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There’s no guarantee that Assemblyman Rory Lancman will have a congressional seat to run for this fall, but the Queens lawmaker is nonetheless exploring a challenge against Republican Congressman Bob Turner. Lancman is confident that he will not only be able to run but that he’ll win. In an interview, the Queens Democrat discussed how this race will be different from Assemblyman David Weprin’s losing campaign, his relationship with former New York City Mayor Ed Koch and how he plans to counter Republican attacks that he is a “clubhouse politician.”

What follows is an edited transcript.

City & State: How is life as a congressional candidate?

Rory Lancman: The life of a congressional exploratory candidate is exceedingly busy, but like with anything else in life, preparation is key. We’ve been preparing for a while now for what we think will be an eventuality.

C&S: Two of the big issues for David Weprin were gay marriage and Israel. Do you think those will be big issues again this time?

RL: I don’t know if they’ll be big issues, but in terms of Israel, I have an unimpeachable record as a terrific advocate for a strong U.S.-Israel relationship. I’ve been an advocate from before I was elected. But certainly since I’ve been elected I’ve had a slew of homeland-security, antiterrorism bills that I’ve offered into law. I’ve been very vocal about supporting Israel and, where appropriate, criticizing the Obama administration. I mean, last fall I did a forum with the government of Israel at St. John’s University that I sponsored and put together on the delegitimization and its root in anti-Semitism. I’m also on the board of something called the Lawfare Project, which is very involved in helping Israel and the United States defend against the use of civil legal proceedings to try to hamstring Israel and the United States from fighting against terrorism. So my issue advocacy is both broad and deep. So I’m going to do very well with people who care about that issue.

C&S: But David Weprin had a very strong record as well, yet because of Ed Koch the issue turned into a negative for him.

RL: Ed Koch and I wrote an op-ed in 2007 when [then] Sen. [Barack] Obama was running for president, urging the Democratic Party to take a stronger stance on Iran. So, again, not comparing or contrasting me to David or anybody else, but my advocacy on Israel is rooted in legislation, real measurable support and activity. People in the district where I’ve lived my whole life know and appreciate that.

C&S: Koch seems to have made up with Obama since then.

RL: Koch has now made up with Obama. Even more importantly for me, in terms of the election, anyone who is upset about Barack Obama’s policies on Israel, health care—well, you name it—can vote against Barack Obama at the top of the ticket. They don’t need to send a message vicariously through me or any other Democrat. Also, for me, in September, many of the people who went to the polls in the special election were going to send a message. That message was sent. In November of 2012, people will be going to the polls to send a congressman to Washington.

C&S: During that special election, there was also a lot of anger in the Orthodox Jewish community over the gay-marriage bill passing. Has that died down?

RL: The issue with marriage equality is a very simple civil rights issue, which people understand, and I’ve never had a political problem with. It’s that every benefit, right, obligation, responsibility that the government confers, it has to confer on everyone. And when I discuss it in those terms, I’ve never had a problem with it. I really don’t think it’s going to be an issue for me.

C&S: In the last election, Democrats spent a lot of time talking about Social Security and Medicaid. Do you expect that to be a big issue again?

RL: The issue in this campaign is going to be that working people are struggling to provide a decent life for their families, and that we are playing on an unlevel playing field. That’s the issue. It’s providing economic fairness and opportunity. You look at wages in this country that have been stagnant since 2002. Most Americans don’t have a pension. A kid goes to college, and they leave with crushing debt. It’s like having a mortgage, but no house to show for it. And we have tax system that honors wealth, not work. Gov. Mitt Romney is paying a lower tax rate than either his or Warren Buffett’s secretary. These are the meat-and-potato economic issues which are going to dominate this race. That’s what people care about. That’s what we’re going to talk about.

C&S: Are there particular votes that Turner has taken you plan to highlight?

RL: Bob Turner’s record starts with him saying that John Boehner is a guy he agrees with more than anybody else. And from there you take his first vote, which was to make it easier for companies to ship good union jobs overseas, to his irresponsible vote on the debt ceiling, which would take us back to the debacle of last summer, when the country almost defaulted on its debt and so its credit rating lowered. So in a very short period of time, Mr. Turner has found ways to distinguish himself in ways that are not really appreciated by people who live in Brooklyn and Queens.

C&S: What makes you believe there will actually be a district to run in, other than Assembly Speaker Sheldon Silver saying he would like to keep it?

RL: The district exists now. It makes no sense, based on where population loss in the state of New York occurred, to eliminate the Ninth District. And the Republicans are not going to be allowed to gerrymander their way to hold onto districts elsewhere in the state that really cannot be sustained based on where the population loss is. So I think the speaker was just really stating the obvious when he said this isn’t a Republican seat to give up. Implied within what he said is that New York City shouldn’t have to sacrifice a congressional district at the same time that the Republicans in the State Senate are trying to unfairly hurt New York City and downstate in the State Senate redistricting. And I’ll just make the observation that even Brian Kolb, the Republican minority leader in the Assembly from upstate, has recognized that leaving all these seats in western New York that it has now is unsustainable, as a matter of just population maps.

C&S: But don’t some Democratic members of Congress want to eliminate this district to save their own seats?

RL: I don’t think my Democratic colleagues would prefer to lose a seat that has been Democratic for decades, except for this one relatively fluky circumstance where Republicans won it in a special election.

C&S: It seems that Republicans are already trying to paint you as a clubhouse politician, something that worked pretty well when David Weprin ran. How do you avoid getting portrayed that way?

RL: I don’t want to compare and contrast with David Weprin, but my constituents, the people of New York, know that I’m a serious and effective legislator. That I’ve passed 19 laws in my first five years in office. In the first six months of my being in the state Legislature, I passed five laws. I think I have a well-deserved reputation for being a serious and effective state legislator and not part of any clubhouse and with very good progressive reform credentials. If that’s the Republicans’ line of attack, I don’t think it’s going to resonate with anyone.

C&S: Republicans also charge that you’ve been running for this ever since David Weprin lost, which signals that you’re overly ambitious.

RL: It’s not my fault that Bob Turner’s very first vote in Congress, as my congressman, was to make it easier for companies to outsource jobs overseas. I’m going to comment on what my congressman is doing. And if he’s not representing the district that I live in, and not advocating for the things I want him to advocate for as my congressman, I’m not going to be shy about it. If Bob Turner’s honeymoon was briefer than he had hoped, he has no one to blame for that but himself and his professed allegiance to John Boehner.
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