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Grisanti expecting re-election to be tough

Gay marriage vote is causing problems

By Tom Precious and Robert McCarthy 

Updated: March 7, 2012, 10:32 PM 

Freshman Republican State Sen. Mark Grisanti acknowledged Wednesday that his re-election battle this year will not be easy and said he would "very much appreciate it" if Democratic Gov. Andrew M. Cuomo gives him some political support.

"I don't think I'm going to have a cakewalk at all," Grisanti said in an interview with The Buffalo News at the Capitol, acknowledging his troubles with Conservatives and religious groups in Buffalo after his vote on the state's gay marriage law last year.

The lawmaker's comments came the same day Kevin T. Stocker, a well-known political figure in the Tonawandas, said he will challenge Grisanti in this year's Republican primary, another twist in an already bizarre contest.

When Grisanti became one of four Republicans last June to break ranks and join with Cuomo's call to pass the legislation legalizing same-sex marriage, all sides in the debate assumed the votes could attract Cuomo's campaign help this fall -- either in direct endorsements by the governor or at least his agreeing not to help Democratic challengers.

Grisanti said that he has had no discussions with Cuomo on his political future and that there was never any talk last year of help in return for his vote.

"But if I see the governor, and there's something he can do to help me, I would very much appreciate it," Grisanti said Wednesday.   Cuomo's office declined to comment.

A Republican lawmaker interested in direct political support from a statewide Democrat is unusual in New York politics. But enrollment in Grisanti's newly redrawn district has a 2 1/2-to-1 Democratic advantage over Republicans.

Stocker, who has run for Tonawanda town justice and provided a strong challenge to Assemblyman Robin L. Schimminger in the 2010 general election, said he is running because Grisanti has failed to act with "integrity" during his time in office.

The attorney did not specifically take issue with Grisanti's vote in 2011 to legalize same-sex marriage, but he did point to the incumbent's promise to political leaders and local voters not to vote for the measure.

"I believe in integrity and keeping your word," Stocker said. "I don't think Mark is in a position to win that election based on his conduct."

Stocker said he considers the senator and his wife, Maria, personal friends, but he said their involvement in a Feb. 10 brawl in Seneca Niagara Casino was not "professional."

"I try to be a gentleman and conduct myself in a professional way," he said.

Stocker said he is interested in finding a way to give back to the community, and he is ready to begin collecting signatures on designating petitions. He said he relishes door-to-door campaigning and is ready to begin that phase of the campaign.

He also has contacted Erie County Republican Chairman Nicholas A. Langworthy to seek his support. Langworthy is expected to back Grisanti in what could prove the most hotly contested Senate election the state.

 Sources have indicated the party will soon begin polling to test Grisanti's strength in a district expected to retain a significant Democratic enrollment advantage no matter the final reapportionment boundary lines.

Former County Legislature Chairman Charles M. Swanick of Kenmore has declared his candidacy as a Democrat, and he has been endorsed by the Conservative Party. Several other Democrats have also expressed interest.

Grisanti has the support of the Independence Party.

Stocker acknowledged he starts his primary effort with little money or organizational support.

Senate Republicans are already pulling out the stops for Grisanti, trying to reshape his district lines in the still-ongoing redistricting process and helping him raise money. Senate Majority Leader Dean G. Skelos headlined a major fundraiser for Grisanti on Wednesday night at the Sonoma Grille in Snyder.

Grisanti sounded a Ronald Reagan are-you-better-off-today theme, saying he and the Senate Republicans ended the "complete chaos" seen in the Senate when it was briefly run by Democrats until the end of 2010.

The senator called attacks on his gay marriage stance "disingenuous," stating the he never ran on a platform of opposing marriage equality rights in his 2010 race. He said he acknowledged he was a gay marriage opponent and took money from a conservative group that opposes the issue when he ran against Antoine Thompson in a 2008 Democratic primary for the Senate. 

Grisanti said his recent fight in the Seneca Nation's Niagara Falls casino also did not make him rethink whether he wants to stay in the public limelight.

 "We've always been very private," Grisanti said of himself and his wife. That changed after the brawl, captured on cellphone videos, became a national political story.

Still, Grisanti said, the incident and its fallout did not make him reconsider politics.

"It did not give me any indication of wanting to second-think it," he said of his 14-month career in state politics.
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