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For all the histrionics around Tammy 
Murphy’s 2024 run for U.S. Senate, 
finally and fundamentally the First 
Lady’s candidacy reveals an overriding 
(and concerning) reality, namely the 
establishment’s general lack of inter-
est in that federal job. It’s an old tru-
ism in New Jersey politics, which the 
late U.S. Senator Frank Lautenberg 
(D-NJ) routinely mentioned, perhaps 
somewhat ruefully, at public events: 
the bosses care about the courthouse, 
not the U.S. House – and certainly not 
the U.S. Senate.

If the county party leaders received in 
ho hum fashion the astonishing news 

of sitting U.S. Senator Bob Menendez 
(D-NJ) allegedly working as an agent 
of Egypt in exchange for gold bars, they 
similarly coughed up the candidacy of 
the first lady with a collective shrug.

Who cares?

Oh, her husband, Governor Phil Mur-
phy, will look more favorably on my coun-
ty come budget time if we back his wife 
to replace Menendez, then I care. Then I 
can even issue a ringing endorsement. 

And I don’t care if the public doesn’t care. 

That’s the attitude, perhaps marked-
ly notable for its complacency as the 
country descends into darkness. But 
it also contrasts dramatically with the 
interest those same coffee urn organiz-
ers have for the developing 2025 New 
Jersey governor’s contest, scheduled to 
happen a year after the U.S. Senate and 
presidential races.

That contest continues to accelerate, 
with nearly every political move in the 
state connected to the coming succes-
sion of Governor Phil Murphy. 

Let’s take a look at where things stand 
right now, or, more to the point, who 
stands where, as New Jersey gears up 
early for a statewide governor’s race. 
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The 2021 Republican nominee for 
Governor came close to knocking 
off incumbent Democrat Phil Mur-
phy, 48-51%, and on the strength 
of his near win, wants another shot.
Following his loss, Ciattarelli nev-
er really stopped running for gov-
ernor. This much is true: Only a 
very special competitor will be able 
to outwork and outhustle the all-
but-declared former Assemblyman 
from Somerset County.

While Murphy ran a Close En-
counters of a Third Kind campaign, 

beaming down from on high, Ciat-
tarelli hit the boardwalks, bodegas, 
and bars, really talking to people, 
listening to their troubles, and try-
ing to shape those conversations 
into actual policy. 

He ticked off his own plans for his 
home state: lowering property tax-
es, creating more jobs by making 
this a better place to do business, 
getting his arms around the mon-
ster of state government corrupted 
by special interests, and making it 
smaller and more responsive to state 

needs. He would back cops, unlike 
Murphy, he said, who he derided as 
“the most anti-cop governor we’ve 
ever had. Crime is up all across the 
state.”

He also promised “we’re going to 
get back to basics in our public 
schools system.”

“Every dime they made went to 
their four kids’ nothing my parents 
wouldn’t do for their family, neigh-
bor, state and country and they 
expected nothing in return. When 

THE CANDIDATETHE CANDIDATE
Jack Ciattarelli R
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they saw a successful person they 
were never resentful. They said that 
is someone you should be like. My 
parents celebrated hard work and 
other people’s success. Under Gov-
ernor Ciattarelli, we will celebrate 
hard work and everybody’s success 
right here in New Jersey.” 

It was his speech, spoken, half 
shouted, and bellowed proudly and 
indefatigably at the Election Eve 
climax of a campaign for gover-
nor he seemed to have started as a 
2017 Republican Primary casualty. 
Heavy on the bar chords of a rock 
song pieced together out of factory 
town skid marks, scraps and scrapes 

of hard luck made good, character 
undeterred, work weathered, sac-
rifices shouldered and never at so 
grave a cost as what another kid 
from the same river town named 
John Basilone bought on a battle-
field in WWII, it connected.

Almost enough to make him gov-
ernor.

