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State debates future of registrars after election mess 

Connecticut registrars: We're not all bad 

Strong criticism of Hartford's registrars of voters after Election Day, coming from a U.S. senator 

and Superior Court judge among others, is prompting state officials and legislators to consider 

giving the Secretary of the State's office more oversight over the election process — a step that 

other registrars say would be an overreaction. 

"There are 339 registrars in the state, and three of them failed on Election Day, which means 

everyone else did a good job," said Melissa Russell, the president of the Registrar of Voters 

Association of Connecticut and registrar in Bethlehem. "I don't think it is accurate to say the 

problems in Hartford are symptomatic of problems in the whole system." 

Several polling places in Hartford did not open on time on Election Day because voter 

registration lists were delivered to the polls late. Election officials had only finished checking off 

absentee ballots against the voter lists at 5:15 a.m. on Election Day, printed them and had 

volunteers try to deliver them to the city's 24 polling places. 

Some polling places did not allow anyone to vote for more than an hour and a half. Both Gov. 

Dannel P. Malloy and Secretary of the State Denise Merrill had to wait to vote. 

Merrill immediately called for the State Elections Enforcement Commission (SEEC) to 

investigate the Hartford issues, calling it "gross misconduct" by the city's three registrars — 

Democrat Olga Vazquez, Republican Sheila Hall and the Working Families Party's Urania Petit. 

In her complaint, Merrill said that Hartford officials had violated as many as six state statutes, 

including failing to open polling places on time and failing to provide moderators with voter 

registration lists on time. The SEEC and the city are both conducting investigations. 

U.S. Sen. Christopher Murphy called last week for Malloy and the legislature "to structurally and 

comprehensively reform our system of elections." 

"Many local registrars have run smooth, efficient elections for decades. But the exceptions to 

that rule are getting too numerous to tolerate, and it's time to consider a new path for how we run 

the ballot," Murphy said. "We are now well past the point of incremental reform. We can't fix 

this problem based upon the foundation that exists today." 

Merrill and Murphy are focused on the theme of "better accountability." 
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Among their proposals: transferring some of the responsibilities to town or city clerks, 

establishing a certification process for registrars of voters similar to town clerks and requiring 

registrars to undergo specific hours of training. 

All registrars of voters are elected officials, except for those in New London, where they are 

appointed, and the state has very little oversight of them. 

For example, the Secretary of the State routinely holds training sessions, but registrars are not 

required to attend. None of Hartford's registrars went to the last session held before the election, 

state officials have said. 

"This is about putting more checks and balances in the system and assuring that everyone who 

gets one of these positions is properly certified," said Secretary of the State spokesman Av 

Harris. 

Harris also refuted Russell's contention that this is only a "Hartford problem," saying that there 

are issues in smaller towns that never make it into the public domain. 

Four years ago, Bridgeport didn't order enough ballots, forcing a judge to keep the polls open 

past 8 p.m. in that city. In Hartford this year, a judge kept two polling places open an extra half 

hour, calling the situation in the city "intolerable in a democracy." 

"Unfortunately, while most registrars are hard-working, there are a number of stories from all 

sorts of towns that are quite troubling," Harris said. "We literally have cases where the two 

registrars don't talk to each other or where one gets a restraining order against the other." 

"There are more than a couple of instances where people have screwed up and we have no way 

of holding those people accountable," Harris said. 

Russell said that a committee of registrars has been meeting to discuss a statewide certification 

for all registrars. The committee expects to submit something to the Secretary of the State's 

office to review soon. 

"We want more training and we want certification every two years," Russell said. 

But Peg Reeves, the Secretary of the State's director of elections, said that requiring certification 

would take a legislative act, which the Secretary of the State would support. 

By making it a law that registrars have to be certified to get the job, Reeves said, the state would 

ensure that qualified people have the positions. 

Reeves said they also want to make training a requirement for registrars once they get in office. 

