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By Jim Saunders
The News Service of Florida

T A L L A H A S S E E  — 
Throughout his bid for 
Florida governor, Tal-
lahassee Mayor Andrew 
Gillum has tried to appeal 
to the progressive voters 
who rallied behind Ver-
mont Sen. Bernie Sanders’ 
insurgent presidential 
campaign in 2016.

Sanders apparently 
liked what he saw.

With the Democratic 
gubernatorial primary 
less than four weeks away, 
Sanders on Wednesday 
endorsed Gillum, point-
ing to Gillum’s stances 
on issues near and dear 
to left-leaning voters.

“As governor, Andrew 
Gillum will work to pro-
vide health care for all 
through a Medicare-
for-All program, raise 
the minimum wage to a 
living wage, invest in sus-
tainable energy, improve 
education, make sure the 
wealthiest corporations 
pay their fair share of 
taxes, and be welcoming 
to immigrants,” Sand-
ers said in a statement 
released by the Gillum 
campaign. “Andrew has 
never backed down from 
a fight, including beating 
the NRA and standing up 
against xenophobic poli-
ticians. Andrew Gillum 
will set a new course for 
Florida — a governor who 
represents all the people 
and not just powerful 
special interests.”

T h e  e n d o r s e m e n t 
could give a late boost to 
Gillum, who has trailed 
his primary opponents in 
fundraising and in recent 
polls. 

A  F l o r i d a  A t l a n t i c 

University poll released 
last week, for example, 
showed Gillum with sup-
port from 7 percent of 
Democratic voters, while 
a Mason-Dixon Polling & 
Strategy poll showed him 
at 10 percent. 

B o t h  p o l l s ,  h o w -
ever, also showed large 
numbers of undecided 
Democratic voters.

The Gillum campaign 
quickly tried to seize on 
the Sanders endorsement, 
which came a day before 
the Democratic candi-
dates will hold their final 
televised debate before 
the Aug. 28 primary.

“It’s an honor to have 
Senator Bernie Sanders’ 
endorsement in this cam-
paign,” Gillum said in a 
statement. “He has been 
an unapologetic fighter 
for everyday working 
people standing up to the 
special interests. From 
Medicare-for-All, to a 
$15 minimum wage, his 
ideas and platform have 
become the Democratic 
Party’s north star on eco-
nomic justice for those 
who need it most.”

While it is too early 
to gauge the effect of 
the endorsement, the 
R e p u b l i c a n  p r i m a r y 
for governor has been 
remade after President 
Donald Trump endorsed 
Northeast Florida Con-
gressman Ron DeSantis. 
State Agriculture Com-
missioner Adam Putnam 
was the front-runner for 
months in the GOP race, 
but DeSantis has surged 
into the lead after the 
Trump endorsement — 
which was highlighted 
during a raucous Trump 
rally Tuesday night in 
Tampa.

Sanders backs 
Gillum in 
governor’s race

By Brendan Farrington
The Associated Press

TALLAHASSEE 
— President Donald 
Trump’s Florida rally 
couldn’t have come at a 
better time for Repub-
lican U.S. Rep. Ron 
DeSantis, who may have 
locked up a primary 
victory as he seeks to 
become Florida’s next 
governor.

Thousands of people 
attended the Tuesday 
rally in Tampa as thou-
sands of absentee ballots 
are arriving in mailboxes 
across Florida. Just the 
fact that Trump endorsed 
DeSantis earlier in the 
campaign helped him 
surge past Agriculture 
Commissioner Adam 
Putnam in Republican 
primary polls. Now with 
headlines and photos 
of DeSantis and Trump 
together on nearly every 
major newspaper’s front 
page and on television 
news around the state 
reinforces that support 
with a Republican base 
that loves the president.

“ I t  w o u l d  a p p e a r 
that Republican pri-
mary voters are willing 
t o  s l a v i s h l y  f o l l o w 
their master’s every 
dictamen,” said Talla-
hassee-based lobbyist 
and Republican politi-
cal  strategist  Mac 
S t i p a n o v i c h .  “ I t ’ s 
really odd, hard to 
describe and actually 
frightening.”

M o s t  p o l i t i c a l 
observers would have 
assumed Putnam was 
going to be the nomi-
nee when he entered 
the race 15 months 

ago. He had seemingly 
been building up to this 
campaign his entire adult 
life. He was elected to the 
state House in 1996 as a 
22-year-old and four 
years later to the U.S. 
House, where he served 
five terms and became 
one of the most powerful 
House Republicans. He 
left Washington and was 
elected agriculture com-
missioner in 2010. This 
year, he has widespread 
establishment support 
and has spent more than 
$26 million between his 
campaign account and 
a political committee 
on the race. He’s made 
countless stops around 
the state, running a 
traditional grassroots 

campaign with a focus 
on Florida issues.

But seemingly over-
night DeSantis has erased 
whatever advantage 
Putnam had with a cam-
paign largely based on 
Fox News appearances, 
Trump’s backing and a 
focus on national issues. 
DeSantis, a former Navy 
officer, cast himself as 
a Washington outsider 
when he won his seat in 
2012 and his goal was 
originally to remain in 
Washington — not run 
for governor. He ran for 
U.S. Senate in 2016, but 
dropped out of the race 
when Republican Sen. 
Marco Rubio decided 
to run for re-election. 
DeSantis didn’t enter 

the governor’s  race
until January and until
recently held few in-
state campaign events.
Instead, he’s appeared on
Fox News more than 100
times, usually defending
Trump.

That loyalty helped
sway the endorsement.
Trump called DeSantis a
great friend and a “tough,
brilliant cookie.”

“I know him well. He’s
a great, great guy. He’s
going to be an incredible
governor,” said Trump,
who is a part-time Palm
Beach resident. “I don’t
do these endorsements
easily. I don’t need to
be here, but I happen to
love this state ... Though
it seems to have an
impact.”

Trump then pointed
out the recent Georgia
Republican guberna-
torial primary, where
one-time presumptive
front-runner Lt. Gov.
Casey Cagle lost by 40
percentage points after
Trump-endorsed Secre-
tary of State Brian Kemp.

D e S a n t i s ’ s  T r u m p
strategy also appears to
be working in Florida.

T e r r y  C a s t r o ,  a
71-year-old retiree from
Tampa, says she likes
Putnam, but is support-
ing DeSantis.

Trump’s backing puts new 
twist on Florida governor’s race

President Donald Trump, right, shakes hands with 
Florida Republican gubernatorial candidate Ron 
DeSantis during a rally in Tampa on Tuesday. [CHRIS 

O’MEARA/THE ASSOCIATED PRESS]
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