Ciattarelli at the very least remains 
a very tough out, even in a state 
which numbers a million more reg-
istered Democrats than Republi-
cans. Based on his messaging, work 
rate, and bumbled opportunities by 
Democrats, a lot of insiders con-

tinue to see Ciattarelli as the 2025 
favorite. Of course, a 2024 victory 
by a come-backing Trump could 
mangle the New Jersey Republi-
can. Also, the “leaders” in his own 
scared, transactional, and special 
interest-subservient party, intent 
on making sure that a guy who 
keeps his own counsel and actually 
wants to do the job in the interest 
of real people, may activate in time 
to make sure that he will not get 
ahead. 

To start with, he will have a tre-
mendous challenge coping with 
Jon Bramnick’s entry into the con-
test (see below). 

G O V E R N O R  2 0 2 5 S P E C I A L  E D I T I O N
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Beaten in his 2021 state senate re-
election bid, Steve Sweeney looked 
like a truck had run over him when 
he went to the podium to address 
the media. In fact, a truck had run 
over him, or at least a nonunion 
over-the-road truck driver named 
Ed Durr, a Republican who ex-
ploited the arrogance of power on 
his way to registering that night’s 
most shocking upset.  

Sweeney might have digested the loss as 
evidence that his time had come to an 
end, but the old ironworker decided to 
see it as part of a blast furnace process, 

which ultimately made him stronger, not 
weaker. Was it delusional? At the height 
of his power, while sitting on the throne 
of the senate presidency, Sweeney regis-
tered little more than the sound of one 
hand clapping when he ran in the 2017 
gubernatorial race, bowing out of the 
contest in late 2016. Now, just as his old 
pal Chris Christie continued to nurse 
presidential ambitions only to collapse 
in the snows of New Hampshire, Swee-
ney could not eradicate from his mind 
that Thomas Hart Benton image of him-
self and his mates playing horseshoes in 
bowler hats and suspenders in the back-
yard of Drumthwacket.

It seemed forced.

Or did it?

Sweeney actually had command of 
New Jersey economic and budget is-
sues, and routinely demonstrated a 
willingness to run into the fire to de-
bate them. In 2019, he introduced his 
Path to Progress report, which target-
ed specific ways to reduce taxes and 
improve the state’s financial footing. 
The detailed and impressive blueprint 
recommended pension and benefit, 
shared government services, and tax 
structure reforms.  

Say what you will about his machine 
politics foundations and the optics now 
of his nose pressed against the window 

THE CANDIDATETHE CANDIDATE
Steve Sweeney D
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of power since his 2021 loss, Sweeney 
would not speak in platitudes on the 
pertinent economic issues of the day.

From New Jersey Business Magazine:

“The most important thing we need-
ed to do was to start making the full 
Actuarially Required Contribution on 
our state pension payment, and we 
are getting to 100% in the upcoming 
FY 2022 budget. That’s a year earlier 
than we expected to get there until the 
10-year ramp-up launched under the 
last administration. Once I realized 
how strong revenues were coming in, 
I urged the governor to do it. We will 
save billions by making the full con-
tribution a year early, just as we are 

saving $13 billion over 30 years by the 
legislation we passed requiring quar-
terly pension payments. We still need 
to make reforms to our pension sys-
tem, including implementing a hybrid 
pension plan for new employees that 
combines a traditional defined benefit 
pension on the first $40,000 of income 
and a 401K-style cash balance account 
on income above $40,000 that workers 
can take with them if they leave.”

Consider, too, his strong Building 
Trades labor credentials. As he an-
nounced his retirement from politi-
cal office last year, fellow labor leader 
Assemblyman Tom Giblin had this to 
say: “There’s no two ways about it, the 
Democratic Party’s success is attribut-

ed to 100% commitment of organized 
labor… Sometimes people get political 
Alzheimers. If Democrats get compla-
cent and don’t realize the importance 
of organized labor, they’re making a 
fatal mistake.”

