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G.O.P. Leaders Attack Democratic Senator, but Leave Candidate Selection to the Primary

By JOHN ELIGON

March 16, 2012

ROCHESTER — As New York Republicans gathered on Friday to begin choosing a candidate for the United States Senate, they directed sharp attacks at the Democratic incumbent, Senator Kirsten E. Gillibrand, accusing her of blindly following President Obama and having an unremarkable record after three years in office. 

Posters throughout the convention center here were designed like Wild West wanted posters and offered a $1,000 reward “for anyone who can find Kirsten Gillibrand’s core convictions.” 

She “has been in lock step with Obama since Day 1,” said William D. Reilich, a Republican assemblyman who is also chairman of the Monroe County Republican Party. 

The convention approved three candidates who will face off in a June 26 statewide primary — Wendy E. Long, a Manhattan lawyer active in conservative circles; George Maragos, the Nassau County comptroller; and Representative Bob Turner, a congressman who represents portions of Brooklyn and Queens. A fourth potential candidate, Joe Carvin, the Rye Town supervisor, withdrew before the convention began. 

Ms. Long won the greatest support from county delegates gathered here, but the convention did not endorse any of the candidates; primary votes will choose the nominee. 

Republicans acknowledged that they had an uphill fight seeking to unseat Ms. Gillibrand. She is a well-financed candidate in a state where Democrats have a strong registration advantage and voter turnout is likely to be high during a presidential election year. No Republican has won a statewide election in New York since George E. Pataki was elected to a third term as governor in 2002. 

But Republican Party activists at the convention said they saw an opening this year because of what they characterized as President Obama’s unsuccessful economic policies. 

“This is a year where the people of New York understand that Washington has failed us and they understand that we need people who are going to bring a new approach and not just continue the Washington insider special interest nonsense that has really hurt our country,” Mr. Pataki told reporters after delivering the keynote address. 

As they seek to reassert themselves at the statewide level, Republicans are grappling with competing visions of how to define their party. 

While some Republicans believe the party must push candidates who can connect with moderate voters, others favor solid conservatives. 

The party was rattled two years ago when Carl P. Paladino, a feisty Buffalo millionaire, won a primary upset to become the Republican nominee for governor. He lost the race to Andrew M. Cuomo, a Democrat. 

“I believe we’re a party looking to find its way,” said Nicholas A. Langworthy, the Republican chairman for Erie County. “We’re looking for that victory. We’re looking for an opportunity, and we’re gravitating toward candidates that are more conservative.” 

Ms. Long is largely unknown to the public, but has generated considerable excitement among party regulars. She is articulate and charismatic, and seen as someone who could foil Ms. Gillibrand. 

She is also a strong social conservative who has spoken out against same-sex marriage, saying it could open the door for humans to marry animals. Ms. Long has been linked to a student newspaper at Dartmouth, her alma mater, that mocked gays, blacks and Jews. Her supporters cheered the loudest during the voting process, but some Republicans worried about her electability. 

“I’m a 1980s Ronald Reagan conservative, and Ronald Reagan won this state two times,” Ms. Long said. “I don’t think that those conservative values are out of step with New York at all.” 

Ms. Long described Ms. Gillibrand as “someone who just rubber-stamps the Obama agenda or checks with Chuck Schumer and says, ‘Me too.’ ” 

The best-known candidate is Mr. Turner, who won a high-profile special election last year to replace Representative Anthony D. Weiner, a Democrat who resigned over an online sex scandal. Mr. Turner announced his intention to run on Tuesday, after it became clear that the Congressional district he represents would most likely be eliminated by redistricting. His supporters argued Friday that he was the most electable Republican candidate, and they said that he would be most able to raise the money needed to take on Ms. Gillibrand. (Mr. Turner estimated the cost of the race at about $15 million.) 

Mr. Turner said he took pride in the fact that Ms. Gillibrand quickly attacked him after he announced he would enter the race. 

“She knows this is where the problem will be if she’s going to lose,” Mr. Turner said. 

The candidates, despite their differences, were united in their attacks against Ms. Gillibrand. 

“I think she is very vulnerable,” Mr. Turner said. “As a senator, she has one of the most undistinguished records there. She is saddled with high taxes, our deficit, Obamacare and I can go on and on.” 

Ms. Gillibrand “has failed to protect our financial industry in New York,” Mr. Maragos said, adding that “she has had no voice on our critical foreign policy issues.” 

Jay Jacobs, the New York State Democratic chairman, denounced the criticism. 

“Unfortunately, these kinds of false political attacks are to be expected at a convention in chaos where G.O.P. candidates are even spreading false rumors about each other,” Mr. Jacobs said in a statement. “Senator Gillibrand has been a true champion for New York families and is solely focused on finding bipartisan common sense solutions to grow our economy for the middle class and seeing ‘Made in America’ again across New York State.” 
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