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ELECTED WOMEN
Following is the seventh 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.

Erie Morning News, 11/8/1989

Another 1989 first for the Erie, Pennsylvania area and for women was the
election of Joyce Savocchio as Mayor of Erie. Born in Erie, the daughter of Daniel
and Ester Leone Savocchio, the owners of a Brown Avenue Food Market,
Joyce Savocchio had always lived a rich communal life in the Erie area. She
attended Irving Elementary School, Roosevelt Junior High School, and graduated
from Strong Vincent High School. She then attended and graduated
from Mercyhurst College and obtained her masters at the University of
Pittsburgh. She received her school administrator’s credentials from
Edinboro University of Pennsylvania.
Along with many of other Erie elected leaders, such as Charles Williamson, Art
Gardner, Lou Tullio, Jerry Mifsud, and Brenda Pundt, Savocchio came to the
attention of the residents of the city through the School District. Savocchio taught
first at East High School and later at Strong Vincent and then became assistant
principal of Strong Vincent High School. She served as President of the Erie
Education Association before launching her career in politics, first as a member of
Erie City Council where she served two four-year terms, from 1982 to 1990, and
then throwing her hat into the ring in 1989 and running for mayor when incumbent
Mayor Louis Tullio decided not to again seek re-election.

By that time, Mayor Tullio, who had been

elected Mayor in six successive elections,
was already suffering from the
advancement of amyloidosis,
sometimes referred to as the “Mayors Disease”
because the Mayor of Pittsburgh, Richard
Caliguiri, also contracted amyloidosis. As Mayor
Tullio’s sixth term drew to a close, he was
unable to perform the functions of mayor. It was
time to pass the mantle to a new leader.

Late in her second term on City Council, Savocchio, according to her close
associate, Rita Capello, began talking about the possibility of running for mayor
(Pinski, Erie Morning News, 11/8/89). When she officially announced
her candidacy, she found herself in a field of five others:

Carl “Skip” Cannavino, Chris Maras, Pat Cappabianca, Pat Liebel, and
Bob Brabender.
Tullio’s preferred candidate was his administrative assistant, Liebel. When he left
for a respite in California, Tullio appointed Liebel as Acting Mayor.
By the beginning of 1989, Savocchio declared her candidacy for mayor. The first
test would be the May 1989 primary, which was critically important because the
city voters were overwhelmingly registered as Democrats; therefore, the winner of
the Democratic primary was likely to become the next mayor. In the
primary, Savoccchio was running against some of the best-known Erie politicians.
Although she had served eight years on City Council, most of her primary
contenders had spent decades in the political arena, either on council or in the
city administration. Even though a relative newcomer, in the May 1989 mayoral
primary, Savocchio won by a margin of 477 votes. This was less than 2 percent of
the total ballots cast (Garvey, Erie Pennsylvania Mayors, 357).

In November’s general election, Savocchio’s Republican opponent was Stanley
Prazer, the well-known retired city water department head. The election brought
Joyce Savocchio a landslide victory winning by 12,876 votes, taking all six wards
of the city, thus making her Erie’s first elected woman mayor.

Savocchio, elected mayor in November 1989, took office in January 1990. Her
political career would bring two more successful elections and
administrations. She would be the first mayor of the city of Erie to serve under the
newly imposed term limits, restricting elected officials to a total of three four-year
terms.
In her first administration, she faced exceptional challenges because her
predecessor, Tullio, had been unable to manage the day-to-day affairs of the
city since the middle of 1989. Tullio’s failing health was particularly noticeable in
the two-month period between Savocchio’s election and her inauguration. In order
to facilitate a smooth transition, Tullio named Liebel as acting mayor but did not
resign. In addition, Savocchio did not push to assume the mantle of mayor after
her election. She indicated that she wanted to complete her term on City Council.
In reality, Liebel had held the reins of city government since May 1989
when Tullio’s disease became completely debilitating. In assuming
the position of acting mayor, Liebel indicated that her purpose, which she carried
out with dedication and skill, was to assist the in-coming Savocchio
administration and provide a smooth transition (Garvey, Erie, Pennsylvania’s
Mayors, 359).
Upon being sworn in as m ayor in January, Mayor
Savocchio moved to put together 100-, 300-, and 1,000day plans to address the problems confronting the city
and pave a way for a brighter future. In devising paths
forward, Savocchio enlisted the assistance of Dr.
David Kozak to serve as chairman of her Transition
Committee. Transition plans were to be created with the
assistance of private-sector leaders. While Savocchio
remained chairwoman of the various committees, she
appointed 10 partners from the private sector to be vice
chairs of the committees charged with examining various
aspects of the city administration and recommending
changes. One of the most important committees became the Partners Program
headed by Ralph Wright, president of Reed Manufacturing Company. Other vice

chairs included Tom Hagen, head of Erie Insurance who was given finance and
administration. John Horan became vicechair of the Economic and Opportunity
Development Committee. The Sewer Department vicechair was Max Funk,
former executive vice president of Zurn Industries. Maintenance vice chair was
accepted by M.S. Richardson, former vice president of Erie’s General Electric
plant in Lawrence Park. The Police vice chair was Frank Mara, division director
of Penelec. The Labor vice chair was Ted Dombrowski, Erie Labor leader and a
former city councilman.
These community experts, along with others, were charged with identifying ways
to stream-line city government through combining various bureaus, implementing
central purchasing, and employing better accounting procedures to improve
operations and save the city tax dollars. They were also to recommend possible
layoffs (Pinski, Erie Morning News, 1/17/1990).
The greatest challenge lay in the city’s finances, in which the city faced a
declining population and millions of dollars in unfunded pensions. However,
during this formative period, the Savocchio administration also confronted
additional crises. Shortly into the new administration, on February 15, 1990, there
was a crippling storm. The city was coated with a half-inch of ice. Trees and
power lines were down and emergency resources were strained beyond
capacity. Savocchio and her staff persevered and there was no life lost, but
damage to power lines and trees was abundantly evident. In fall 1992, the
roadway at the busy intersection of West 12th and Liberty streets collapsed. The
mammoth hole was caused by a sewer cave-in. This was indicative of the aging
infrastructure of the city of Erie.
While confronting these physical crises, there were also the ever-increasing
economic changes of a shifting economy that had begun in the early 1980s and
continued, decimating the number of jobs and increasing the vacant stores as
consumers moved to the surrounding malls, and decreasing the value of property
in the city.

The budget, more than anything else, brought the reality of insufficient revenue
and of economic change home. To balance the budget, the city required reduction
of employees, an improved accounting system, revamping of services, and higher
taxes. To gain a fiscal advantage, the Savocchio Administration moved the city
water system to an authority, worked to obtain federal and state dollars to create
two new industrial parks, and obtained $1.2 million settlement
from Hamot Medical Center, which had lost part of its tax-exempt status. By 1993,
these maneuvers and additional budget cuts allowed
the Savocchio Administration “to balance the budget for the first time in a decade
without an increase in taxes or fees” (Erie Times-News, 1/24/1993). During
the first Savocchio Administration, the finances of the city improved to such an
extent that its bond rating was moved from a BB rating to an investment grade of
A-minus, dramatically improving the city’s ability to borrow funds for its
improvement projects (Garvey, 378).
After being elected three times and completing her three terms allowed by city
law, on her last day in office Mayor Savocchio left the fifth floor of City Hall with a
feeling of sadness. Then there was a call for her to return. Savoccchio learned it
was not for a crisis, but for a celebration and a tribute to her. The tribute was from
the NAACP and others in appreciation for her excellent service as mayor
(Gardner, Jule, Erie Times News, 1/5/2002).
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