One more thing:

Their detractors all but buried South 
Jersey Democrats before last year, 
when Sweeney’s slate mate, John Bur-
zichelli, reclaimed the 3rd District sen-
ate seat Sweeney lost; and Paul Moriar-
ty nabbed the neighboring 4th District 
seat to keep it in the D column.

They always said the South would rise 
again.     

G O V E R N O R  2 0 2 5 S P E C I A L  E D I T I O N
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When he threw Jerry Healy out of 
the Jersey City Mayor’s Office back 
in 2013, Fulop gave off a well-
earned neon rising star gleam. 

He had what so many well-fed, 
morose, and work-averse ma-
chine-forged politicians didn’t have, 
including the following: U.S. Ma-
rine service in Iraq, a private sector 
profile, real grassroots credentials, 
which went as deep as his insistence 
on backing candidates and winning 
school board races, his obvious po-
litical coherence as a councilman 
representing downtown, and his 

own linkage to Jersey City mythol-
ogy – in the truest sense – as a hard-
core ally of the late Mayor Glenn 
Cunningham. 

Mr. Cunningham was campaign-
ing with Fulop on a bicycle when 
he died from a massive heart attack. 

Then there was Fulop’s willing-
ness to take on powerful politi-
cians, among them Menendez and 
George Norcross III. While others 
quailed and protected their public 
sector jobs by staying silent, Fu-
lop didn’t mind poking bullies in 

the eye, starting with those two 
grand poohbahs of political pomp. 
In their earliest tilts back in 2016, 
Fulop made Sweeney look like the 
ultimate stooge by contrast, a car-
icature of the shadow of a hench-
man who stands with folded arms 
behind the wizards of Oz.   

But it all turned into a gruesome 
mudslide of disappointment when 
Fulop quite suddenly – without 
any real explanation – disappeared 
from the pre-primary field and ma-
terialized alongside Phil Murphy to 
endorse the second coming of Jon 

THE CANDIDATETHE CANDIDATE
Steven Fulop D
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Corzine, who offered the apparent 
bonus of a personality. A creation 
of Goldman Sachs who rather un-
convincingly bragged about having 
grown up “middle class on a good 
day,” Murphy triumphant repre-
sented a victory for the forces of 
cynicism. The candidate for gov-
ernor would not be the organical-
ly conceived kid from Jersey made 
good on his own terms – tough to 
do in this swamp of eternal com-
promise – but a grinning finance 
guy, unknown but for the flat 
monologues of his money.  

What hurt even worse was to see 
Fulop standing next to him.

But life as we want to see it is not 
life as it is, and even if many insid-
ers can’t forgive Fulop’s mysterious 
exit from the 2017 gubernatorial 
gladiatorial games, he nonetheless 
has a real record as mayor of Jersey 
City, conceivably an ungovernable 
place in lesser hands, which under 
his leadership shines as a flawed but 
sophisticated solar system of ur-
ban life, and far more than merely 
Manhattan spillover.
So far, Fulop – the first declared 
2024 candidate for governor – has 
demonstrated substance.

Consider this from InsiderNJ Col-
umnist Fred Snowflack:  

The mayor and candidate is period-
ically releasing comprehensive posi-
tions. Before today’s release on pub-
lic safety, Fulop presented positions 
on transportation and housing.

Not all candidates do this. Steve 
Sweeney, who also is running for 
governor, announced his intentions 
in a video a few weeks ago, but as of 
now, there has not been much else.
Detailed presentations are nice, but 
do people pay attention? After all, 
the election is not until 2025.

“There is a part of the voter base 
that does care,” Fulop said.  His 
point is that those interested – or 
involved in any way with such 
things as housing, transportation, 
and now, public safety – are going 
to pay heed to what a man running 
for governor has to say about them.

But there’s more.

Fulop says he’s not running for gover-
nor just to sit in the seat; he wants to 
do things.

That got him talking about how in 
some ways, New Jersey, notwithstand-
ing its staunch Democratic ways, has 
not been bold.

