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Maggie Brooks announces run for Congress

By DAVID ANDREATTA 

6:42 PM, Mar. 19, 2012  

If name recognition is a key to political success, as history suggests, then the outcome of the contest between Rep. Louise Slaughter and Monroe County Executive Maggie Brooks for the newly drawn 25th Congressional District is anyone’s guess.

Within hours of Brooks formally announcing her much-anticipated candidacy Monday, political analysts were mining their collective memories for a time when two candidates were as well known to the electorate as Maggie and Louise.

Both are eminently popular politicians known among their constituents mostly by first name, so much so that they routinely dispense with surnames in campaign literature.

Each has a track record of trouncing those who have tread on their turf — that is, when anyone has dared mount a challenge. (Brooks ran unopposed in 2007 and Slaughter has won by no less than 62 percent of the vote in her last seven elections.)

“Forget Thelma & Louise, that’s kids’ stuff compared to Maggie and Louise,” said political observer and radio talk show host Curt Smith. “I can’t think, frankly, of a race anywhere in which neither candidate has a last name.”

Before the term “career politician” became an epithet, political analysts generally agreed that experienced elected officials who were a known quantity made for the strongest congressional candidates.

Slaughter, 82, of Fairport, has been in politics since 1976, serving in Congress since 1987. Brooks, 57, of Webster, got her start in the Monroe County Legislature in 1996 before running successfully for county clerk and then county executive.

As news unfolded of the showdown between Slaughter, a Democrat, and Brooks, a Republican, analysts said victory will depend on how successfully the candidates couple their name recognition with results that resonate with Monroe County voters.

No small factor in the election will be the new district boundaries, which were recently redrawn to encompass most of Monroe County with the exception of the small, mostly conservative-leaning towns of Hamlin, Mendon, Rush and Wheatland. Prior to redistricting, the boundaries stretched from Rochester and its eastern suburbs to the heavily Democratic cities of Buffalo and Niagara Falls.

“What’s interesting about this race is, after 10 years where the Rochester region was fragmented into four districts, we now have a Monroe County-centric district,” said Gerald Gamm, a political scientist at the University of Rochester.

“We have a challenger who is as well known in the county as Congresswoman Slaughter,” he added later. “The challenge that (Brooks) has will be to convert her strengths locally to Congress, and the challenge that (Slaughter) has will be to reconstruct a local coalition.”

Brooks, and those close to her, acknowledged that redistricting heavily influenced her decision to run.  

Her husband, Robert Wiesner, said Brooks committed to running late last week, when it became apparent that the district would look much like the county she has represented as executive since 2004.

“She couldn’t reach a decision without knowing what the lines were,” said Wiesner, who looked admiringly upon his wife from the front row at a news conference at Monroe County Republican Committee headquarters in downtown Rochester.

Before the lines were redrawn, Democrats accounted for 56 percent of registered voters in Slaughter’s 28th District, while Republicans made up 22 percent.  Voter registration records show the new district still favors Democrats, but decidedly less so. Democrats now make up 40 percent of the electorate compared with 31 percent for Republicans.

But Brooks has proved how irrelevant those figures can be. She was elected county executive in 2003 over Democratic Rochester Mayor William Johnson Jr., and last year beat Democratic Brighton Supervisor Sandra Frankel with 57 percent of the vote.

“For the first time in 10 years Monroe County has the opportunity for a single voice in Congress,” Brooks said Monday morning to a packed room of about 100 supporters.

Repeating a phrase that played like a campaign slogan — “Our country can learn a lot from our county” — Brooks rattled off a list of accomplishments that included lowering the county property tax rate that she cited as qualifications for higher office.

“It’s time to take the Monroe County success story to Washington,” Brooks said.

A spokeswoman for Slaughter said the congresswoman was not available for interviews.  She released a prepared statement that did not mention Brooks by name, but sought to reinforce Slaughter’s commitment and ties to Monroe County.  The statement cited work to be done on ending insider trading in Congress, demanding more accountability in the political system, adjusting trade policies that have decimated local manufacturing jobs and increasing food safety.

“Representing your neighbors in Congress is a great honor and it is a responsibility that must be taken seriously,” Slaughter said in the statement that went on to read, “As I’ve stated publicly many times, I am again asking for the support of my friends and neighbors to continue being your representative in Congress.”

In introducing Brooks to a standing ovation, county GOP Chairman Bill Reilich called her the “heart and soul” of the county Republican Party before leading the crowd in boisterous responses of “Yes!” to questions of whether she had what it takes to cut taxes, create jobs, and reduce the size of government in Washington.

Brooks declined opportunities to criticize Slaughter, casting her run as the product of the right timing and the right district rather than as a better alternative to the longtime incumbent.

“I’m not running against someone, I’m running for something,” Brooks said.

Within hours of the announcement, however, Slaughter offered pointed criticism of Brooks in what appeared to be a hastily-crafted email plea to supporters for campaign donations.

“Republican Maggie Brooks had made it clear — that she won’t stand up for what counts in Western New York instead she’ll be more of the same refusing to break ties from the same Washington Republicans who have tried to shut down the government, trample on women’s rights and end Medicare as we know it,” read the email, which set a goal of amassing 1,000 donors by Wednesday.

Slaughter had $362,753 on hand as of the last federal campaign finance filing Dec. 31. Brooks, who has proved herself a prolific fundraiser and anticipated needing to raise $2 million for her run, had $47,681 in her war chest as of January, according to state records.

The race has already generated national attention.

The Democratic Congressional Campaign Committee released a list of 10 questions for Brooks, chiding that “Monroe County voters already know that Brooks’ tenure as county executive has been filled with scandals, but little is known about Brooks’ position” on federal and social issues.

At her news conference, Brooks deflected a question about whether she would vote to overturn President Barack Obama’s health care reforms, saying that there would be time over the course of the campaign to debate issues.

Brooks did, however, give cautious support to Republican presidential candidate Mitt Romney, saying that she expected him to be the nominee and that the party should rally around him.

Douglas Muzzio, a public affairs professor at Baruch College in New York City, said the race would be closely monitored nationally, particularly at a time of widespread voter discontent with Congress.

“If Republicans see they’ve got a shot to pick up another congressional seat in a blue state held by a longtime Democratic incumbent, then I would expect national Republican money coming into the district,” Muzzio said.

Nat Sillin, a spokesman for the National Republican Congressional Committee, said it was too early to say whether the committee would support Brooks financially.  He added, though, that the race was “a great opportunity for Republicans” and that the salvos by Democrats so early in the game suggested they viewed Brooks as a “serious and credible threat.”

Brooks said she would stay in office as county executive through the election.

The federal Hatch Act that stymied Rochester Mayor Thomas Richards last year does not apply to Brooks because she was elected to her office of county executive.

By contrast, Richards was only acting as mayor when he resigned to avoid violating the federal law, which bars unelected officials who handle federal funds from seeking certain offices.
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