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The 2018 and 2020 election cycles 
saw Democrats make major inroads 
in Gwinnett County, flipping it from 
away from being a solidly Republican 
county and bringing more diversity to 
local elected offices.

Amid that shift, however, there was 
one group at the forefront of the change: 
African-American women.

In a two-year span, 20 Black wom-
en were elected to legislative, county 
and municipal offices in Gwinnett. The 
county also went for Stacey Abrams, 
whose bid to be Georgia’s first African-
American governor came up short in 
2018, and voted for the Joe Biden-Ka-
mala Harris presidential ticket in 2020.

Harris made history as the first Black 
person, first Asian person and first 
woman to be elected vice president.

“Gwinnett is a great example,” Uni-
versity of Georgia political science pro-
fessor Charles Bullock said. “Women at 
the county level, traditionally the job 
they were most likely to hold would be 
that of clerk of court and then prob-
ably, oh, probate judge might be the 
next most common thing at the county 
level. They didn’t hold jobs like sheriff 
or district attorney.

“We’re not just talking about Black 
women. We’re talking about any women 
holding those kinds of positions and so 
what we’re seeing is Black women are 
moving into county jobs that I guess 
were almost thought of more male jobs 
than women jobs.”

By the numbers, Gwinnett Demo-

crats flipped 23 seats previously held 
by Republicans in partisan elections 
between 2018 and last November. 
These range from school board seats 
to the 7th Congressional District seat.

Of those seats, 11 were flipped by 
African-American women, five were 
flipped by African-American men, four 
were flipped by White women, one was 
flipped by an Asian woman, one was 
flipped by an Asian man and one was 
flipped by a White man.

On top of that, four Black women 
were elected in nonpartisan elections 
to the city councils in Lawrenceville, 
Suwanee, Snellville and Norcross. Four 
more Black women were elected to serve 
on the benches in Gwinnett’s Superior 
and State courts.

Another African-American woman, 
Kim Jackson, was elected to replace 
the Democrats’ former Senate Minor-
ity Leader, Steve Henson, after he re-
tired last year.

“In Gwinnett County, Black women 
are a large voting block and we make 
up a majority of the voting block, es-
pecially on the Democratic side,” said 
new Gwinnett County Commission 
Chairwoman Nicole Love Hendrick-
son, who is the third woman to lead 
the county government, but also the 
first Black woman.

“And yet, when we’re sought out for 
our votes and support and that doesn’t 
manifest in representation and policies 
and things that we’re seeing in lead-
ership positions, then we have to take 
it upon ourselves to run for office be-
cause we want to see that representa-
tion. We want to see policies put forth 

that are reflective of the things that 
we value: public safety, issues around 
police brutality, economic inclusion.”

Prior to the 2018 elections, no Black 
women held a county-level office and 
state Sen. Gloria Butler and state Reps. 
Karen Bennett and Dar’shun Kend-
rick were the only African-American 
women in Gwinnett’s 25-member leg-
islative delegation. Black women now 
make up about a quarter of the legis-
lative delegation.

a ‘special energy’

Former Gwinnett Democratic Party 
chairwoman Bianca Keaton said she 
believes there is a “special energy” 
that African-American women have, 
but she also said Black women who 
decide to pursue leadership roles face 
challenges.

Keaton is the first African-American 
woman to lead the county’s Demo-
cratic Party.

“It’s not without challenge, but I 
do think that there is a desire to have 
the needs of women addressed,” Ke-
aton said. “And, when you talk about 
Black women in particular, you don’t 
just address the issues of women, you 
address racial issues as well.

“Some of these women, many of them, 
have also overcome major challenges 
related to class and socioeconomics. 
And, with that, you have people who 
can speak to a wide array of experi-
ences that are in our electorate, not 
from an ‘I studied’ standpoint, but an 
experiential point-of-view, and I think 
that matters to a lot of people because 
you have representation.”

New District Attorney Patsy Austin-
Gatson said African-American women 

have been “the backbone of a lot of 
changes in our country.” and that is 
why they have been at the forefront of 
Gwinnett’s shift from a traditionally 
“red” Republican county to an increas-
ingly “bluer” Democratic stronghold.

Austin-Gatson, who defeated long-
time DA Danny Porter in November, 
is Gwinett’s first African-American 
district attorney.

“I think women have to lead the way 
because we see our children and our 
grandchildren and don’t want them 
to continuously inherit inequities,” 
she said. “So, I think we’re at a point 
where we’ve stepped up. The demo-
graphics have changed and now is the 
time. We don’t need to wait anymore. 
It’s happening.”

County Commissioner Marlene Fosque 
said that, while it may seem as if the 
emergence of African-American wom-
en as a political force happened sud-
denly, the groundwork for it was laid 
long ago.

Fosque became the first African-
American member of the Gwinnett 
County Board of Commissioners when 
she was elected in 2018 as the county 
celebrated its bicentennial.

“It seems like it’s all of a sudden, but 
it’s been 202 years for the (women) who 
just got elected and it’s been 200 years 
(for those elected in 2018),” she said. 
“It comes from years of people pray-
ing and asking for new leadership to 
come and so many of us have stepped 
up to that challenge.”

African-American women are a ma-
jor part of Gwinnett’s electorate

It may not be too much of a surprise 
that African-American women have 

Staff Photo: Curt Yeomans

African-American women stand in the crowd at then-U.S. Sen. Kamala Harris’ campaign stop at the Infinite Energy Center in Duluth on Nov. 1. Black women are one of the largest vot-
ing blocks in Gwinnett and have been at the forefront of the county’s political shift from the Republican to Democratic parties between 2018 and 2020.

‘Women 
have to lead’

As back-to-back blue waves hit Gwinnett in 2018 and 
2020, it has been Black women leading the shift
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New Gwinnett County Commission Chairwoman Nicole Love Hendrickson speaks at an 
event at the Gwinnett Justice and Administration Center in December. Hendrickson is the 
first African-American to lead the county’s government and is one of 20 Black women who 
have been elected to legislative, county or municipal offices in Gwinnett between 2018 and 
2020.

State legislature

State Rep. Donna McCleod (House District 

105) — 2018

State Rep. Shelly Hutchinson (House 

District 107) - 2018

State Rep. Jasmine Clark (House District 

108) - 2018

State Sen. Nikki Merritt (Senate District 9) 

- 2020 

State Sen. Kim Jackson (Senate District 41) 

- 2020

County offices

Marlene Fosque (Commission District 4) - 

2018

Nicole Love Hendrickson (Commission 

Chairwoman) - 2020

Patsy Austin-Gatson (District Attorney) - 

2020

Tiffany Porter (Tax Commissioner) - 2020

Tiana Garner (Clerk of Courts) - 2020

School board

Tarece Johnson (Gwinnett County Board of 

Education) - 2020

Karen Watkins (Gwinnett County Board of 

Education) - 2020

Judicial seats

Ronda Colvin-Leary (State Court) - 2018

Veronica Cope (State Court) - 2020

Tadia Whitner (Superior Court) - appointed 

by governor in 2019, elected in 2020

Deborah Fluker (Superior Court) - 2020

City Councils

Victoria Jones (Lawrenceville) - 2019

Heather Hall (Suwanee) - 2019

Solange Destang (Snellville) - 2019

Arlene Beckles (Norcross) - 2020

GWINNETT BLACK WOMEN ELECTED FOR THE FIRST TIME SINCE 2018
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