Talking about recent history, Fulop 
said it wasn’t the Legislature and gov-
ernor who instituted gay marriage 
and legalized marijuana. That was 
the courts and the voters respectively.

Moreover, he said New Jersey lagged 
behind other states in raising the 
minimum wage and introducing 
paid family leave.

If he becomes governor, he said con-
structive change will come from 
Trenton.

His housing plan, for instance, calls 
for doubling the amount of afford-
able homes in the state.

As for public safety, given the fact he’s 
a mayor of the state’s second largest 
city, Fulop has a record here. And it’s 
one he’s happy to talk about.

He said that crime is dropping across 
the board in his city.

Compared to last year, homicides in 
2023 are down from 12 to 10 and 
shootings are down from 52 to 47. 
Also, car thefts dropped from 738 
to 629 and burglaries from 828 to 
725.

“This year, we had the lowest num-
ber of homicides Jersey City has ever 
seen since records have been kept.  For 
the first time, Jersey City ranks low-
er than New York City for homicide 
rates.  Additionally, the data shows 
we have the lowest homicide rate of 
the top 100 cities east of Texas,” the 
mayor said.

Will it be enough? In this world of 
party organizations that material-
ize candidacies on rigid lines, like 
water parceled through Roman aq-
ueducts, Fulop, once the teetotal-
ing toast of that progressive space 
between Gen. X and Gen Z., a star 
once photographed with Clinton, 
as Clinton once posed with Ken-
nedy, transmits little more than a 
decided longshot vibe, crammed 
into a fuel-efficient car in a polit-
ical traffic jam orchestrated by – 
what else – the party machine.

G O V E R N O R  2 0 2 5 S P E C I A L  E D I T I O N
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If the 2016 version of Fulop rep-
resented the romantic projection-
ist’s view of what we would want 
our statewide leader to be rather 
than what he really is, the eve of 
2024 and the incipient stages of 
2025 offered Sherrill as that close 
to perfect emblem of leadership.

For starters, Sherrill had a distin-
guished military background as a 
Navy helicopter pilot, which put 
the usual political crumb bums 
on notice. Those trying to gain 
traction by being a boss’ favorite 
disciple now had to compete with 

a person – a woman, no less, and 
married mother of four – who ac-
tually came to the dance as – get 
this – a public servant. 

While those schooled only in the 
political bloodstream of New Jer-
sey transactionalism tried to start 
fights with aging military veterans 
in the State Capitol, Sherrill pre-
sented a stunning new idea: love 
of country. Now, with this strange 
profile – accompanied by a record 
at the U.S. Attorney’s Office – in 
short, the owner of a tangible re-
sume, not to mention her historic 

2018 victory over a long-serving 
Republican incumbent and con-
gressional service, Sherrill ran the 
risk of exposing the men in New 
Jersey politics as a bog of quag-
mired hacks.

That’s dangerous.
 
There’s nothing like the threat 
of a jolt of reality to threaten the 
waistband-bulging remnants of 
humanity crowding the cigar bars.

In a state in which the Demo-
cratic Party united behind two 

THE CANDIDATETHE CANDIDATE
Mikie Sherrill  D
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Goldman Sachs candidates for 
governor, and left the last wom-
an who ran for the job high and 
dry as they catered to the politi-
cal compulsions of Chris Christie, 
could Sherrill penetrate the cyn-
icism, cowardice, and laziness of 
her own party?

Her presence in Congress alone 
represented a positive develop-
ment. In addition, she appeared 
to have the backing of powerful 
Essex County Democratic Com-
mittee Chairman LeRoy Jones, 

chair of the Democratic State 
Committee. Jones had waged 
some real fights with others in the 
political establishment, including 
South Jersey’s George Norcross 
III and Sweeney. For Sherrill, 
the upside of Jones’ support also 
presented the possibility of other 
county leaders falling prey to the 
influence of those seeking to ex-
act revenge on Jones. 

