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Democratic State Senator, His District Threatened, Focuses on Party’s Future

By THOMAS KAPLAN

March 2, 2012

Michael N. Gianaris, a Democratic state senator from Astoria, Queens, was in bed at 11:30 one night in January when a reporter called. Republicans were drafting new Senate districts to reflect the 2010 census, and word had leaked of what they had in store for Mr. Gianaris: his neighborhood would be appended to the district of a fellow Democratic senator. 

As the chairman of the Senate Democrats’ campaign team, Mr. Gianaris naturally finds himself at odds with his colleagues across the aisle. And the Republicans’ cartographical shot across the bow, which they were expected to withdraw in their revisions, highlighted how much he had gotten under his rivals’ skin. 

Mr. Gianaris was elected to the Senate 16 months ago. But as the Democrats’ de facto spokesman, he has quickly emerged as a rising figure in a conference that has tended to attract only the kind of publicity no politician wants. Over the past few months, Mr. Gianaris has been perhaps the most visible Democrat in the Senate, appearing in the news media as often as — or more than — the Democratic leader, John L. Sampson of Brooklyn. 

The Senate Democrats have been a punch line in Albany in the past few years: they won the majority in 2008 for the first time in decades, but lost it two years later after a string of leadership squabbles and corruption scandals. They emerged from the 2010 elections with $3 million in debt; then the senator who had led their unsuccessful efforts that year broke away to form his own independent caucus. 

“We need to make the case — and I believe we’re making it increasingly by the day — that we are a conference that can be trusted to operate the Senate responsibly,” Mr. Gianaris said the other day over egg whites with feta cheese at an diner a few blocks from his district office, at the end of the N and Q subway lines. 

Walking there and back, Mr. Gianaris, 41, was greeted by a half-dozen passers-by; a lifelong Astoria resident, he is well known in the neighborhood’s large Greek community. That added awkwardness to the Republican effort to cause him trouble through redistricting: the Senate Republican leader, Dean G. Skelos of Long Island, is the Senate’s only other Greek-American. It was the emergence of a Greek-American politician that drew Mr. Gianaris into politics to begin with. The son of Greek immigrants, he worked on the presidential campaign of Michael S. Dukakis while in college. 

“I was caught up in ethnic pride,” Mr. Gianaris said. 

He went on to earn a law degree at Harvard and climbed New York’s political ladder, working as a regional representative for Gov. Mario M. Cuomo in Queens and as a lawyer for Assembly Speaker Sheldon Silver. 

He won election to the Assembly in 2000, developing a reputation for championing government reform issues, and displayed ambition, raising more than $2 million in a bid to succeed Eliot Spitzer as attorney general. But he dropped out of the race after it became clear that Andrew M. Cuomo wanted the job. 

“Politics is where preparation meets circumstances,” Mr. Gianaris said. “I can control one; I can’t control the other.” 

In his spare time, Mr. Gianaris says, he enjoys comedy movies (he gave special mention to Zach Galifianakis’s performance in “The Hangover”); listening to music (Rage Against the Machine is a favored source of stress release); and video games (the 2006 blackout in Queens curtailed a shutout he was pitching with Tom Glavine in Major League Baseball 2K6). 

But mostly Mr. Gianaris is setting his sights on political campaigns around the state, as he attempts to lead the Senate Democrats’ campaign to retake control of the Senate. The Democrats face considerable challenges: as of January, the Senate Republicans’ $4.9 million war chest dwarfed the $212,000 held by the Senate Democrats, who are currently saddled with a $1.5 million debt from the last election cycle. 

In recent weeks, Mr. Gianaris has led the charge in ridiculing the Republicans’ handling of redistricting, saying, at a hearing on the issue in Queens, that they had “brought shame to the state.” 

“One thing I’ve learned being in public service is that feathers must be ruffled if anything’s going to change,” he said over breakfast. 

Republicans, however, accuse the Democrats of hypocrisy for not promoting independent redistricting when they were in the majority — a complaint to which Mr. Cuomo, a Democrat who is now governor, has given credibility. Mr. Cuomo, in a radio interview on Friday, said Mr. Gianaris “had a different position on the issue” before he had his current job. 

“It’s the convenient politics of the time, let’s be honest,” Mr. Cuomo said. “When the Democrats were in the majority, I didn’t see them pass redistricting reform, right?” 

Mr. Gianaris, who proposed legislation when he was in the Assembly majority to create an independent redistricting process, brushes off the criticism: “The fact that something that needed to be done wasn’t done two years ago is not a reason why it shouldn’t be done today.” 

Mr. Gianaris is often mentioned as a potential candidate to lead the Senate Democrats should they take back power. But predicting the internal politics of such a diverse conference — black and Hispanic lawmakers make up the majority — is hard. 

Mr. Dukakis describes Mr. Gianaris as “a potential statewide candidate,” adding, “I think Mike’s potential is unlimited — he could do anything.” 

Mr. Gianaris said he was focused only on the Democrats’ campaigns. “I’m just doing my part,” he said. “I think everyone does their part.” 
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