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ELECTED WOMEN
Following is the sixth in a series of articles about women elected leaders from Erie County
written by Jefferson Scholar-in-Residence Judith Lynch. Jefferson Vice President Ben
Speggen will host an online interview with Dr. Lynch at noon each Wednesday featuring the
leaders.

The 1980s had been a hallmark for women elected officials.

Judy Lynch had
taken office in 1982 as the second Erie County Executive. Joyce Savocchio had
gained a seat on City Council in the same election. Also in that same election,
Barbara Mack was elected to County Council. In 1984, Tracy Seyfert joined the
roster of women elected officials when she was sworn in as a member of County
Council. Despite this obvious gain in acceptance of women as elected officials, it
was not the 1980s but the specific year, 1989, that would be heralded by the Erie
Daily Times as the “year of the women.” One of the women who broke into a
men-only universe was Stephanie Domitrovich, who became Erie County’s first
elected Judge on the Erie County Court of Common Pleas.
Ed Wellejus, in an editorial in the Erie Daily Times on Wednesday, November 8,
after the Tuesday election, indicated in a year of surprise election outcomes that
Domitrovich’s election was “the biggest surprise of all.” He pointed out that
Domitrovich won narrowly. That was not surprising because she started out as a
political unknown. What was surprising is that she had won the election. She
cross-filed as a Democratic candidate and a Republican candidate, as judges are
allowed to do. Although she won the Democratic Primary against attorney Barry
Drew, her opponent in the general election, attorney John Barber, was from a
well-known family in Erie and appeared to have the clear edge from the
beginning, “yet Domitrovich won. How did she do it?” asked Wellejus:

When Domitrovich announced her intention to run for Erie County judge, she was
35 years old and little known. She had been born in Aliquippa, grew up in
Rochester, Pennsylvania, a borough in Beaver County, and had moved to Erie
after marrying her husband, Ron Susmarski. She became the assistant Erie
County solicitor in the Lynch administration and also had her own practice in
Millcreek with her husband .
Judge Domitrovich has a
long list of credentials she
has acquired during her
many years in the legal
field. She graduated
summa cum laude from
Carlow University. She
earned a Juris Doctorate
from the Duquesne
University School of Law.
She also received a Ph.D.
in Judicial Studies from the
University of Nevada at
Reno. Domitrovich secured
three master’s degrees, a
Master of Judicial Studies
in the Trial Judge major at
the National Judicial
College, a second Master
of Judicial Studies in the
Juvenile and Family Court
Judges major from the
University of Nevada at
Reno and another masters
from the National Council
of Juvenile and Family
Court Judges. (eriecountypa.gov/elected-officials/judge).
Despite her academic prowess, when Domitrovich announced her candidacy for
judge in the 1989 election, it appeared more than just a longshot. Few believed
there was any way she could win. No woman had even been elected judge and
the contenders in the 1989 election were all men, of course, and well known both
in legal circles and in the community at large.
Pennsylvania law allows judges to cross-file. This means that judges, regardless
of party registration, need not run with any party label and their names appear on
both the Democrat and Republican ballots. This encourages the appearance of
the nonpolitical nature of the judiciary.
Domitrovich’s main opposition on the Democratic ballot was City of Erie attorney
Drew. When the candidates were to select their ballot position in the primary, Lu
Ann Karns, a staff writer, selected by lot the ballot position for Domitrovich. Karns

drew the first position on both the Republican and Democratic ballots. A police
officer then selected the Democratic and Republican ballot positions for Drew.
The police officer drew last position on both ballots. Position on the ballot is
significant because voters may not hold judicial positions as important as other
elected offices and, with many offices and candidates on the ballot, the voter
must make a concerted effort to find the name of their candidate.
With her personal style of campaigning and her top ballot position, Domitrovich
won the Democratic primary for judge while on the Republican ballot, attorney
Barber won. Thus, in the general election, Domitrovich, the Democratic nominee,
was opposed by Barber, the Republican nominee. Domitrovich won by less than
700 votes and thereby was elected the first woman to serve as a judge of the Erie
County Court of Common Pleas.
Also helpful to the candidacy of Domitrovich was the Democratic Women’s
Council announcement on October 1, 1989, shortly before the
election. The council named Domitrovich and Rhea Weindorf as Democratic
Women of the Year. The Erie Times-News, on October 1, 1989, indicated that:

Despite her obvious credentials and support among women’s groups,
Domitrovich had to handle a hard and, at times, contentious campaign. Barber
charged that Domitrovich was not qualified for the position of judge. Barber
asserted that Domitrovich had not handled sufficiently difficult cases to provide
the legal experience to be a judge. Ed Wellejus, Editorial Page editor of the Erie
Daily Times and Times-News, wrote in the newspaper’s endorsement of
Domitrovich:

Domitrovich’s election victory was a win for women.
Judge Domitrovich, when she was sworn in on
January 3, 1990, acknowledged that she had
“opened the door for other female judges. ...I’m
happy to be a woman, mother and wife, and now a
judge” (Erie Daily Times, 11/8/1989).

Since Judge Stephanie Domitrovich’s initial election in 1989, two other women
have been elected judge of the Erie County Court of Common Pleas. The
judiciary was no longer a men’s club.
Domitrovich, who was assigned to family court by President Judge Jess Jiuliante,
said her top priority would be children in the cases that come before her
(Guerriero, Erie Morning News, 1/3/90). Judge Domitrovich has now served 30
years on the court. She won her elections for retention for another 10-year term in
1999, 2009, and again in 2019.
Despite her warm distinctive manner and numerous credentials, Domitrovich’s
tenure on the bench has been mired in controversy. In February 2020, Erie
County President Judge John J. Trucilla issued an 84-page opinion admonishing
Domitrovich for handling petitions brought before the court by her son, an attorney
for Lake Erie College of Osteopathic Medicine (LECOM). This opinion was
immediately appealed by Domitrovich. At issue was the signature of Domitrovich
on more than a dozen petitions from her son acting as an attorney for
LECOM. For the most part, these petitions requested the appointment of
individuals as police officers for LECOM. This is necessary because the police
have the right to arrest citizens, carry arms, and use lethal force if
necessary. Judge Trucilla, in his opinion, indicated that Domitrovich’s conduct
had created an appearance of agency relationship with LECOM. The opinion has
been appealed to Commonwealth Court (Erie Times-News, 2/27/2020).
No matter what the final decision of the Commonwealth Court is, Stephanie
Domitrovich has helped pave a pathway for women into elected office.

Sources: Erie Daily Times, Erie Times News,
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