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I recently received an email invite from Nassau County Democratic Chairman Jay Jacobs inviting me to the party’s annual fall fundraising gala on Oct. 18, which is intended to raise campaign cash to help fuel the Democrats’ effort to win back control of the local Legislature this fall. 

“From voting themselves pay raises to trying to trick us into voting for a property tax increase in August 1st’s Coliseum Tax referendum, the Republicans have proven they are out of touch with the residents of Nassau County,” Jacobs wrote.

Jacobs also happens to chair the state Democratic Party – a role for which he was tapped by former Gov. David Paterson and has retained, despite considerable speculation that he would be replaced by the party’s executive director, Charlie King, since Gov. Andrew Cuomo took office last January.

In fact, Jacobs was just re-elected to another two-year term. There’s no mechanism for removing a party leader in the middle of his or her tenure, but Jacobs has repeatedly said he serves at the governor’s pleasure and intends to stay as long as Cuomo will have him. 

The state party traditionally holds a fall fundraising gala, too. And that’s just one of several big events the party generally puts on every year – events that have, in the past, been headlined by the Democrats’ top office-holder, which, since 2006, has been the governor. I asked Jacobs if Cuomo will be lending his name to the state party for an event this fall, and he said: 

“We’re working on the idea of that; I would like to get that done. Obviously, we are working on that with the governor’s team…but there’s nothing firm yet at the moment. (Cuomo) has been busy doing government work, and has indicated that’s where he wanted his focus to be.”

Jacobs, who has been chairman since September 2009 (he replaced June O’Neill, a former Mario Cuomo administration aide who was one of two chairs initially tapped by former Gov. Eliot Spitzer), said there hasn’t been a really big fundraising blowout since he took the helm. “We’ve been focusing more on small events,” he told me. 

According to the July 15 filings, the state Democratic Committee has $62,894 on hand in its general campaign committee and $352,229 worth of debt. The housekeeping committee balance was $30,946.

The state party hasn’t been terribly active since the 2010 campaign – its Website doesn’t appear to have been updated since March – aside from deploying King to Albany to slam the Senate Republicans over redistricting last spring, and sending out some press releases either expressing support for Cuomo during the budget battle or slamming GOP candidates in key House/special election races.

The party did some largely behind-the-scenes work in the two congressional specials (NY-26 and NY-9), sending out some mail and providing organizational support. 

“We have been actively engaged, and our filings will demonstrate that, in the special elections as needed,” Jacobs told me. “We do the work that’s needed to support candidates when they’re running…There’s a lot going on behind the scenes.”
Jacobs noted that this is an off-cycle election year at the state level, which explains why his focus of late has been on his Nassau County duties. He expects things to get more active at the state level come 2012, and has already traveled out to Chicago to meet with DNC officials about New York’s role in the National Democratic Convention where President Obama will be officially nominated to seek re-election. 

There’s a long history in New York of the party of whoever sits in the governor’s office basically becoming the political arm of the governor’s office. Eliot Spitzer used the party quite aggressively in his quest to help the Democrats take control of the Senate majority – something he helped along by tapping two sitting GOP senators to work in his administration, thereby creating the need for two off-cycle special elections that his party won. (One of those seats, the 48th, is back in the GOP’s hands now, thanks to Patty Ritchie, who defeated Darrel Aubertine, now Cuomo’s Ag and Markets commissioner). 

UPDATE: I’m reminded by a GOP reader that the Republicans also won back the first seat Spitzer helped flip by tapping former Sen. Mike Balboni to be his Homeland Security czar. That special in the 7th SD was won by now former Democratic Sen. Craig Johnson, who was defeated last year by Republican Sen. Jack Martins. 

Spitzer’s push to take the Senate soured his relationship with then-Senate Majority Leader Joe Bruno and sowed the seeds for Troopergate. Cuomo, by contrast, has gotten along quite well with the Senate Republicans since they re-took the majority, and has even pledged to say nice things about the four who took a big political risk and voted “yes” on same-sex marriage, although he has stopped short of saying he would endorse them next fall. 

So far, Cuomo hasn’t done much with the party he now heads. That could change as the 2012 election season heats up, and it will be interesting to see how he navigates the re-match for control of the Senate chamber, particularly in light of the ongoing redistricting battle.
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