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In three conference rooms at a
Kearny Mesa office park, election
workers sit quietly in front of comput-
er screens, eyeballing the signatures
of San Diego County voters.

They’re the heart of a screening
process that happens before mail
ballots for the Nov. 3 election get
counted — before the envelopes they
came back in even get opened.

Workers compare scanned images
of voters’ return-envelope signatures
with samples already on file at the
county Registrar of Voters. It’s how

they verify that the person returning
a ballot is the person it was sent to, a
safeguard against fraud.

Exact matches are not required.
Instead, the workers are checking
similarities in characteristics such as
the slant of the letters. The loops in
the “f ’s,” “g’s,” “j’s,” “y’s,” and “z’s.”
The spacing between the first and
last names. How the “i’s” are dotted
and the “t’s” crossed.

Two characteristics matching
and a ballot is approved.

“They are looking for reasons to
accept a ballot, not to reject it,” said
Cynthia Paes, assistant registrar, as
she watched the activity in a verifica-
tion room last week. That echoes
state regulations, which say “only a
signature possessing multiple, sig-
nificant, and obvious differing char-

Election worker Ian Garcia works in the ballot-sorting area at the Registrar of Voters in San Diego last week. By mid-day Thurs-
day, the county registrar’s office said, almost 270,000 ballots were in, about 14 percent of those mailed out.

EDUARDO CONTRERAS U-T PHOTOS

E L E C T I O N 2 0 2 0

LOOPS, SLANTS AND CROSSED ‘T’S’
EXAMINED TO VERIFY SIGNATURES
Election workers scan
mail-in ballot envelopes to
safeguard against fraud
BY JOHN WILKENS

SEE VERIFY • A10

P.H. Turner and other election workers verify ballot
signatures that have been imaged by a machine. Work-
ers scan about 2,000 signatures in an average shift.

San Diego County announced
47 community coronavirus out-
breaks from Oct. 7 through Oct. 13,
the largest weekly total to appear
in local public health reports since
the pandemic began in March. 

Defined as three or more cases
from different households who vis-
ited the same location in the same
14-day window, outbreaks serve as
a barometer of the public’s overall
adherence to the mask wearing
and social-distancing rules that
have so far controlled the virus’
spread. 

“The number of cases and the
number of outbreaks are certainly
tracking upward, and that is con-
cerning,” said Dr. Eric McDonald,
medical director of the county’s ep-
idemiology department. 

And it’s not just San Diego.
Dr. Michael Osterholm, direc-

tor of the Center for Infectious Dis-
ease Research and Policy at the
University of Minnesota, said the
frequency of outbreaks is increas-
ing across the nation.

“You now have an outbreak of
outbreaks; that’s exactly what it 

Student Bella Seo is tested for
COVID-19 at Point Loma Naz-
arene University, which has
seen a recent outbreak.
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SURGE IN
OUTBREAKS
INDICATES
DECREASED
VIGILANCE
Number a signal of less
adherence to masks,
social-distancing rules 

BY PAUL SISSON
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Hands-on learning. Face-to-
face interactions. Study sessions in
the student union. Workouts in the
student gym.

That’s what students said they
signed up for — and were required
to pay for — when they attended
universities across the country last
spring.

But, they argue, it’s not what
they got once the coronavirus
drove them off campus. And now
they want their money back.

Class-action lawsuits calling for
partial reimbursement of tuition
and fees are continuing to amass
nationwide — from Ivy League in-
stitutions to state university sys-
tems to small private colleges —
with potentially hundreds of mil-
lions of dollars at stake.

Lawsuits challenging the entire
University of California and Cali-
fornia State University systems —
which encompass UC San Diego,
San Diego State University and Cal
State San Marcos — are already
deep into litigation. If certified as
class actions, the cases could in-
corporate more than 750,000 stu-
dents combined.

And the University of San Diego
is facing similar claims in a case
filed on Oct. 1.

The lawsuits don’t begrudge
the universities for abruptly clos-

LAWSUITS
FOR COVID-19
REFUNDS PILE
UP AGAINST
UNIVERSITIES
Case against USD is
latest seeking prorated
tuition for virtual learning
BY KRISTINA DAVIS
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Midway District, either acciden-
tally or intentionally depending
on who you ask, finds itself in San
Diego’s coastal zone, subject to a
30-foot building height limit. 

In short, the Midway District’s
location is literally standing in the
way of new development. Enter
Measure E, the community plan-
ning group-led effort to exempt
the district from the restriction. 

If approved by a majority of
voters, the measure would alter
the definition of the coastal zone

Sandwiched between the San
Diego River and the airport, the
city’s Midway District is perhaps
best known for its aging sports
arena and strip clubs — or as a
place you pass through on your

way somewhere else. 
The freeway-adjacent, mostly

industrial part of town is what
supporters of a November initia-
tive, Measure E, view as a classic
fixer-upper, meaning with ample
investment it could be trans-
formed into a community where
people want to live and recreate.
Yet the area’s proximity to the wa-
ter is a quality that makes it at-
tractive to would-be investors
while simultaneously inhibiting
their interest. That’s because the

in the city’s municipal code, as de-
fined by Proposition D in 1972, to
exclude what’s known as the Mid-
way-Pacific Highway Community
Plan area. The earlier citizen’s ini-
tiative, which passed on Nov. 7,
1972, with 63 percent of votes in the
affirmative, was a referendum on
buildings over 30 feet in the pro-
tected territory, extending from
the water to Interstate 5 in city
limits.

Currently, there are carve-outs 

MEASURE E AND THE BATTLE OF BUILDING HEIGHTS
Ballot proposal seeks 
to alter city’s coastal
zoning law in Midway
BY JENNIFER VAN GROVE
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San Diego’s urban core has been reshaped by the pandemic.
In a photo essay, we trace the trajectory of downtown San

Diego: examining how it’s changed since the spread of the novel
coronavirus shut down much of the city in March, exploring 
corridors devoid of their typical bustle and seeking to under-
stand a city in flux. See photo essay, A12-A13.
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In the past two years, U.S.
District Judge Roger Ben-
itez has issued sweeping rul-
ings, written in vigorous and
sharply-worded prose, in
two separate lawsuits chal-
lenging California state laws
banning high-capacity
magazines and mandatory
background checks for am-
munition purchases.

On Monday, Benitez will
hold a hearing in his court-
room in the downtown San
Diego federal courthouse on
another case filed last year
that challenges several laws
regulating and defining as-
sault weapons in the state. 

And he is also overseeing
a fourth weapons case — one
that challenges the state

prohibition on possessing
batons, billy clubs and black-
jacks — that the plaintiffs
say violates the Second
Amendment.

In a federal district with
more than a dozen judges,
Benitez has been able to
oversee and rule on a series
of challenges to state gun
laws. His rulings have wide
implications, not only in Cal-
ifornia but also across the
9th U.S. Circuit Court of Ap-
peals — a huge section of the
nation stretching from Mon-
tana to Hawaii and Guam to
Alaska. 

With a U.S. Supreme
Court that is seemingly on
the verge of establishing a
strong conservative major-
ity where several justices, in-
cluding current nominee
Judge Amy Coney Barrett,
support an interpretation of
the Second Amendment
more favorable to gun own-
ership rights, Benitez’s rul-

BECAUSE OF RULE, ONE
JUDGE IN S.D. HEARS MOST
CHALLENGES TO GUN LAWS
Gun control groups
protest that Benitez
oversees cases
BY GREG MORAN
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