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“T
The question isn’t who’s going to let me, it’s who is going to 
stop me,” famously said late American novelist Ayn Rand.

The 25 honorees profi led in our 2015 Brooklyn Women of Dis-
tinction magazine are compelling forces of nature for forging 

opportunities, turning their visions into realities, and staying on top of their 
games — day after day — no matter the odds.

They were nominated by their peers and selected by an independent panel 
for exemplifying the best and brightest of Brooklyn’s female labor and volun-
teer workforce, and Courier Life Publications and Community News Group are 

proud to share with our readers how the extraordinary contributions of these 
Women of Distinction have advanced, nurtured, and healed our communities. 
They represent an array of professions and come from different walks of life, but 
they all tread a common ground to make society better for people, our animal 
and plant kingdoms, and our planet.

We appreciate the opportunity to celebrate their accomplishments. We hope 
you enjoy reading their inspiring stories — that make Brooklyn even more  dis-
tinctive — as much as we did bringing them to you.

Vince DiMiceli, Shavana Abruzzo, and Courtney Donahue
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HealthRepublicNY.org

Salutes the 

25 Women of Distinction  

&

 Congratulates

Debra Friedman,

our President and CEO,

for her visionary leadership in 

providing access to affordable 

healthcare to communities 

across New York.
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Community Mayors, Inc. 

Serving Children with Special Needs 

Congratulates our Chief Mayor 

Shelley Della Rocca 

Brooklyn Woman of Distinction 

For over 65 years the Community Mayors, a non-political, not for profit, 501-c-3, 

all VOLUNTEER organization is dedicated to enhancing the lives of children with  

disabilities by providing a variety of events designed to accommodate their special 

needs, stimulate their interests and lift their spirts. We sponsor over 50,000 chil-

dren a year at over a dozen events.    (We are all volunteers—NO PAID STAFF)   

We subsist solely on the generosity of our supporters 

Please Donate! 

Check payable to Community Mayors Children’s Fund and mail to: 

Community Mayors, Inc. 

9728 Third Avenue,  Suite 632 

Brooklyn, NY  11209 

Credit Cards or PayPal...go to www.communitymayors.org 

For information on becoming a Community Mayor contact kids@CommunityMayors.org 
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JEAN P. ALEXANDER
Carnival marvel parades joy in Brooklyn

BY SHAVANA ABRUZZO

Crown Heights bursts into pomp 
and pageantry like a ripe Julie 
mango at the end of summer, 

as the age-old tradition of carnival 
struts into Brooklyn with a steel 
band contest, a Fat Sunday extrava-
ganza, a kiddie cavalcade, and the 
West Indian American Day Carnival 
Parade — a Labor Day crown jewel 
encrusted with pulsating bands, fan-
tastic fl oats, succulent aromas, and 
gloriously garbed revelers shimmy-
ing along Eastern Parkway.

“The carnival is a very important 
part of the joy and vibrancy of New 
York,” says Jean Alexander, the com-
mercial whiz behind the million-dol-
lar celebration of Caribbean pride.

The Ditmas Park resident has 
spent decades putting the sensational 
spectacle on the map, as board secre-
tary and director of public relations 
and marketing at the West Indian 
American Day Carnival Association. 
She begins the preparations a year in 
advance, devising a marketing plan, 
raising funds, soliciting corporate 
sponsors, representing the group at 
corporate and government meetings, 
and promoting the jamboree on ra-
dio, television, and social media.

“I ensure outreach is done to every 
corner of the world inviting people to 
come and experience our culture,” 
says the retired clerical worker who 
instituted a pre-event reception at 
Gracie Mansion for sponsors, and a 
red-carpet VIP champagne break-
fast at Lincoln Terrace Park on La-

bor Day morning with the mayor and 
governor in attendance.

The “60-something” powerhouse 
gets to the park at dawn and oversees 
every last detail — down to the cur-
ried goat, jerk chicken, and macaroni 
pie on the menu. Her supervision is 
the key to success, claims advisory 
board member Dolly Williams, who 
has known Alexander for more than 
30 years.

“It takes a strong leader, such as 
Jean, to pull off this carnival off,” 
she says. “She brings so much Carib-
bean culture to the people, and edu-
cates them about it and makes sure 
they enjoy it, that New York is better 
off because of her.”

Her oceanic heritage of neighborli-
ness propelled Alexander to form the 
Caribbean American Center of New 
York 28 years ago to help low-income 
immigrant and minority families ac-
cess free educational, immigration, 
job training, and counseling ser-
vices, while saluting the community 
with service and recognition awards. 
Such comity was scarce when she 
immigrated to America in the 1970s 
with her children from Trinidad — 
without work experience or a high 
school diploma — she claims. 

“There were no groups to go to for 
referrals or a job program in those 
days, and I said if I am ever in a posi-
tion to do something to help someone 
I would do it,” says Alexander, whose 
group organizes annual Thanksgiv-
ing dinners at St. Phillips Church 
in Bedford-Stuyvesant, distributes 
more than 1,500 gifts a year to city-
wide homeless shelters, and donated 
45,000 new cardigans and school uni-
forms to public schools for displaced 
children after Hurricane Sandy.

The Woman of Distinction is in 
her element conquering diffi cult 
challenges, whether planning for 
the next dazzling carnival or help-
ing strangers overcome their dire 
straits.

