said her office doesn't even know exactly how much it costs to 

run an election because cities and towns aren't required to report their costs. 

Several years ago, Merrill's office made a stab at estimating municipal expenses for a primary 

election and came up with a statewide figure of about $1 million. It's difficult to calculate costs 

because each community has different ways of paying for election expenses, Merrill said. 

There is also no method for getting rid of an incompetent registrar.  

"It is the one public official who cannot be removed in any way unless that person is convicted 

of a felony and incarcerated," Merrill said. 

Merrill said that a few years back, she proposed creating a method for removing a registrar, but 

the idea was quickly rejected by the General Assembly. Merrill said reviving that concept isn't 

her highest priority. 

"I think it is a problem … but removing a registrar is such an extreme situation," Merrill said. 

"That's a big political fight. There are all kinds of ways you can [reform the system] without 

removing registrars." 
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Anatomy Of A Flawed Election  
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Merrill said one possibility would be to get legislative authority to require all registrars to receive 

training. Another would be to shift responsibility for some critical election duties from elected 

registrars to a more professional group, such as staff from town or city clerk's offices. 

In cases where a public school is clearly failing, the state has authority to step in and take 

control. Merrill thinks a similar authority may be needed in cases where a city or town has major 

problems running its elections, allowing "the state to come in and take over your election 

system." 

Merrill also believes there are technical solutions to some of the problems with Connecticut's 

outdated election system, including some that are already in the works and others used by other 

states. 

The state is moving from the current system of handwritten recording and transmittal of vote 

tallies to an electronic system that's costing about $350,000. 

"We were very close to having it up in this election," Merrill said. 

But that system won't eliminate problems like Hartford's failure to get printed lists of voter 

names to polling places on time. Merrill said some states, and even a few Connecticut towns, are 

now using electronic poll books with voter lists that can be easily updated and checked. 

Merrill said she'd like to see the state use bond money to pay for high-tech poll books for all of 

Connecticut's 703 voting precincts. 

"I have no idea of what it would cost," she said. "But a couple of million for election equipment 

seems like a bargain to me." 

The costs associated with any of those reform ideas could make legislative approval even more 

difficult. The state could be facing another major budget deficit, and passing along another 

"unfunded mandate" on cities and towns would be a major political problem, Merrill said. 
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