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Staten Island's Lou Tobacco says he won't seek another Assembly term

By Judy L. Randall Staten Island Advance 

February 17, 2012, 6:04 AM

STATEN ISLAND, N.Y. -- Assemblyman Lou Tobacco, the South Shore Republican firebrand whose anti-smoking crusade among school kids and bumper-sticker campaign against high bridge tolls earned him a boroughwide following, announced yesterday that he will not seek re-election this fall. 

In an exclusive interview, Tobacco, 39, a father of four from Tottenville, cited the burden of making economic ends meet at home. 

“My true compass has always been my family, and my compass is facing home right now,” said Tobacco, sitting in the Advance’s Grasmere offices. 

Tobacco, who earns $88,500 as a lawmaker, was laid off from his high-powered part-time post as a pharmaceutical salesman for Pfizer in 2010 after his division was eliminated. He had earned upwards of $100,000 annually from that gig. 

He called supporting his family on his Assembly salary “difficult.” His children range in age from 10 to 2-year-old twins. 

He said he has no new job lined up after his term ends Dec. 31 and does not know where he will land. 

Said Tobacco: “The time has come. Even with just a few days away [each week], I am missing out. Sometimes it means I have missed out on them eating a new food or learning to talk or walk. While I have made a commitment to Staten Island families, I have to make a commitment to my family now. I need to be a daily physical presence in their lives and provide for them. 

“So it is that after heart-wrenching soul-searching, I will not be seeking another term. I feel like I am in a good place right now, but it is bittersweet. It has truly been an honor and a privilege to serve the people of Staten Island.” 

Tobacco won a special election to the Assembly in 2007 and has been re-elected handily twice since. Among the committees on which he sits is the Health Committee, serving as its ranking minority member. 

During his tenure, Tobacco’s affable demeanor and ready smile won him praise from both sides of the aisle. But his devotion to conservative Republican causes has always been evident. 

Tobacco said during his 10 remaining months in office he will continue to focus on his core issues of smoking cessation, autism awareness, toll reduction and economic development, along with the “small victories” of constituent service. 

Tobacco also publicly revealed for the first time that he was diagnosed with testicular cancer in December 2010. He said he had surgery at Staten Island University Hospital and declared himself to be “the healthiest I have ever been” little more than a year later, which he attributed in part to a regimen of weightlifting and cardio-fitness. He said he did not undergo chemotherapy or radiation and is “vigilant” about being screened every two months. 

Tobacco said that being a “cancer survivor” clarified his priorities, explaining, “I realized the time we do have here is limited and you want to have no regrets in life.” 

The assemblyman said he will continue to volunteer for the American Cancer Society, pitch his “Tobacco against tobacco” mantra as a private citizen and look to revive the Tottenville Civic Association, of which he was once president. 

He did not rule out a future run for political office at some point down the road. 

A Sunnyside native and Eagle Scout who got hooked on politics at the age of 8, watching Ronald Reagan accept the GOP nomination for president in 1980, Tobacco interned for former Assemblyman Robert Straniere and Guy Molinari at Borough Hall. 

He is a graduate of Monsignor Farrell High School and SUNY Albany. 

A question from the Advance yesterday about his political future led Tobacco to make his announcement sooner rather than later. Still, he called the timing “good,” with petition filing and primary deadlines pushed up in this redistricting year. 

The solid Republican district is generally considered a lock for the GOP. 

Tobacco said his hands-on chief of staff, Michael Coppotelli, would be an “excellent servant to the people” and a “worthy successor.” 

Other names on the Republican side could include Brendan Lantry, now a Brooklyn prosecutor and a one-time congressional staffer and GOP district leader; Joseph Borrelli, chief of staff to City Councilman Vincent Ignizio, and Alex Zablocki, a former state Senate staffer and 2009 candidate for city public advocate. 

Democrat Al Albanese ran for the seat in the last two elections.

HEARTFELT REACTIONS

With word that Assemblyman Lou Tobacco (R-South Shore) will not seek re-election in November, reaction from Staten Island’s elected officials poured in.� �
Albany colleagues

State Sen. Andrew Lanza (R-Staten Island): “I consider it a great loss for Staten Island. He is a real Staten Islander. Raising four kids, he gets the issues because he lives them. He is precisely the type of person you would want to have representing you.” 

State Sen. Diane Savino (D-North Shore/Brooklyn): “It has been an honor and pleasure to serve with Lou for the past four years. He is one of the nicest people I have met in this business and he will be missed.” 

Assemblyman Matthew Titone (D-North Shore): “On a personal level, I am truly heartbroken. From Day One, Lou has been a great friend and extraordinary colleague despite our political differences. I am going to miss his mug in Albany.” 

Assemblyman Michael Cusick (D-Mid-Island): “It is a personal and professional loss for me and for Staten Island, but he is leaving for the right reason. I am sure we have not heard the last of Lou Tobacco.” 

Assemblywoman Nicole Malliotakis (R-East Shore/Brooklyn): “Assemblyman Tobacco’s service will be sorely missed by his constituents and his colleagues. He was like a big brother to me throughout my freshman year in the Assembly and I can’t thank him enough for everything he’s taught me.”  Rep. Michael Grimm (R-Staten Island/Brooklyn): “Obviously this is a big loss for the New York State Assembly, but I respect that he has to put his family first and I wish him much success in future endeavors.” 

Borough President James Molinaro (C): “It is a personal matter. What comes first is family. He served his district well. He worked in cooperation with me. It is a loss for the community.” 

Councilwoman Debi Rose (D-North Shore): “It was always a pleasure to work with him. He was very conscientious and worked very hard for his constituents and his district. He will be sorely missed for his tenacity and dedication.” 

Councilman James Oddo (R-Mid-Island): “Lou has the character, integrity and innate goodness you want in people in public service. He’s just a good person. I am sorry to be losing him as a colleague, but when you listen to him talk about his family, you understand how he has reached this decision. I wish him all the best and I know while he might be leaving elected office, he will still be as active as he can be in the community.” 

Councilman Vincent Ignizio: (R-South Shore): “Lou Tobacco gave voice to the needs of his district every day he was in office. His decision not to seek re-election is for the most honorable of reasons, his family. I know he will continue to be an active fighter for Staten Island and the issues we face for many years to come.” 
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