A year ahead of the year in ques-
tion, Sherrill began her quest for 
the governorship with a powerful 

ally behind her, and a fight ahead, 
which is really all she’s ever had 
in politics, anyway, starting with 
her expulsion of Rodney Freling-
huysen, beatdown of Trump sup-
porter Jay Webber, and contin-
ued hands-on protection of the 
district she flipped in her party’s 
favor. 

At the end of 2023, the nascent 
Sherrill campaign began high-
lighting her work to make child-
care more affordable for working 
families. 

G O V E R N O R  2 0 2 5 S P E C I A L  E D I T I O N
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InsiderNJ just had a conversa-
tion a few days ago with a party 
boss who described a recent visit 
from the 5th District congress-
man as intellectually stimulating 
and politically persuasive. Like 
his congressional colleague Mikie 
Sherrill, Gottheimer late last year 
decided against pursuing the U.S. 
Senate seat after Bob Menendez 
spectacular implosion.

Instead, he’s running for governor. 

Not a declared candidate yet, he 
nonetheless very actively contin-

ues to make the rounds. 

The upside?

He hails from Bergen, one of the 
big Northern counties integral to 
Democratic Party success in a pri-
mary. Like Sherrill, he flipped the 
switch on a Republican incum-
bent, dimming the GOP lights in 
the 5th District and supplanting 
demagoguery with pragmaticism. 
Relying on a combination of 
fundraising, problem solving cau-
cus credentials transcending party 
affiliation, and aggressive cam-

paigning, he held onto his seat 
in some tough political weather, 
including the inevitable backlash 
against incumbent Joe Biden in 
2022. Unlike Tom Malinowski, 
who lacked an inside game come 
redistricting, Gottheimer proved 
sharp elbowed and Machiavellian, 
too, when it came time to influ-
ence those chieftains drawing up 
a map for the next ten years.

Issues-oriented, the congressman 
from Bergen has focused per-
haps more than of his colleagues 
on trying to reinstate the SALT 

THE CANDIDATETHE CANDIDATE
Josh Gottheimer   D
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(State and Local Property Tax) de-
duction, and wrenching congres-
sional control away from what 
he terms “moocher states.” In 
addition, he has worked with the 
Biden Administration on moving 
forward with long-stalled critical 
infrastructure improvement jobs, 

including the more than $12 bil-
lion Gateway Tunnel project.

The downside?

Gottheimer comes from a conser-
vative district and his insiders de-
scribe many of his political stanc-

es as too conservative or middle of 
the road to excite the Democratic 
Party base in a primary.

But his supporters point out that 
he will have access to money that 
will enable him to morph him 
into anything he wants.

G O V E R N O R  2 0 2 5 S P E C I A L  E D I T I O N
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The apoplectically pro Trump 
101.5 FM radio man would have 
to give up his day job to run for 
governor, and maybe he will.

He’s all but said he’s running.

Going back to 2004 when he un-
successfully ran against then-in-
cumbent U.S. Rep. Rush Holt 
in the 12th District, Spadea has 
projected an elected office gleam, 
short-circuited when he made a 
2011 play for a state Assembly va-
cancy.

To that end, Matt Friedman of Po-
litico noted earlier this year:

Two groups closely aligned with Bill 
Spadea, a pro-Trump radio host who 
is laying the groundwork to run for 
New Jersey governor in 2025, have 
raised more than $320,000 between 
them since they were founded earlier 
this year.

It’s an impressive sum for the ambi-
tious Spadea, who frequently travels 
the state to give speeches at Repub-
lican functions while espousing an-

ti-vaccine rhetoric and promoting 
former President Donald Trump’s lie 
that the 2020 election was stolen. 
And the sum — made up mostly of 
small online donations — contrasts 
favorably with one of Spadea’s likely 
2025 gubernatorial rival, Jack Ci-
attarelli, whose own political action 
committee has raised a fraction of 
that amount.

