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Written Testimony Supporting Senate Bill 184, An Act Concerning
Extending Through November 8, 2022, Several Changes Regarding
Election Administration as a Result of COVID-19 and Concerning
Eligibility to Vote By Absentee Ballot and House Bill 5262, An Act Revising
Certain Absentee Voting Eligibility Statutes
Senator Flexer, Representative Fox, Ranking Members Sampson and

Mastrofrancesco, and distinguished members of the Government Administration and

Elections Committee:

My name is Jess Zaccagnino, and I am the policy counsel for the American Civil
Liberties Union of Connecticut (ACLU-CT). I am here to testify in support of Senate
Bill 184, An Act Concerning Extending Through November 8, 2022, Several Changes
Regarding Election Administration as a Result of COVID-19 and Concerning
Eligibility to Vote By Absentee Ballot and House Bill 5262, An Act Revising Certain
Absentee Voting Eligibility Statutes.

The ACLU-CT strongly supports measures to ensure equal access to the ballot box
and we especially support measures that increase voting access for historically
disenfranchised groups, particularly Black voters. Improving voting rights and voting

access strengthens democracy, since voting is the foundation of democracy itself.

In Connecticut, during non-pandemic times, voters have shockingly few options for
casting their ballots. Except for people who can satisfy narrow constitutional
conditions to vote absentee, the only option for most people is to vote in person.!

Archaic language in the Connecticut Constitution also prohibits early voting in our

" See CONN. CONST. art. 6, § 7 (permitting the General Assembly to provide for voting due to absence from the
municipality where a voter lives, sickness or physical disability, or religious tenets forbidding secular activity).
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state altogether.2 These constitutional restrictions have led Connecticut to be of only
sixteen states lacking no-excuse absentee voting.3 These limitations combine to make
Connecticut, in one voting rights group’s estimation, the fourth worst state in the

nation for voting options.4

We encourage this Committee to support Senate Bill 184 and House Bill 5262.
COVID-19 has presented Connecticut with many unprecedented challenges and
difficult solutions. Fortunately, beginning in 2020 the General Assembly, building off
executive orders issued by the Governor, ensured that absentee voting was available
to everyone through the November election. By providing for a new absentee voting
excuse, the legislature ensured that every person who wanted to vote did not have to

risk exposure to a deadly disease by doing so.

Some of the problems created by limiting voting options were on display during the
November 2020 election. During the first months of the COVID-19 pandemic,
Connecticut scrambled to provide voters with options so that people were not piled on
top of each other in long lines, vulnerable to a highly contagious disease.5 Through a
combination of executive order and emergency legislation, voters were permitted to
vote by no-excuse absentee ballot in the 2020 presidential primary election and the
general election. By all measures, this was an enormous success. Approximately 35

percent of voters voted by absented—about four times more than the typical absentee

* See CONN. CONST. art. 3, § 8 (providing for the election of members of the General Assembly on the Tuesday after
the first Monday of November, biennially, in even-numbered years).
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voting rate.® Despite this massive growth in absentee voting, the Office of the
Secretary of the State halved its typical absentee ballot rejection rate.” In-person
voters statewide faced few problems.8 In short, a trial run in November proved that
expanding voting options was both wildly popular with voters and extremely

successful administratively.

This is encouraging, because Connecticut’s limited voting options have historically
harmed voters of color. In many recent elections, long lines have affected the same
cities and precincts repeatedly—always areas with greater concentrations of voters
of color.9 In fact, nationwide, Black voters are 74 percent more likely than white
voters to wait more than thirty minutes to vote in person at their polling places on
Election Day.10 In addition, because of interlocking systems of oppression, voters who
are less likely to be able to physically go to the polls on Election Day—Ilike people
with little job flexibility, people lacking transportation, people lacking childcare,
people with disabilities, voters without identification, and voters who lack language
access!l—are all disproportionately more likely to be people of color.!2 Enacting
solutions like no-excuse absentee voting will accordingly confer an outsize benefit on
voters of color, making passage of these resolutions an important step towards voting

equity.
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The legislature should embrace this chance to decrease congestion at the polls on
Election Day and improve the chances of vulnerable people to safely cast their ballots.
When more people have a chance to make their voices heard through expanded access
to the ballot, it strenghtens democracy for all of us. The ACLU-CT asks this
Committee to expand absentee voting during times of general illness, through the
November 2022 election and beyond, and keep in place essential emergency
provisions allowing voters to vote safely during the pandemic. But, the ACLU-CT also
calls on this Committee to support full no-excuse absentee voting for all voters in
Connecticut, applying what we as Connecticut voters have learned during the past

two years of the pandemic: that absentee voting is safe,!3 effective,4 and accessible.1?
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