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His District Likely to Be Cut, Congressman Eyes Gillibrand’s Senate Seat

By RAYMOND HERNANDEZ

March 13, 2012, 12:47 pm
WASHINGTON — Representative Bob Turner, a Republican who unexpectedly won a House seat in a closely watched special election last year, has decided to run for the United States Senate in New York, seeking to oust Kirsten E. Gillibrand, a Democrat.

Mr. Turner made his decision after it became clear that his district, which includes portions of Queens and Brooklyn, was one of two that would most likely be eliminated this year in New York State as part of the redistricting process. The state must cut its Congressional delegation to 27, from 29, to reflect slow population growth identified in the 2010 census.

In recent days, Mr. Turner had received phone calls from an array of Republican Party officials, donors and activists who had urged him to run for the party’s nomination for the Senate. He decided early Tuesday to challenge Ms. Gillibrand, after a federal magistrate judge overseeing the Congressional redistricting released a map shortly before midnight on Monday eliminating his district, according to two Republicans close to him.

Mr. Turner became a favorite in Republican circles after scoring an upset victory in September in a heavily Democratic Congressional district formerly represented by Anthony D. Weiner, a Democrat who resigned over a scandal involving his lewd online behavior.

In a statement explaining his decision, Mr. Turner, a former television executive, said he was committed to finishing the job that he started in Congress.

“I ran for the House six months ago as a private citizen fed up with what is happening in Washington,” he said. “I could not sit and watch career politicians sink my nation deeper into economic crisis.

“Brooklyn and Queens voters, of all political parties, graciously responded by sending me to Congress. It now appears that their district has been eliminated. There is serious work to be done to get this economy back on track, and I will not walk away from that work now.”

Mr. Turner’s most immediate challenge will be raising enough money to run statewide. By some estimates, he will need a minimum of $10 million to compete against Ms. Gillibrand, a formidable fund-raiser.

Ms. Gillibrand’s campaign quickly responded to the news of his candidacy. Her spokesman, Glen Caplin, noted that Mr. Turner once produced a cable show for Rush Limbaugh, the radio host recently embroiled in a controversy over slurs aimed at a female college student.

Mr. Caplin also said that Mr. Turner had voted with House Republicans “to help protect tax breaks for millionaires and billionaires, raise Medicare premiums for seniors and block efforts to put middle-class families back to work.”

Mr. Turner enters a field of relatively unknown candidates vying for the Republican nomination to challenge Ms. Gillibrand, who is in her first term. The other Republicans are Joe Carvin, the Republican supervisor of the town of Rye, in Westchester County; Wendy Long, a Manhattan lawyer who was legal counsel to the Judicial Confirmation Network, a conservative organization; and George Maragos, the Nassau County comptroller.

But until Mr. Turner entered the race, no major Republican candidate had emerged for party leaders to rally behind. For months Republican leaders had been trying to identify a stronger opponent to take on Ms. Gillibrand, arguing that she could be vulnerable.

Several top Republicans say they believe that Mr. Turner is a potentially strong candidate in New York, a heavily Democratic state where Republicans have not won a statewide race since George E. Pataki was elected to a third term as governor in 2002.

In particular, the Republicans noted that Mr. Turner managed to win election to Congress despite the fact that Democrats had spent hundreds of thousands of dollars against him and mobilized legions of supporters. He also successfully courted some Democratic voters who were dismayed with the state of the economy under President Obama or who objected to the president’s handling of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.

Ms. Gillibrand, a former House member from upstate New York, has been taking nothing for granted. She has been working aggressively to establish a statewide identity since 2009, when Gov. David A. Paterson appointed her to the Senate seat vacated by Hillary Rodham Clinton, who left to become secretary of state. In 2010, Ms. Gillibrand won election to the Senate, allowing her to complete the unexpired portion of Ms. Clinton’s term.

As Ms. Gillibrand prepares to run for a full six-year term this year, she appears to be in a relatively strong position. The senator had $8.1 million in her campaign treasury as of the end of 2011, according to the most recent financial disclosure statements. And in a survey released this month by the Siena Research Institute, 54 percent of registered state voters said they had a favorable opinion of Ms. Gillibrand, and 58 percent said they were prepared to re-elect her.
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