But for all his Trump saber-rattling 
and tit for tat leapfrogging around 
the state in an attempt to compete 
with Ciattarelli, Spadea had a less 

THE CANDIDATETHE CANDIDATE
Bill Spadea R
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than impressive 2023.

Notes InsiderNJ’s Snowflack:

“The radio host and possible 
GOP gubernatorial candidate 
strongly supported a number of 
candidates challenging the Re-

publican establishment. Many 
of them lost. See LD-24 and 26. 
That prompted state Sen. Jon 
Bramnick to call Spadea ‘some 
loudmouth on the radio’ at a 
Republican victory celebration. 
Spadea responded… on his radio 
show, calling Bramnick a ‘bitter 

guy’ and saying the primary win-
ners should welcome the losers 
back into the fold.”

As for his 2025 plans, the radio 
host is coy, telling a fellow Re-
publican at an event in July, “The 
thought has crossed my mind.”

G O V E R N O R  2 0 2 5 S P E C I A L  E D I T I O N
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In 2022, raging Republican mod-
erate Bramnick assumed the state 
senate seat formerly occupied by 
his longtime slate mate, U.S. Rep. 
Tom Kean, Jr. The veteran Repub-
lican eked out his amiable, compe-
tent brand over the course of a 20-
year career in the state Assembly, 
capping it as a sturdy relationship 
builder in the role of Republican 
leader. 

Impressed, insiders never saw 
Bramnick retiring without making 
at least one statewide bid.

Having formally kicked off his 
candidacy on Jan. 27th, Bramni-
ck now evidently finally believes 
2025 to be his time.

But Bramnick, who occupies the 
same pragmatic, middle-of-the-
road space as Ciattarelli, will have 
to figure out a way to get around 
his former colleague in the Assem-
bly. The two of them in a GOP 
Primary with Spadea in the race – 
or someone else in the movement 
conservative vein – could pose sig-
nificant problems for what’s left 

of the ravaged Millicent Fenwick 
wing of the NJ Grand Old Party.

Bramnick is perhaps New Jersey’s 
most consistently vociferous Re-
publican anti Trumper, on more 
than one occasion making a co-
gent case from the floor of the 
Assembly for reason in the face of 
then-President Trump’s frighten-
ing demagoguery.

He also bears longtime ties to the 
political apparatus of former Gov-
ernor Chris Christie.  

THE CANDIDATETHE CANDIDATE
Jon Bramnick  R
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As the year closed, Bramnick fo-
cused his attention on youth men-
tal health, mustering bipartisan 
support for S-3330/A-5015.

“Mental health has become a cri-
sis in our nation,” Sen. Bramnick. 
“This legislation may be helpful 
when explaining the effects of loss 
to high school students.”

According to the Senate Republi-
can Office, the Union-based sena-
tor worked with Imagine, a Center 
for Coping with Loss to craft the 

legislation, which would instruct 
school districts to teach students 
how to cope with grief and loss.

The bill would require:

• Public school districts to   
 teach lessons on grief for   
 students in grades eight   
 through twelve as part of the   
 New Jersey Student Learning 
 Standards in Comprehensive   
 Health and Physical 
 Education.

• The Commissioner of 
 Education to provide    
 age-appropriate resources to   
 public school districts on   
 mechanisms and techniques 
 to  use while dealing with   
 symptoms of grief.

• Public school districts to 
 provide in-school support,   
 mental health crisis support,   
 and individual and group 
 therapy for students.

G O V E R N O R  2 0 2 5 S P E C I A L  E D I T I O N
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Don’t count out Coughlin, says 
a veteran source within the folds 
of the Statehouse inner sanctum, 
who sees in the hammered-to-
gether StayNJ deal the fundament 
of the sitting speaker’s political 
acumen and public interest prior-
ity.

After Coughlin initially proposed 
a plan to assist senior citizens as-
sailed by crippling costs, the Mid-
dlesex Democrat came together 
with a skeptical Governor Phil 
Murphy and Senate President 

Nick Scutari to work up a mod-
ified version.

