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State GOP convention in Rochester this week

JILL TERRERI

March 10, 2012

When Republicans gather in Rochester this week, they will designate a candidate to run for U.S. Senate, but the convention will be abuzz for a host of other reasons.

Yes, there is the potential for some excitement as the roughly 400 delegates choose among three candidates to take on Sen. Kirsten Gillibrand, but there will be other, perhaps more interesting things to consider, as the entire political world seems focused on redistricting of state and federal legislative boundaries, and what that means for each party’s fortunes.

“Politically that is what everyone is talking about,” said conservative radio host Bill Nojay.

And then there is New York’s Republican presidential primary on April 24. Though delegates will take no formal action related to the primary during the one-day convention on Friday, plenty of hallway chatter is expected. New York is thought to be in play during a presidential primary for the first time in many years, and campaign events leading up to the election are expected.

“We’re certainly going to see all the candidates in New York state and I hope to see them all in Monroe County,” said Monroe County Republican Chairman Bill Reilich.

One thing that probably won’t happen at the convention is an announcement of a congressional candidacy, from Monroe County Executive Maggie Brooks or anyone else, because it would overshadow the designation of the Senate candidate, Reilich said.

Brooks has said, through a spokesman, that she will not be making any decisions until congressional lines are finalized.

Activity outside the Riverside Convention Center could include planned demonstrations by a group of Ron Paul supporters and by Occupy protesters.

Inside the convention center, a morning keynote address from Gov. George Pataki is expected, and a fundraising luncheon will feature U.S. Sen. Ron Johnson, who ran in 2010 with Tea Party support to defeat Sen. Russ Feingold in Wisconsin.

There are about 400 delegates who have been invited, but the actual attendance is still unknown, said Michelle Marini, who is a state committeewoman from Greece who has been helping to organize the convention. County chairs, who are not necessarily delegates, are also invited, as well as town committee people from Monroe County, who will be admitted to the convention at Reilich’s request.
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The state party chose to hold their convention in Rochester because it respects Reilich, and wanted to do something in his home county, said Anthony J. Casale, chief of staff to state party Chairman Ed Cox.

In an effort to encourage a longer stay, or a return visit, delegates will get a gift bag filled with brochures and coupons for Rochester attractions, including the Lilac Festival, Marini said.

“A lot of these people from New York City, they think we have cows in our backyard,” Reilich said.

In the afternoon, delegates will select a Senate candidate among three: Rye Supervisor and hedge fund manager Joe Carvin, Manhattan lawyer Wendy Long and Nassau County Comptroller George Maragos.

Long’s good friend, radio host Laura Ingraham, participated in a conference call with Long and Conservative Party chairs from around the state, though it’s not clear if Ingraham will attend the convention. Marini said she is not expected but that could change.

Reilich is trying to push off his endorsement of a Senate candidate for as long as he can, because as the host he doesn’t want to be seen as playing favorites, he said.

The candidate to get 50 percent plus one vote wins the designation and is put on the ballot. If another candidate gets at least 25 percent, he or she is also put on the ballot, Casale said. A primary, if one is triggered, would be held June 26.

Gillibrand may at one time have been considered vulnerable, but she had $8 million in the bank as of the end of 2011 and a Siena College poll released last week has 58 percent of voters saying they would re-elect her, while 30 percent prefer “someone else.”

In a hypothetical match-up with Maragos, Gillibrand wins with 68 percent of the vote, Siena said. Neither Long nor Carvin were included in the poll.
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