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ELECTED WOMEN
Following is the fifth 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 in October
featuring the leaders.

The year 1981 brought more women to elective office in Erie County.

Joyce
Savocchio was elected to Erie City Council and served two four-year terms,
leaving council at the end of 1989 upon being elected Mayor of Erie. Savocchio
was a native Erieite who grew up in Little Italy on Erie’s west side. Through her
father and teachers, she learned to love politics and history. She came to elected
office with a long list of accomplishments and community service. She had been a
teacher in the Erie School District for 15 years and was the assistant principal of
Strong Vincent High School. Savocchio also served as President of the Erie
Education Association from 1976 to 1977. Her civic work included serving
as Vice President of the Erie Historical Museum Authority and Vice President
of the Mercyhurst College Alumnae Association. She was a supporter of Saint
Martin’s Center and served as its assistant secretary.
On January 4, 1982, the Erie Daily Times announced that at 10 a.m., four people
would take the oath of office for City Council. They were incumbents Robert
Glowacki and Walter Crishock and newcomers Gerald Mifsud and Savocchio.
Although some writers of Erie’s political history have indicated that other women
served on City Council, a search of the names of all the former council members
who served in the various councils through the history of Erie shows that
Savocchio was the first woman to be elected and serve on council.

At the county level, where there had been a history of women as members from
the beginning of County Council, another woman was elected, Barbara Pogue
Mack. In the second County Council election in 1981, Mack was elected to
represent the 6th County Council District that encompassed the Corry area.
Although Mack was a Republican, she won the Democratic primary in May 1981
as a write-in candidate. Running as a Democrat in the November election, Mack
narrowly beat her Republican opponent, Eric Marshall. Her victory was
announced sometime after the official tally of the Tuesday election. At the time of
the election, the head of the Voter Registration Office was Tracy Seyfert, who
would later run and be elected to County Council. Late Tuesday night of the
November 1981 election, a 100-vote error was discovered. When this was
corrected, Mack became the clear winner of the 6th District election.
Mack had waged a vigorous door-to-door campaign emphasizing the importance
to voters that the district be represented by someone who lived south of
Interstate 90.
In the County Council convened in January 1982, Mack and Irving Olds Murphy
were the two Republicans members on council.
As a result, from the 1981 election, Barbara Mack was the only woman on County
Council while Joyce Savocchio was the only woman on City Council.
The 1981 election was also defined and publicly highlighted by the election of
Erie Mayor Louis J. Tullio to his fifth term in office and this writer, Judy Lynch, to
her first term as County Executive. Both had been endorsed by the Erie TimesNews. Lynch’s opponents in the democratic primary were WSEE-TV newscaster
Jim DeSantis and Tullio’s assistant, Joe Robie. Lynch won the primary by more
than 1,000 votes. Tullio had a narrower primary win over in his longtime
opponent, Erie City Councilman Mario Bagnoni. In the general election, Tullio
squared off against Republican Edward Hammer and Judy Lynch confronted
Michael Johnson, mayor of Corry and former school administrator. Tullio won in a
landslide and Lynch won with a margin of more than 1,500 votes. Lynch attributed
her victory to support from family and friends, volunteers, and the number of
women who went to the polls and voted.

When Tullio was sworn in January 1982, he became Erie’s only five-term mayor.
Lynch, serving her first term, would go on to serve four more terms as County
Executive. The two community leaders continued and intensified a partnership
confronting the traumatic negative changes to the Erie economy, resulting in the
worst unemployment in Erie County since the Great Depression.

In 1983 , another woman joined
the list of women elected officials
of Erie County. The Home Rule
Charter had staggered the
County Council elections so that
in any local election only three or

four council members could
possibly be replaced in a single
election. This system guaranteed
some continuity between
elections. In 1983, County
Council Districts 1, 3, 5, and 7
were up for election. In the 1st
District, Bob Walkow who had
been appointed when Lynch won
the County Executive race, won
his first election. Fiore Leone
also won and continued his seat
in the 3rd District. Paul Foust was
elected to replace retiring William
O. Hill in the 5th District.

In the 7th District, Irving
Olds Murphy, who had led
the Home Rule Study
Commission, decided not
to run for reelection and
therefore the seat had no
current contender. The
7th District encompassed
the western part of Erie
County. This was Tracy
Seyfert’s home base and
she decided to run for the
County Council seat.
Seyfert was Director of
Voter Registration and
very familiar with county
government and the issues
it was confronting. Seyfert
defeated Democrat James
Vanstone by an almost
two-to-one margin to
capture the 7th District seat. In this election, however, Corry’s 3rd Ward, Albion
Borough, and McKean Township voting machines reportedly jammed during the
on-site counting process in Corry and Albion. Nevertheless, the problems were
fixed in time to announce the winners at midnight, one of whom was Seyfert. On
January 2, 1984, Seyfert was sworn in as the duly elected Council person from
the 7th District. That night, the Seyfert family held a victory party at the Best
Western Motel at I-90 and Sterrettania Road (Erie Daily Times 11/9/1983).