There is currently a requirement that the registrars get 10 hours of training a year by office. 

Harris said that often means registrars send clerks or other staff to the training sessions, rather 

than going themselves. 



"Right now, we can't force them to go to the training sessions, but if they are required to by state 

statute they can be held more accountable to their jobs," Harris said. 

One area in which the disparity between communities appears is in the registrars' salaries. 

Hartford is the only community in the state with three registrars of voters, and they each make 

about $80,000 annually, by far the highest salaries of the 339 registrars in the state, records 

show. 

There are 77 members of the Working Families Party registered to vote in Hartford, meaning that 

Petit makes more than $1,000 per voter registered to her party. By comparison, New Haven pays 

its two registrars of voters $60,000 a year and Bridgeport about $70,000 a year. 

Both of those cities have far more registered voters than Hartford, which has only the fifth-

largest number of registered voters in the state at 48,695, according to state and local records. 

New Haven has nearly 71,000 registered voters and Bridgeport has 58,076. 

Stamford and Waterbury also have more registered voters than Hartford. 

The issue of how much the registrars in Hartford should be paid — or how many should be 

employed — will be at the center of discussions about reform for the office, city officials said. 

"I think most people agree that three registrars at $80,000 a year is not an effective use of 

taxpayer dollars," Council President Shawn Wooden said. 

This is not the first time that the idea of change to the structure has been raised. In June 2013, the 

Hartford city council proposed slashing the salaries of the city's three registrars and their 

deputies. Under the original measure, registrars' annual pay would have dropped from $80,000 to 

$60,000 annually. The deputies' pay would have decreased from $43,000 to $21,500, making the 

positions part-time. 

In the end, the council agreed to an alternative put forth by the registrars, who had spent more 

than $100,000 over their annual allotted budget at the time. They agreed to make two of the 

deputies — the Working Families and Republican positions — part-time, but to leave the 

registrars' and deputy Democratic registrar's pay alone. The registrars also agreed to various 

other cuts in their budget. 

Although Russell stopped short of defending the Hartford salaries, she pointed out that cities are 

busier. There are more people moving in and out or otherwise falling off the voting lists, she 

said. 

"It is like any other elected position. If you did a survey of first selectmen or mayors' salaries, 

there would be discrepancies on what they earn based on each community," Russell said. 

Reeves said the cities have more work, but they also have larger staffs. A smaller community 

might have only two registrars in the office. 



"Granted, in cities, they have more work to do to maintain their voting lists, but they also have 

more office workers who can help them," Reeves said. 

Reeves said the perception that registrars only have a heavy workload around Election Day is not 

accurate. 

She said that maintaining the voter registration lists is a year-round exercise. They must remove 

people who have died, check change of address forms and contact people who have moved away 

to make sure they can't vote in two different communities and canvass their town or city looking 

for potential new voters. 

They are also required by law to conduct voter registration days at area high schools, run any 

referendums that a municipality might have and certify any third-party candidates. 

Reeves said it was important to fix the problems as Connecticut moves to modernize its voting 

process. Coming soon will be electronic check-in polling places, rather than crossing a name off 

a list. Eventually, there will be a statewide electronic list of voters that could let people vote 

close to where they work, rather than in their hometowns. 

Accurate voter lists are key to tracking not only voter turnout but also increasing the lists in the 

first place. 

"If your voter list isn't accurate, then your turnout will always be terrible," Reeves said. 

In bemoaning the state's mediocre turnout in the recently concluded election, Murphy blamed the 

continuing problem with registrars as part of the problem. 

"I also cannot defend a system that sends a message to voters that we take elections so casually 

that we are ready to allow these mistakes to continue absent comprehensive reform," Murphy 

said. "Let's use this moment to solve this issue once and for all, and make sure no citizen ever 

again shows up to a polling place that doesn't have ballots or requires you to wait for hours to 

cast your vote." 
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