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Grisanti won't return to Democrats

State senator will stay in GOP despite flap on gay marriage vote
By Tom Precious and Robert J. McCarthy 
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Mark Grisanti won both friends and enemies in June when he broke with fellow Republicans and voted to legalize gay marriage, but he says he is comfortable as a Republican member of the State Senate and has no plans to return to the Democratic Party.

"I'm just fine where I'm at," Grisanti said Wednesday.

Yet Grisanti's public ruminations in recent weeks are helping to bring Senate Majority Leader Dean Skelos to Buffalo on Friday to meet with the freshman senator — a trip the Legislature's top Republican declined to discuss Wednesday. 

Skelos' visit also comes exactly one week before a legal deadline for Grisanti to enroll as a Democrat if he wants to return to that party in time for next year's election.

Grisanti also fueled much chatter with recent comments that left open the possibility of his joining a small caucus of renegade Senate Democrats.

But he insisted to The Buffalo News that he is staying in the Republican ranks.

"I don't have a problem where I'm at right now. The Republican Party basically got me into this position, and the [Senate GOP] conference was very helpful in getting things done for Western New York," Grisanti said in an interview Wednesday.

"They treated me very well and listened to what I had to say."

Although he was one of just four Republican senators who backed the gay marriage law, he sided with Republicans on fiscal and other matters throughout his first session.

Republicans hold a thin majority in the Senate, and much of the talk in the Capitol halls the past couple of months took note of how Grisanti refused to rule out rejoining the Democrats to run in a district that is home to five times as many Democrats as Republicans.

The fact that Grisanti changed his mind about his opposition to gay marriage only fueled the possibility that the senator could change his mind about which party to call home.

Gov. Andrew M. Cuomo, who enjoys good relations with Grisanti, has had no talks with him about joining his party, the lawmaker and Democrats said. A Cuomo spokesman wouldn't comment.

The head of an independent caucus of four Senate Democrats, which sides with Republicans on many key issues, also didn't jump when Grisanti floated the possibility that he could join them.

"I don't want to comment because I've not spoken to him directly on any of this," Sen. Jeff Klein, a Bronx Democrat, said this week when asked if there had been any outreach to Grisanti.

 Grisanti said none of the four caucus members approached him.

Senate Democrats remain openly hostile to Grisanti. They don't believe he would jump from the GOP ship, and if he did, he would face a bitter primary challenge. They're still smarting over his defeat of former Sen. Antoine Thompson, D-Buffalo, in 2010, which switched the Senate majority back to the Republicans.

"Western New Yorkers deserve a senator who is concerned less about which way the political winds are blowing and more about creating jobs and improving the lives of his or her constituents," said Josh Cherwin, executive director of the State Democratic Senate Campaign Committee. "There are already plenty of real Democrats emerging who would bring change and fresh new ideas to this district. One of them will be a senator in 2013."

Republicans seemed unworried about losing Grisanti. 

"I have every expectation that Mark is going to stay a Republican. He's going to be an independent voice," said Sen. George Maziarz, a Newfane Republican.

The once-a-decade reapportionment process is now under way for all state legislative and congressional seats. While there are no guarantees, Grisanti expects to receive a "fair district," according to a Republican source close to the senator.

Grisanti did explore the possibility of joining the Independent Democratic Caucus while remaining a Republican, but the source does not anticipate he will make such a move.

"He doesn't want to be all over the board," the source said. "He wants to be consistent."

Redistricting, however, continues to cast a major question mark over Grisanti's political future. Speculation continues to point to a new senatorial district ranging from the Buffalo waterfront to the Southtowns — areas now held by Democratic Sen. Tim Kennedy. It would provide Grisanti a significant increase in Republican enrollment.

Such a move also would at least open the possibility of Grisanti receiving the often-crucial nomination of the Conservative Party, which is not currently expected because of his vote to legalize same-sex marriage. 

In districts crossing county lines, the final decision on nominations rests with State Conservative Chairman Michael R. Long of Brooklyn, who has declared Grisanti persona non grata because of his support of gay marriage.

But if Grisanti's new district lies entirely in Erie County, as some of his supporters hope, the Erie County Conservative Committee, headed by Chairman Ralph C. Lorigo, would then make that determination.

Lorigo did not discount that possibility Wednesday, even though he remains critical of what he considers Grisanti's "broken promise" to vote against same-sex marriage. "Can I get by that? I don't know," he said. "Personally, I'm a very forgiving guy."

"Can it happen? I suppose," he added. "But I am very troubled over how he reversed himself."

Lorigo said he also is scheduled to meet with Skelos on Friday as all parties begin looking to the 2012 election.

After his vote for legalizing same-sex marriage in June, Grisanti floated the idea that he might not run for re-election.

But any hesitation he expressed that night has evaporated, and Grisanti already is in full campaign mode. His campaign is unloading contributions to various connected groups and local politicians. On July 27, he gave $2,000 to the state GOP.

He's holding fundraisers and paying consultants, including Doug Curella, his Senate chief of staff, whose company was paid $6,800 in September for campaign work. Grisanti's campaign is even giving out "Grisanti for Senate" T-shirts — in white, blue or pink — in return for $25 donations made online.

The senator's donors over the past month include unions, trial lawyers and the Seneca Nation of Indians, which gave him $2,500 on Sept. 12.

And if his campaign account's activity is any indication — he gave $7,500 to the Independence Party of Niagara County last month — Grisanti for now believes he might retain parts of Niagara County in his district. The district currently includes the northern and eastern parts of Buffalo plus Niagara Falls, Grand Island and the City of Tonawanda.

"There's been talk out there of lines going north, lines going south. I've not specifically seen lines, and as I've said, I don't have a problem staying where I'm at," Grisanti said of his future district.

He said he does not give much thought to the party registration dance. "I don't look at which initial is after my name," he said.

He noted he still has some unresolved matters he could not get through his Republican conference this year. He cited reducing the penalty for someone caught smoking marijuana in public.

"There's been no problems being in the Republican conference," said Grisanti, who left the Democratic Party last year to become a Republican.
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