A year before her term as County Executive was to expire, Lynch announced her
reelection bid at a press conference in November 1985 in County Council
chambers with friends and supporters in attendance. Lynch stressed her fiscal
record of retiring the $2.7 million debt that she had inherited and the fact that the
State Department of Human Services had ranked the county’s Mental HealthMental Retardation program as the best in Pennsylvania.

The Democratic primary was particularly grueling as Lynch’s opponents were
Robert Cooney, the chairman of the Democratic Party, and Jerry Lynch (not
related to Lynch), an ironworker and relatively unknown in party politics.
According to figures compiled at the Erie County Courthouse, Lynch won
handily. She garnered 24,153 votes to Cooney’s 9,628 votes and Jerry Lynch’s
3,671 votes.
Her Republican opponent in the general election of 1985 was George Winston, a
partner in George Winston & Co., a local plumbing and heating firm. On election
night in November, Lynch established an early lead that continued throughout the
evening count. With the announcement of her victory, Lynch pledged her
commitment to serve the people of Erie County to the best of her ability.

In the County Council elections, Mack won as a Republican. In winning, Mack
said, “I’m just very happy to represent a district that feels forgotten, and I’m happy
to again be in a position to be a strong voice for them.” (Morning News, 11/6/85).

In 1985, Savocchio won her second term on Erie City Council, serving from 1982
to 1990. Unlike district representation in the county, City Council members run atlarge in Erie. In the 1981 May Democratic primary election, Savocchio, Crishock,
Glowacki, and Mifsud won the four City Council seats that were up for election.
Losing that election were Larry Meredith and Bernard Harkins. All of the winning
candidates, except Crishock, won write-in GOP nominations and thus appeared in
the general election in November on both Democratic and Republican tickets. In
the November 1981 election, Savocchio was the second highest vote-getter
after Glowacki. In the May 1985 primary of her second-term election, Savocchio
led the field of candidates with a vote of 12,873. She was followed by Mifsud and
Crishock. Glowacki had resigned and Ted Dombrowski was appointed to fill his
unexpired term. Bob Brabender became the fourth member of City Council
elected that November.

In that election of November 1985,
Savocchio again led the field. The

November 6 election day was cold and
rainy and Savocchio praised those who
came out to vote. The Morning News of
Wednesday, Nov. 6 quotes Savocchio as
saying “I’m really grateful to the people
who came out and voted on such a
day.” In all, Savocchio served two terms
on City Council, eight years in which
she showed the ability of a woman to
hold an important political position. She
demonstrated her growing knowledge of
city government, her capability of
handling the issues confronting the city,
and her responsible leadership.

In the book Erie, Pennsylvania Mayors, author William P. Garvey wrote:
-----Savocchio always believed that her City Council experience
-----was invaluable to her role as Mayor, especially in terms of
-----understanding how to address the city’s challenges as a legislator.
-----She learned how to work with a variety of colleagues, helping her
-----years later to better understand them and their roles, particularly
-----during budget time (Garvey, Erie Pennsylvania Mayors, p. 372).
The 1980s had been a hallmark for women elected officials. Lynch had taken
office in 1982 as the second County Executive. Savocchio had gained the seat on
City Council in the same election. In that same election, Mack had been elected
to County Council. In 1984, 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, the closing year of the decade, 1989,
would be heralded by the Erie Daily Times as the “year of the women.”

Sources: Erie Daily Times, Erie Times News,

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Judy Lynch, Ph.D., is a Scholar in Residence at the
Jefferson Educational Society. She was named the
Jefferson’s Decadean Scholar in 2018. She continues to
serve on the Jefferson’s Board of Trustees and was its first
chairwoman. From 2004 to 2017, she served as Associate
Professor of Political Science and History at Mercyhurst
University. From 2002 to 2004, Dr. Lynch taught at
Allegheny College and was part of the Civic Engagement
Institute. Prior, she worked as an analyst for the CIA and
served for 20 years as Erie County Executive. She received her Doctorate With
Distinction in Political Science in 2001 from the University of Pittsburgh and her
M.A. in Social Studies from Gannon University. Her undergraduate degree, a B.A.

in History and Political Science, is from George Washington University.

In Case You Missed It
Leadership Part Four: Integrity: the Heart of Leadership written by
Jefferson Scholar-in-Residence, Dr. Andrew Roth.

Bay Rat Athletics: Right Field Out written by prolific author, historian, and
Jefferson presenter, Dr. David Frew.

Foreign policy: The point is not just to compromise, but to appreciate
others Part Two written by founder of Brock Institute for Mega Issues, Rev.
Charles Brock.

Major Reforms Led to New County Government written by Jefferson
Scholar-in-Residence, Dr. Judith Lynch.

Jefferson Educational Society | jeserie.org









