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Suozzi eyes
bipartisan
role in D.C.

Used to being in charge, now he waits turn

BY PAUL LAROCCO
paul.larocco@newsday.com

WASHINGTON — As Nas-
sau County executive, Thomas
Suozzi oversaw a workforce of
nearly 10,000. If he had an
idea, it usually became a real-
1ty.
“I was the boss. I'd sit
around and say, ‘You do this,
you do this’” said Suozzi,
Long Island’s newest House
member, as he hurriedly
walked the long halls of the
Capitol on a recent afternoon,
late to a meeting with environ-
mentalists that had started
without him.

“Now I'm like, ‘Guys?”
Suozzi said, shifting to a
meeker tone of voice.
“‘Maybe we can do this?’”

Suozzi’s victory last fall in
the 3rd Congressional District
restarted a political career that
had stalled since 2009, when
he lost his third-term bid for
county executive to Republi-
can Edward Mangano by just
386 votes. Mangano then eas-
ily beat him in a 2013 rematch.

But instead of returning to
an executive post — all Suozzi
had ever known in public ser-
vice — the former Glen Cove
mayor and 2006 gubernatorial
candidate is adjusting to the
frustrations of life as just an-
other freshman deep in the
Democratic minority.

He can’t simply introduce
legislation and see it passed.
His statements on the issues
of the day don’t automatically
make news.

So to try to make good on
his campaign slogan, “Suozzi
Gets It Done!” he has taken a

somewhat unusual tack for a
Democrat in the politically po-
larized era of President Don-
ald Trump: reaching across
the aisle.

Making connections

Suozzi, 54, has joined regu-
lar bipartisan groups at the
House gym and at prayer
breakfasts. And he has ap-
peared on Fox News to pro-
mote one of his top priorities,
the House “Problem Solvers
Caucus,” of which he is a vice
chairman. The 22 Democrats
and 22 Republicans in the cau-
cus are attempting to form a
bloc to deliver key votes for
tax reform or infrastructure
spending, two issues where
they see the best potential for
compromise.

That outreach, he said,
helped him get a meeting with
Rep. Phil Roe (R-Tenn.), chair-
man of the House Veterans Af-
fairs Committee, to discuss the
Northport VA hospital in
Suozzi’s North Shore district.
Roe plays guitar at the prayer
breakfast.

“These kinds of interactions
really do make a difference in
working together in Washing-
ton,” Roe said of meeting
Suozzi at the breakfast.

Suozzi said he also hopes to
become a co-sponsor of a bill
that would limit the length of
initial opioid prescriptions. The
expected lead sponsor, Rep.
Martha McSally (R-Ariz.), is in
Suozzi’s workout group.

Though standing firmly
with Democrats in opposing
GOP priorities such as over-
haul of the Affordable Care
Act — he joined the other 192

Democrats in voting against
the bill this month — and
rolling back environmental
regulations, Suozzi’s modera-
tion has put him at odds with
progressives who are thirsty
for full-throated resistance to
the Trump/Republican
agenda.

“In a lot of ways we’ve been
extremely disappointed with
Tom Suozzi,” said Ron Wid-
elec, a steering committee
member of Long Island Ac-
tivists, a group formed by sup-
porters of Vermont Sen.
Bernie Sanders’ 2016 presiden-
tial bid. “He represents the old
guard of the Democratic Party,
and this is why they’re losing
across the board.”

Widelec noted that Suozzi
supported Trump’s airstrikes
on Syria last month and op-
poses a single-payer health
care system if it requires new
taxes.

“He’s just not a progres-
sive,” Widelec said.

During an interview in his
office at the Cannon House Of-
fice Building — where por-
traits of John F. Kennedy and
Theodore Roosevelt hang —
Suozzi dismissed such criti-
cism.

“I'm not just going to come
here and rant and be against
everybody and fight every-
body,” he said. “I want to get
things done. So I need to build
new relationships.”

Far-left Democrats nation-
wide have begun considering
primary challenges to more
centrist House members next
year, although no one has de-
clared interest in Suozzi’s seat.

The National Republican

Freshman congressman Thomas Suozzi meets with members of

Congressional Committee,
meanwhile, has already named
Suozzi as one of its targets in
2018. Suozzi won his district,
which covers northern Nassau
and parts of Suffolk and
Queens, by roughly 6 percent-
age points.

“I'm a little skeptical of the
idea that he would be in a ton
of trouble in a general elec-
tion,” Kyle Kondik of the Uni-
versity of Virginia’s Center for
Politics said of Suozzi. Kondik
noted that in midterm elec-
tions such as next year’s, “it’s
usually the president’s party

playing defense.”
Ed Rollins, a Republican po-
litical ~strategist who ran

Ronald Reagan’s 1984 re-elec-
tion campaign and last year
headed a pro-Trump super
PAC, said Suozzi’s aim to work
with Republicans could be a
way to distinguish himself po-
litically for future runs.

