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GOP Senate primary offers 3-way race

By Rick Karlin

March 19, 2012

ROCHESTER — Republicans are headed for a June primary to choose a challenger to Democratic U.S. Senator Kirsten Gillibrand after all three hopefuls got enough delegate votes at their convention Friday to stay in the game.

"We do not have a designated candidate," state Chairman Ed Cox said shortly before closing down the six-hour convention.

All three hit the 25 percent needed for a June 26 primary.

New York City lawyer Wendy Long garnered the most with 47 percent of delegate votes.

Nassau County Comptroller George Maragos won 27 percent while Ninth District Congressman Bob Turner, who jumped into the race last week, drew 25 percent.

"We're just really excited," said Long, who only announced her candidacy in February.

"We've never run for elective office before and came out of nowhere."

Turner, too, came out of nowhere last fall when he won a surprise victory in a special election for the Ninth Congressional District in Brooklyn and Queens. 

The seat was vacated after Democrat Anthony Weiner resigned amid a scandal in which he was found texting and sending provocative photos of himself to women.

In a district that was three-to-one Democratic, he beat Assemblyman David Weprin.

But the district is about to be gerrymandered out of existence due to the once-a-decade redistricting.

"We have to get organized. We have to raise money," Turner said of the upcoming primary.

Maragos has been interested in the Senate seat for some time although he, too, was something of a surprise three years ago when he won the comptroller's seat in Nassau County.

Several political dynamics were on display Friday at the convention.

Long, by many accounts, benefited from Carl Paladino's 2010 gubernatorial run. 

While Paladino was crushed by Democrat Andrew Cuomo in that general election, the Buffalo businessman's outspoken brand of conservatism brought out lots of upstate and western New York conservatives among the delegates here who threw their support to Long.

A conservative lawyer and advocate of judicial restraint, Long is probably the most conservative candidate of the three. She clerked for U.S. Supreme Court Justice Clarence Thomas and is a strong opponent of gay marriage.

Talk show-host Laura Ingraham, who has had Long on her show, came to the convention in a show of support.

Maragos worked to buff his conservative credentials, telling delegates in his speech that, he too, was against same-sex marriage, abortion and gun control.

And Turner positioned himself as a comparative moderate noting that he has sponsored bills in Congress with Democrats, even though they have languished in the Democratic-dominated Senate.

Retaining a sense of comity in the short run-up to the June primary will be an important but challenging task, all of the candidates agreed.

"The competition will temper their steel," Cox said, stressing he wants them all to follow Ronald Reagan's "11th commandment" that fellow Republicans not speak ill of one another.

"This can be a very high-minded campaign. We can draw distinctions among us," said Long. "I'm not going to be digging through people's trash."

"My opponents here are honorable people and I like them," added Turner.

The short time frame – just over three months – raises many issues. 

Candidates will have to spend money, as Turner noted, before the primary which will leave the winner relatively leave less time and cash left to take on Gillibrand, who is a prodigious fund raiser.

One observer said he believed Turner, who has a track record among Democratic voters, should have entered the race sooner. 

"If Turner got in three months ago, this would not have happened," said the individual who believes Turner was a clear choice, due to his win in the House race.

Either way, Cox said, all three will be able to differentiate themselves from Gillibrand who he described as a "professional politician" who has morphed from a conservative upstate congresswoman to a liberal senator.

The GOP slate, he said, consists of "citizen candidates."
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