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New Debate Stirs Over Hartford's Residency
Requirement
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y the time Marilynn Cruz-Aponte accepted the top spot at Hartford’s public works department, she

thought she had proven her fealty to the city.

Eight years of long days spent coordinating cleanups, overseeing infrastructure projects and poring through

policy had brought her to that point, and in 2016 she agreed to manage one of Hartford’s most intricate

agencies.

But Cruz-Aponte, who lived near her elderly mother in New Britain, faced fresh scrutiny. Hartford’s department

heads have long been subject to a residency requirement, and her daily commute became a barrier to

employment.

“I cared about the city. Then I became director and, all of a sudden, I was to be told where I should live,” she

said. “My heart during the day was in Hartford, and I really found it disruptive to my family commitments to

have someone tell me where to put my head at night.”

A new debate is stirring over the hot-button issue of requiring certain Hartford workers to live in the city.
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The demands of her job, coupled with stress-filled nights shuttling between her new Hartford apartment and

her mother’s home, weighed on Cruz-Aponte, and after 10 months, she resigned.

“How can I be balanced in my life,” she said recently, “when I’m running back and forth, trying to take care of

my family and trying to take care of my professional commitment?

“Somewhere in the decision-making about the residency requirement, people have lost the consideration for the

humanity of the personal lives of directors.”

Her plight is one side of a growing debate over Hartford’s residency rule, a mandate that spans more than four

decades and has provoked heated discourse around its benefits to the city.

To supporters, the directive is a show of good faith and allegiance. Department heads who frequent coffee

shops, grocery stores and other businesses alongside Hartford residents are less likely to make harmful

decisions, they reason.

The edict also brings in needed tax dollars for a poor city. Elected officials, their appointees and department

leaders must register their vehicles in Hartford, have proof of a city address and register to vote here.

But the requirement has become a thorn in the side of city administrators trying to recruit and retain talent.

Mayor Luke Bronin, who is halfway through his first term and eyeing a run for governor, called the order “the

single most difficult” hurdle in luring candidates for high-ranking jobs.

Department heads have left after only a few years or months, making city hall a revolving door for top-tier

positions. Once gone, managers complain that those workers are hard to replace.

Most recently, Development Director Sean Fitzpatrick handed in his resignation amid questions about his

residency. Fitzpatrick, who joined Hartford’s staff in 2016, listed a social club as his address on city records,

prompting a flurry of accusations that he was skirting the law. He also maintains a house in Simsbury.

The controversy has propelled some city leaders to call for a review of the mandate, with inquiries into its

modern-day value. It has also fueled an effort to strengthen the already-stringent regulation.

A Long-Standing Rule
Hartford’s residency ordinance was adopted in 1976 by a city council that believed living in Hartford would

make employees more sensitive to the needs of its people.

“
People have lost the consideration for the humanity

of the personal lives of directors.
— Marilynn Cruz-Aponte, former Hartford public works director
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In October of that year, council members passed into law a policy that had been on the books for two months:

New hires must take up residence in the city and remain there while serving in those jobs. Police officers and

firefighters were the prime targets of the rule, meant to foster greater trust between law enforcement and the

community. Many of Hartford’s unions already had a residency clause built into their contracts.

But two years later, the state legislature approved a measure barring residency mandates for labor groups, and

in 1981, Hartford repealed its provision. Detractors of the requirement argued that it discriminated against

minority employees who were trying to better their economic standing by moving to the suburbs.

The desire for a residency rule persisted, however, and in 1985 the council greenlighted a new ordinance

demanding that department heads, their deputies and political appointees live in Hartford.

Today, the law applies to just over 60 city workers, though not all of them comply. Residency affidavits signed

annually by those employees show some are still flouting the requirement by living outside Hartford, or by

leaving blank questions that pertain to car registration. One worker put down a post office box — a glaring

violation of the city’s order.

Hartford is one of few municipalities in Connecticut with a strict residency requirement. New Haven limits its

rule to department heads, and New London requires certain workers — such as the finance chief and legal

director — to live in the city. But other urban centers, including Bridgeport and Waterbury, have no such

directive.

Cities like Boston, New York and Philadelphia have tied residency to civil service, but union employees are

included in their mandates.

‘They Back Off’
The most vexing part about Hartford’s policy is that it’s aimed at positions with the least job security, city

leaders said.

Hartford politicians face re-election every four years, and each new administration wants to choose its own

team.

“If you are hiring, it’s understandably difficult to find people who are willing to uproot their lives, sell their

homes and move their families if they have no job security and the high possibility of turnover,” Bronin said.

The odds are even worse if the politician is midway through a term.

At times, city managers have had better luck recruiting out-of-state candidates who don’t have to overhaul their

lives to move a few miles. But many applicants are decades into their careers, and have put down roots in

neighboring towns.

Bronin said numerous candidates have balked at city jobs because of the residency requirement. Several

positions, including top roles in human resources and public works, have been vacant for months, with only
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acting directors.

William DiBella, chairman of the Metropolitan District, who himself has come under scrutiny over his

residency, said he fields calls from city officials seeking applicants for public works positions.

“We had people that were interested but didn’t want to move,” he said. “Some people look at it and when they

see the residency requirement, they back off.”