“My sense is it’s an opportu-
nity to get back in the game,”
Rollins said of Suozzi’s House
seat, “and he may think his
best role is to try to be a
bridge builder.”

A risky strategy

Rep. Peter King (R-Seaford)
credited Suozzi with trying to
be bipartisan, but called it a

risky strategy.
“On one hand, there’s this
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general feeling that Congress
has to really work together —
then when you truly try to do
that, you’re accused of being
a traitor to your party and be-
liefs,” said King, whom the
nonprofit Lugar Center — a
Washington  think  tank
formed by former Indiana
Sen. Richard Lugar — and
Georgetown University’s Mc-
Court School of Public Policy
recently named as the most
bipartisan member of the
House, based on sponsorship
and cosponsorship of legisla-
tion.

“Both of those forces are
very strong,” King said. “The
problem is, those who want

bipartisanship aren’t helped
very much in a primary. So
you don’t stray from the
party line.”

During an afternoon of
meetings and votes in April,
Suozzi expressed little con-
cern about the possibility of
facing Democratic or Republi-
can challengers next year. In-
stead, he said he was focused
on tasks including boosting
the influence of the Problem
Solvers Caucus to match that
of the nearly three-dozen
member Freedom Caucus, a
group of conservative Repub-
licans who in March were in-
strumental in blocking their
party’s first attempt to repeal

Boilermakers Local Lodge No. 5 from New York in his office at the U.S. Capitol on April 26. = Photos: newsday.com/politics

Obamacare.

“We need to have everyone
vote as a group,” Suozzi said
of the Problem Solvers.
“That’s why they’re so power-
ful”

That day, Suozzi stopped in
on a meeting of the House
Long Island Sound Caucus,
which focuses on protecting
the Sound and other water-
ways in the region. The
seven-member group was
hosting local environmental-
ists concerned that the fed-
eral spending bill then being
considered would have no
funding for local water qual-
ity protection.

Rep. Lee

Zeldin (R-

Shirley), who co-chairs the
caucus with Suozzi and Con-
necticut Democrat Rosa De-
Lauro, was already there
when Suozzi walked in. As
Suozzi sat down, the environ-
mentalists started to talk to
him about the damage a fund-
ing cut would do.

Suozzi echoed their con-
cerns and threw out several
ideas for how the environ-
mentalists could better publi-
cize the importance of the
federal funding.

But he acknowledged his
power was limited.

“Lee’s the guy here,” Suozzi
said, nodding toward Zeldin.
“He’s in the majority.”

SANDY SCHAEFFER HOPKINS

3 HOMES
TARGETED
FOR RAZING

BY CARL MACGOWAN

carl.macgowan@newsday.com

Three more vacant houses in
Brookhaven Town may be facing a
date with the wrecking ball.

The town board on Thursday
unanimously approved plans to de-
molish abandoned homes on Mas-
tic Boulevard in Mastic, Woodland
Boulevard in Centereach and Wa-
verly Avenue in Holtsville because
engineers found they were danger-
ous and unfit to be occupied.

Each house will be razed in
about 30 days unless the owners re-
pair problems such as leaky roofs
and water damage.

Town officials angrily rejected re-
quests from lawyers, representing
banks that hold mortgages on the
Mastic and Centereach houses, for
more time to make repairs.

“This house has been deteriorat-
ing for a long, long, long, long
time,” Supervisor Edward P. Ro-
maine said, referring to the Cen-
tereach house.

Brookhaven officials had esti-
mated in 2015 there may have been
as many as 800 abandoned homes
throughout the town. Crews tore
down more than 50 of them last year.

A Newsday/News 12 Long Is-
land investigation in 2015 found
that Long Island municipalities
had spent at least $3.2 million in
2014 to demolish, clean up or
board hundreds of vacant homes.
Many were believed to be “zombie
homes” — houses that had been
abandoned during foreclosures.

Assistant Town Attorney Penni
McGrath said each of the three
houses approved for demolition
last week had been cited for nu-
merous building code violations in
recent years.

Town officials said the costs of
razing the houses and removing de-
molition debris will be added to the
homeowners’ property tax bills.

McGrath said the Centereach and
Mastic homes appeared to be in
foreclosure. The listed owner of the
Centereach house died, she said.

Several animals have been re-
moved from the Mastic house by
town animal control officers and
the Society for the Prevention of
Cruelty to Animals, McGrath said.

Hypodermic needles have been
found at the Holtsville home, which
also showed signs of termite infesta-
tions and mold damage, McGrath
said. The Centereach house had
peeling paint and a tarp covering
holes in the roof, McGrath said.
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