From NJSpotlight Anchor Briana 
Vannozzi:

“A tentative framework was 
reached… on the controversial 
“StayNJ” senior property-tax cut 
plan, with Gov. Phil Murphy and 
Democratic legislative leaders still 
ironing out the details. According 
to a Murphy administration of-
ficial, residents age 65 and older 
would get a 50% credit on prop-

erty-tax bills, capped at $6,500; 
that’s down from an initial pro-
posal of $10,000.

“The original plan had no in-
come threshold but the latest it-
eration would apply to seniors 
making under $500,000 a year 
and it would include money for 
senior renters who were excluded 
from the original ‘StayNJ’ plan. 
The tentative framework would 
also immediately boost the exist-
ing ‘Anchor’ tax relief program by 
$250 for seniors.”

THE CANDIDATETHE CANDIDATE
Craig Coughlin D
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Murphy didn’t like Coughlin’s 
proposal at the outset, publicly 
opposing it to the point of threat-
ening a shutdown. But Coughlin 
persevered, and the compromise 
finally signed into law by the 
governor represented a win by a 
lowkey, reasonable Trenton player.

“What is missing here so far is 
the emergence of Coughlin,” said 
the insider, noting how the disap-
pearance of Steve Sweeney from 
the halls of the Statehouse after 
his 2021 election loss represented 
an opportunity for the speaker to 
carve out his own leadership path 
and policy priorities.

“This has placed Coughlin all 
over the state in terms of the op-
portunity,” said the source. “This 
sets up Coughlin in a much big-
ger way, certainly to be considered 
for a fourth term as speaker in 
November but in addition, it sets 
him up as a gubernatorial candi-
date.”

Coughlin kept his cool through 
the crisis, refusing to blow his 
stack when the governor said he 
would shut down the state. The 
speaker quietly held to a program 
that by the time it gets done could 
put $200 a week back in the pock-
ets of the average senior family.
“The governor’s response of shut-
ting the state down sent a hor-

rendous message, and Coughlin 
counterbalanced that,” said the 
source.

Coughlin’s savvy certainly script-
ed the likelihood of a fourth term 
on the speaker’s chair.

But governor?

The source said Scutari and 
Coughlin are friends, and that if 
Scutari takes another stab at the 
senate presidency, that will re-
move the play for Middlesex to go 
after the position.

That leaves Coughlin with two 
possibilities: Speaker (again) or 
Governor.

“The governor, God bless him, 
his power will erode, and the pres-
ence of an experienced leader be-
comes more and more necessary,” 
said the source. “And we see that 
here with Coughlin, based on 
StayNJ – someone who should be 
there for a fourth term. Middlesex 
will support that, and given his 
reasonableness – a highly elusive 
quality in politics and government 
– he shows himself to be a leader 
who can function at the level of 
governor. He is not only a reason-
able individual, but a reasonable 
individual who knows the levers 
of government. With all respect 
to Murphy, the sitting governor 

didn’t know government when he 
got in there, and right now, longer 
term, Coughlin, I think, is going 
in the direction of governor.”

A bolstered majority in 2023 only 
strengthened Coughlin’s argu-
ment toward higher office, and 
– if nothing else - burnished his 
campaign messaging credentials. 
Middlesex Democrats’ decision 
to augment their party’s case for 
reproductive freedom with a spe-
cifically economic program in the 
form of StayNJ, shows that they’re 
not slumbering in the hidden 
chambers of Trenton.

Sweeney was supposed to be the 
only Democrat who could talk 
turkey about taxpayer affordabil-
ity issues, but if Coughlin gets in 
the race, the former senate presi-
dent will have to prepare himself 
to joust with the sitting speaker.