DiBella, who was part of the city council that adopted the 1976 ordinance, said he now sees the pitfalls of the

law.

“When you start restricting where people can live, you’re definitely going to have a problem recruiting,” he said.

Garth Myers, director of Trinity College’s urban studies program, said he disagrees with the notion that workers

must live in cities to signal devotion.

“I think of it as a kind of vocation,” he said. “Nobody is going to stay with a job for the city if they don’t have that

kind of commitment. You either care for the city, or you’re going to move on.”

Hartford’s unique rule puts it at a disadvantage in attracting skilled candidates, Myers added.

“My general perspective, especially when it’s out of line with what other cities and towns in Connecticut have, is

that it would make sense ... to get rid of the rule,” he said. “It doesn’t hold that New Haven or Bridgeport or

Waterbury are in a different situation than Hartford.

“They’re all poorer, minority cities surrounded by wealthier suburbs. And they all have the same issues Hartford

does with property taxes, mill rates and all of the things that might make it inconvenient to live in the city

proper.”

Proponents of the requirement are quick to brush aside that criticism.

They point to additional feet on the street, a bump in tax revenue and the immersion of employees in Hartford’s

neighborhoods as obvious advantages.

A Courant analysis of vehicle and real estate taxes paid by employees under the residency rule shows the city

pulled in at least $120,800 from those workers last year. People with common names are hard to distinguish in

Hartford’s car tax database, so exact figures were not available.

That amount is a small fraction of Hartford’s $613 million budget, but supporters say the cash-strapped city

needs every dime.

One of the fiercest arguments in favor of the policy is that it helps connect Hartford residents with steady

paying jobs. In a city whose unemployment rate hovers around 7 percent — higher than the state’s — each open

seat is another opportunity to hire a Hartford native.
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rJo Winch, a Democratic city councilwoman who is a staunch backer of the ordinance, said familiarity with

Hartford is more valuable than an advanced degree. Winch’s 2011 proposal to strengthen the city’s residency

ordinance helped define what it means to live in Hartford.

“You know the community. You know the issues,” she said. “You know the things that your boss and the people

around them desire.”

Despite efforts to boost hiring preferences for city residents, Hartford recruits still make up a small portion of

many departments. Leaders of the police department, which is largely exempt from the residency order, have

made strides in selecting more Hartford residents for jobs. But as of last year, only 7 percent of sworn officers

lived in the city.

The residency rule doesn’t guarantee a city dweller will be hired, but advocates say it increases the likelihood.

“I’m not for lifting the requirement to give people an excuse to hire more people who don’t reside here,” Winch

said.

The Best Approach?
With the loss of Hartford’s development director still fresh, council President Glendowlyn Thames wants to

explore whether a residency edict is best for Hartford.

“I think, given where we are in the 21st century economy, it may be time to re-evaluate that policy,” she said. “I

always go back to the whole question of, ‘What is the problem we’re trying to solve?’ And what we have on the

books currently – is that the best approach?”

But any loosening of that mandate would have to be paired with sharper efforts to recruit Hartford residents for

city positions, Thames said. She suggested creating more programs that link Hartford graduates to city jobs.

“We have a wealth of talent that we have access to right in our city,” she said. “We need to be doing everything

we can to cultivate a pipeline of talent.”

If recent council meetings are any indication, attempts to overturn the ordinance will be met with powerful

opposition.

Councilman Thomas “TJ” Clarke II has introduced a measure seeking to toughen the law by directing all

employees subject to the residency rule to put their Hartford address on federal tax forms. Clarke’s idea drew

“
We had people that were interested but didn’t want

to move.
— William DiBella, former city councilman
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praise from some residents who spoke in favor of it this month.

“I want to make sure that the people who are sitting in those seats live in Hartford, and they breathe Hartford,

and they’re experiencing Hartford – the wonderfulness of it and the hardships of it – every day just as I do,”

Joyce Bosco, of Broadview Terrace, said during a public hearing at city hall.

Clarke has also floated the prospect of implementing a payroll tax for workers who don’t move to Hartford

within six months – the allotted time under the city’s ordinance. Winch has suggested levying fines against

workers who violate the requirement.

The council can recommend firing an employee that doesn’t comply with the order, though no such proposals

have surfaced. Remarkably, one worker who hasn’t moved to Hartford more than three years after being hired

is an aide to Councilwoman Cynthia Jennings.

Beyond the penalties, Clarke envisions incentives for union employees to move to the city. Some already dangle

those rewards – a recently expired teachers’ contract offered workers a 3 percent pay hike for living in Hartford.

“If there’s some incentive for them to relocate – down payment assistance or an increase in pay – something

catchy … that could actually draw them into cities,” Clarke said.

While those plans are puzzled over, Thames said she hopes to restart discussion on the ordinance’s successes

and failures. That could include more research of the law, or gauging people’s appetite for change.

“We have to be able to think differently and ensure that the policies we are putting in place are sound, practical

and in the best interests of our residents and our ability to govern,” she said.

“We may be at that point where we need to look at what we have, and does it make sense.”
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“
We have a wealth of talent that we have access to

right in our city.
— Glendowlyn Thames, Hartford Council President
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