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Republicans in Albany Say, ‘It’s Not Over’ 


Mike Groll/Associated Press

Joseph L. Bruno, the State Senate majority leader, met with fellow Republicans on Wednesday to address his party’s defeat in a special election in upstate New York. 
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ALBANY — In his sprawling suite in the Capitol, a humbled Senate majority leader, Joseph L. Bruno, gathered an aging coterie of fellow Senate Republicans on Wednesday morning to commiserate over a fresh defeat and plot a last stand for their beleaguered party. 

More than any other person in the Statehouse, Mr. Bruno has been willing to take on Gov. Eliot Spitzer. He has derided the governor as a “dictator,” a “bully” and a “rich spoiled brat” and called Mr. Spitzer’s staff “hoodlums” and “thugs.”

But inside the mahogany and marble chamber, one thing was clear to the Republicans: The governor has built a formidable political machine and has figured out how to beat them at the polls. On Tuesday, with the backing of the governor’s political operation, Assemblyman Darrel J. Aubertine, a Democrat, won a special Senate election in an overwhelmingly Republican district in the northern part of the state. 

The victory meant that a single Senate seat now stands between the Democratic Party and full control of state government. And many on both sides of the aisle were left wondering: If the Republicans could not win in this district, where they have a 78,454 to 46,824 enrollment advantage, could they win anywhere?

“We had a ‘Come to Jesus’ conference,” Senator Dale Volker, a Buffalo Republican, said of the meeting. 

“We said, ‘Hey, it’s not over, we’re still in the majority,’ ” he said, adding, “Everybody said we’re sticking together, and that’s the only way we can do this.”

Emerging from the gathering to address reporters, Mr. Bruno was more defiant.

He said the governor was still “playing every dirty trick that can be played.” And, lest anyone imagine Mr. Bruno faces an internal rebellion, he brought his sometimes restive top lieutenants to stand before the news media throng and publicly pledge their fealty to him. 

“We are recognizing that was a battle in a war, and we lost that battle,” he added, “but we are going to win the war.”

The odds against the Republicans, however, are considerable. Nearly half of their 32 members will be 65 or older by November, and they face an emboldened and well-financed governor determined to put his machinery to work for Democratic challengers. Republicans say that they realize the gravity of their situation, and that changes will be made, especially in the caucus’s campaign operation, which many observers believe has been weakened by feuding between Senator Dean Skelos of Long Island and Senator Tom Libous of Binghamton. Acknowledging such speculation, the two men made a show of support for each other and Mr. Bruno on Wednesday. 

Among other things, Republicans feel they have failed to convince upstate voters that they will suffer if the state is entirely controlled by New York City Democrats — the Senate Democrats are led by Senator Malcolm Smith of Queens. 

But persuading voters to hang on to the status quo may not be easy in an election year when voters seem eager for change. 

“Obviously, we have no margin for error,” said Senator George H. Winner Jr., an Elmira Republican. “Clearly, our message is not resonating, that it’s important not to have change in this circumstance.”

Democrats are feeling confident. One top official called the election results the Republican “Waterloo at Watertown,” and some described Mr. Bruno as a dead man walking. For his part, the governor took the high road, praising both candidates in the special election and saying, “We’re all going to work together, that’s what this is about.” He said it was time to focus on governing.

But behind the scenes, Mr. Spitzer, who described himself early in his term as a “steamroller” has been aggressively maneuvering to remove Republican senators since arriving in Albany. One of his first moves as governor was to name a Senate Republican, Michael A. L. Balboni, as his top public safety adviser, and then campaign energetically for Craig Johnson, a Democrat, to fill Mr. Balboni’s seat in a special election. 

Another Republican senator, Joseph Robach of Rochester, said on Wednesday that the Spitzer administration had also dangled a high-paying state job in front of him a year ago, hoping to entice him to leave the Senate.

Tuesday’s win comes as the governor grapples with his own political troubles. His poll numbers remain low, and he faces three investigations stemming from an effort by aides to discredit Mr. Bruno. 

But he has proved adept at building a fund-raising machine to rival that of the Republicans, and he has brazenly spurned nonaggression pacts that existed between the parties that, for decades, essentially forestalled competitive elections in some areas. 

Though Mr. Spitzer kept a low personal profile in the race, his political operation raised funds into the seven figures and oversaw the campaign. They also produced the advertisements that portrayed the Democrat, Mr. Aubertine, as a farmer cut from the same cloth as the people of the hardscrabble district, and depicted his Republican opponent, Assemblyman William A. Barclay, as a scion of wealth. 

Spitzer administration officials and Senate Democrats said they had no plans to try to lure individual Senate Republicans to join the administration, as they did with Mr. Balboni. The administration is convinced it will gain control of the Senate in the November election and believes it is better to let Senate Republicans squabble among themselves. It also speculates that some Republicans may decide to retire rather than potentially face a diminished role in a minority party. 

Democrats are fielding as many as half a dozen competitive challengers this year. Republicans, in the meantime, are having trouble recruiting a younger generation of candidates and are trying to persuade Senator Mary Lou Rath, a Republican from western New York, to rescind her recent retirement announcement.

Asked whether he thought that might happen, Mr. Volker said, “Let’s say, we’ll see.” Ms. Rath did not return a call for comment.

Democrats have not occupied the governor’s office and both chambers of the Legislature since the days of the New Deal. The Republicans captured the Senate in 1939 and have held it for all but one year since. The last time Albany was under one-party control was 1974, when Nelson A. Rockefeller was governor. But the party was swept out amid the Watergate scandal and New York City’s financial crisis. 

Many in the capital believe state government is on the precipice of another historic shift. 

“Because upstate is shrinking, its political power shrinks,” said Assemblyman Richard L. Brodsky, a Westchester Democrat. “What’s amazing is that the upstate delegation has hung on this long,” he said, adding, “If the Republican Party is going to compete, it has to compete in the city. It’s over now.”
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