That said, Coughlin appears to 
be only a longshot candidate for 
governor, perhaps a panic button 
option for Midldesex of a savory 
deal falls apart and all hell breaks 
loose in the Democratic Party. 
As insiders routinely point out, 
mild-mannered to a fault, Cough-
lin might have a problem on the 
campaign trail trying to energize 
the churches in a showdown with 
someone like the eternally electric 
Ciattarelli.     
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Inner circle Baraka acolytes insist 
the Newark Mayor still intends to 
run for governor in 2025. Against 
an uptick of chatter around his 
fledgling candidacy, Unite PAC, 
founded in support of Newark 
Mayor Ras Baraka‘s prioritized 
causes, threw a fundraiser on Sept. 
18th at the New Jersey Performing 
Arts Center.

The theme?

“Moving New Jersey Forward.”
Insiders chattered overtime. Es-
sentially, if they don’t live in Essex 
County, they are eager to point out 
that a Baraka 2025 gubernatorial 
candidacy would hurt fellow Essex 
resident U.S. Rep. Mikie Sherrill 
(D-11).

Two heavyweights trying to gain a 
statewide edge out of Essex would 
impair a muscled-up appearance by 

Sherrill, as the anticipated prefer-
ence by the Essex County Demo-
cratic Committee.

In establishment circles, the na-
scent, upstart statewide candidacy 
of Baraka continues to trigger dis-
cussions around the potential for 
U.S. Rep. Josh Gottheimer (D-5) 
to break out in more convincing 
fashion, or Speaker Craig Coughlin 
(D-19) to make something happen.

THE CANDIDATETHE CANDIDATE
Ras Baraka D
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What about the only truly de-
clared candidate in the contest, 
Jersey City Mayor Steven Fulop?

Certainly, Baraka does not appear 
to help him, either, as two big city 
mayors running off the line, ap-
parently in search of progressive, 
anti-establishment support, don’t 
inure to Fulop’s (or Baraka’s) ad-

vantage. Do Fulop and Baraka 
somewhat nullify each other to 
enable a prevailing line? Those are 
the drunken cocktail conversa-
tions happening right now, in ad-
vance of the Newark Mayor’s next 
move.

Again, for the moment, that move 
found him fundraising in his 

hometown in September (suggest-
ed donation $2,000; an exclusive 
VIP reception with the mayor 
$10K), with obvious statewide de-
signs.

At least one source told InsiderNJ 
that heavy Baraka strategy sessions 
percolated in Essex in the lead up 
to year’s end.
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This contains only a partial list of 
those people primed at this par-
ticular moment. Others, among 
them state Senator Mike Testa 
(R-1) and Senator Holly Schepi-
si (R-39) could emerge this year. 
Certainly, Schepisi and Testa ra-
diate prime time potential on the 
strength of their work in the sen-
ate. At the start of a new year and 
in the wake of Republicans’ less 
than stellar showing in legislative 
contests, sources talked about 
Testa as an option for state Re-
publican chair. If it happens, the 
South Jerseyan from Vineland 
would have a statewide platform 
and some time to get his name 

ID up and generate some enthu-
siasm toward a bid for governor.
 
The resuscitation of South Jer-
sey Democrats this year on the 
strength of senate wins by As-
semblymen John Burzichelli (3) 
and Paul Moriarty (4) (see above) 
gives the appearance of a some-
what reanimated region for Swee-
ney and his allies. That’s a new 
dynamic after abysmal showings 
by the south going back at least 
to 2019. But remember, even at 
full strength, Sweeney couldn’t 
get the attention of northern 
bosses, and the guess here is that 
his candidacy perhaps more than 

anything gives the reemergent 
south a chance to play for putting 
a name in the mix for AG in the 
next governor’s administration, 
with an additional Department 
of Labor commissionership in 
the offing for the former senate 
president.    

What happens in the 2024 pres-
idential season could boomerang 
profoundly in 2025, those two 
seasons usually linked by an un-
derlying voter sense of balance 
and proportion, but Trump in 
the presidential contest presents, 
as always, a rather zany – and 
scary – wildcard...more later.
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