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No Relief from a State Supreme Court’s Ruling 
on Counting Absentee Ballots 

Missing Information on Their Outer Envelopes 
Ziccarelli v. Allegheny County Board of Elections 

(J. Nicholas Ranjan, W.D. Pa. 2:20-cv-1831) 
A candidate in a close election complained that a state supreme 
court’s allowing a county to count absentee ballots without hand-
written names and addresses on the ballots’ outer envelopes when 
other counties might not do that violated equal protection. The dis-
trict judge ruled that the action was barred by the Rooker-Feldman 
doctrine, which states that among federal courts only the Supreme 
Court has appellate jurisdiction over state-court rulings. 

Subject: Absentee and early voting. Topics: Absentee ballots; 
equal protection; matters for state courts; intervention. 

A candidate for Pennsylvania’s senate filed a federal complaint in the West-
ern District of Pennsylvania on November 25, 2020, the day before Thanks-
giving Day, against Pennsylvania and Allegheny County election officials 
seeking to enjoin the counting of mailed ballots apparently permitted by a 
November 23 decision by Pennsylvania’s supreme court:1 

These appeals present the question of whether the Election Code re-
quires a county board of elections to disqualify mail-in or absentee ballots 
submitted by qualified electors who signed the declaration on their ballot’s 
outer envelope but did not handwrite their name, their address, and/or a 
date, where no fraud or irregularity has been alleged. Pursuant to our long-
standing jurisprudence, central to the disposition of these appeals is wheth-
er the information is made mandatory by the Election Code or whether the 
inclusion of the information is directory, i.e., a directive from the Legisla-
ture that should be followed but the failure to provide the information does 
not result in invalidation of the ballot. 

. . . 

. . . [W]e conclude that the Election Code does not require boards of 
elections to disqualify mail-in or absentee ballots submitted by qualified 
electors who signed the declaration on their ballot’s outer envelope but did 
not handwrite their name, their address, and/or date, where no fraud or ir-
regularity has been alleged.2 

With her complaint, the plaintiff filed a motion for a temporary restraining 
order and a preliminary injunction.3 

Judge J. Nicholas Ranjan heard the motion telephonically on the day that 
it was filed.4 He denied the candidate immediate relief.5 In response to the 
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argument that Allegheny County should not count ballots that West-
moreland County would not count, Judge Ranjan opined that a better reme-
dy would be to require Westmoreland County to count ballots that Alleghe-
ny County would.6 But Westmoreland County election officials were not par-
ties in the case. 

Counsel for the Pennsylvania Democratic Party, an intervenor in the 
case, asked if the hearing transcript could be available before the following 
week’s meeting of Westmoreland’s board of elections, and the court reporter 
promised the transcript by Friday.7 

The candidate filed an amended complaint on December 1.8 Nine days 
later, Judge Ranjan ordered her to file a status report stating her intentions 
for proceeding with the case.9 After considering status reports by all parties,10 
Judge Ranjan ordered cross-motions for summary judgment with briefing 
completed by January 8, 2021.11 

On January 12, Judge Ranjan granted the defendants summary judg-
ment.12 Among the reasons for Judge Ranjan’s ruling was the Rooker-
Feldman doctrine that among federal courts only the Supreme Court has ap-
pellate jurisdiction over state-court rulings.13 

The state senate was unwilling to seat the plaintiff’s victorious challenger 
until Judge Ranjan ruled.14 
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