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BRIDGEPORT — Bridgeport’s Democratic Registrar of Voters keeps a bottle of hospital 

strength Amphyl disinfectant and deodorant on a shelf in her downtown office. 

But Santa Ayala’s sprays may not be potent enough to scrub away the smell emanating from the 

battle for absentee or mail-in ballots in Wednesday’s Democratic mayoral primary. 

Even the typically cautious League of Women Voters was disturbed by the debate surrounding 

Thursday’s last minute decision by Town Clerk Alma Maya to mail out 700 absentee ballots at 

the urging of the Secretary of the State. 

Those blank ballots had been set aside for the registrar’s staff, with observers from the 

campaigns of incumbent Bill Finch, businesswoman Mary-Jane Foster and ex-Mayor Joseph 

Ganim, to hand deliver to voters and back to the Town Clerk to guard against fraud. 

“The League is watching the unfolding events of Wednesday’s Democratic Primary in 

Bridgeport with concern,” the apolitical agency said Monday in a statement. “It is imperative that 

the voters of Bridgeport have confidence in the accuracy and the fairness of its election process.” 

Meanwhile Ayala, in her first interview since the turmoil erupted, insisted the correct decision 

would have been to stick with the so-called supervised balloting plan. 

“My discretionary authority in dealing with supervised ballots ... was usurped,” Ayala said.  

Noting Monday was a Jewish holiday, Ayala said, “You’re trying to tell me you’re going to trust 

700 plus ballots will go out Thursday at 3:30 p.m., the voter is going to receive it, be able to 

complete it and mail it back in time to be counted on Wednesday? Some, yes. Others, probably 

not. Would I take that chance? No.” 

By law mail-in absentee ballots are available to voters serving in the armed forces, away from 

the city on Election Day, suffering from illness or a physical disability, unable to vote for 

religious reasons or working as an election official. 
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Critics argue that campaigns abuse the system and use the ballots to lock in votes ahead of 

Election Day by circulating them to unqualified voters and coaxing or pressuring those 

individuals to support a particular candidate. 

Campaigns can help voters obtain absentee ballots but their influence is supposed to end there. 

Of particular concern, Ayala said, are low-income elderly housing and other developments 

subsidized by federal and state agencies where tenants worry they might lose aid or support if 

they do not comply. 

“People who live in these facilities are prey," Ayala said, adding it is common for residents of 

supervised balloting sites to claim they never requested an absentee ballot. 

“Nine out of ten times, the person does not want to vote by absentee," she said. 

So the registrar has the discretion to designate addresses that generate large amounts of absentee 

ballot requests for supervised balloting. 

That means her staff, accompanied by observers from the various campaigns, hand delivers 

ballots for tenants to fill out, then returns them to the Town Clerk. 

Last week Finch’s campaign, which is competing with Ganim for absentee votes, complained to 

the Secretary of the State Denise Merrill that the process was poorly managed and dragging on, 

leaving hundreds of absentee ballots in limbo. 

On Thursday two representatives from Merrill’s office drove down to Bridgeport and 

“instructed” Maya, the Town Clerk, to mail about 700 ballots. 

“There was a complete misunderstanding of the ‘optional’ supervised absentee ballot process," 

Ted Bromley, a staff attorney for Merrill, said Monday in a statement.  

Absolutely false, insisted Ayala. 

“I am in compliance with state statute," she said Monday. 

Confusing things further, on Friday Merrill spokesman Av Harris said the Secretary of the State 

can only give “guidance” to Town Clerks, calling into question why Maya, a Ganim supporter, 

agreed to mail out the ballots rather than support Ayala. 

Ayala has been involved in a few election-related controversies over her lengthy career, and 

Finch supporters have alleged that she abused her absentee ballot authority to sabotage the 

mayor’s campaign in favor of Ganim. 

While there is no love lost between Foster and Ganim, their campaigns have claimed that 

supervised balloting was more than justified, and that Merrill changed the rules in the final 

quarter of the game. 
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Ayala on Monday also disputed Maya’s claim Friday that the Town Clerk would reproduce 

ballots if Ayala wished to still push ahead with supervised balloting. 

“Delivering ballots that are re-typed, as far as I am concerned, is illegal,“ Ayala said. 

 