“I get a lot of satisfaction and en-
joyment from turning lemons into 
sweet Julie mangoes!” she says.

OCCUPATION: Volunteer.
COMPANY: West Indian 
American Day Carnival 
Association.
CLAIM TO FAME: Promoting 
Caribbean culture.
FAVORITE PLACE: My office.
WOMAN I ADMIRE: Hillary 
Clinton because she is a bright 
and articulate woman.
MOTTO: Stick with whatever it is 
you enjoy doing in life.
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LINDA ALLEGRETTI 
Volunteer makes Shore Road Park bloom

BY SHAVANA ABRUZZO

Bay Ridge resident Linda Alle-
gretti was power-walking along 
Shore Road in the spring of 2002, 

when she strode by a volunteer work-
ing in a community garden near 69th 
Street.

The verdant scene struck a nerve.
“It looked spectacular and I 

started taking notice of the area 
near me, where it was dark, dirty, 
and dangerous,” says Allegretti, 
who lived further up the serpentine 
street on a dim and blighted patch 
near Shore Road Park with crum-
bling sidewalks, a weed-strangled 
footpath, old toilet bowls and TVs 
tossed in with the litter, and over-
grown brush marring the magnifi -
cent views of the New York harbor, 
the Verrazano Bridge, Staten Island, 
and the Statue of Liberty.

Fed up with the blot on her land-
scape, Allegretti marched into her 
councilman’s offi ce and gave him a 
piece of her mind. 

“I told him the park in front of my 
house was disgusting and he asked 
me if I wanted to do something about 
it, and I said I did,” says the former 
teacher, who recruited like-minded 
area residents, obtained a $3 million 

city grant, and established the Shore 
Road Garden Council to take care of 
the green space between Bliss Park 
on 69th Street and Cannonball Park 
on 101st Street.

She envisioned a sanctuary.
“I wanted an area where the com-

munity could sit and congregate, 

have events, play games, and enjoy 
the beauty,” says Allegretti, 69, who 
supervised a two-year rehabilitation 
of the hilly parkland between 92nd to 
88th streets, including new lighting, 
sidewalks, gardens, benches, game 
tables, plantings, and a gazebo.

The Shore Road Garden Council 
eventually morphed into the Shore 
Road Parks Conservancy, and Al-
legretti and other volunteers con-
tinue to support their great outdoors 
with soil-erosion prevention proj-
ects, holiday tree lightings, seasonal 
concerts, and clean-ups — last fall’s 
litter haul at spots near 81st, 87th, 
91st, and 97th streets fi lled a garbage 
truck. 

The Woman of Distinction — a 
board member of the city’s Commu-
nity Emergency Response Team and 
the South Brooklyn Citizens Cor-
poration — launched her ambitious 
community project while volunteer-
ing at the Bedford Hills Correctional 
Facility for Women, a maximum se-
curity prison in upstate New York 
where she created a theater program 
for criminally insane prisoners. She 
helped them produce Halloween and 
Christmas shows to foster creativ-
ity and support them through tough 

times, but she ended up being up-
lifted by their grace under adver-
sity.

“I found them to be inspirational 
because as horrible as their lives 
were, they didn’t give up trying to bet-
ter themselves,” she says. “I thought 
that was pretty spectacular.”

Allegretti uses the word “spectac-
ular” frequently to describe others 
and their work, but she is as sensa-
tional for transforming Shore Road 
Garden into a community recreation 
and resting spot, states Maria Lator-
raca, a volunteer who has lived in 
the area for 50 years.

“Shore Road Park used to be a 
neglected mess, but now nursery 
schools bring their classes there, 
older folks are there every single 
day, and everybody gets to use and 
enjoy it,” she says. “Linda wanted to 
have that for us, and that’s what we 
have.”

OCCUPATION: Volunteer.
COMPANY: Shore Road Parks 
Conservancy.
CLAIM TO FAME: Trying to 
make life better for people.
FAVORITE PLACE: The beach. 
WOMAN I ADMIRE: My cousin, 
Gloria Bohan, for being a great 
business woman.
MOTTO: If not now, when?
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Congratulations
to

Denise McClean
for being a

2015
BROOKLYN WOMAN OF DISTINCTION

We’re proud of your passion for Brooklyn
and for saving wildlife

and wild places around the world.
 

Best wishes from your colleagues at the Wildlife Conservation Society
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GINA ARGANO 
Ms. Zumba Lady makes folks look good and feel gorgeous

BY SHAVANA ABRUZZO

Gina Argano left blue-chip phi-
lanthropies in her dust with her 
spectacular plan to give 600 chil-

dren in need the Christmas gift of 
their dreams.

“I made a promise to myself that 
whatever this child asks for, as long 
as it exists in this world, I am going to 
get it,” says the Trump Village fi tness 
and dance instructor who enlisted 
her family, friends, clients, and asso-
ciates to participate in her third an-
nual “Gina and her Angels” project, 
creating an unprecedented holiday 
experience for youngsters in group 
homes, homeless shelters, assisted 
living facilities, and other supportive 
housing. 

“These kids were not used to ex-
pecting anything, and for once in 
their lives I wanted it to be different 
for them,” says Argano, 34, who de-
livered some of the gifts to the after-
school students she gave free Zumba 
classes to at a Manhattan shelter, and 
who fondly called her “Ms. Zumba 
Lady” for introducing them to the 
dance-fi tness craze.

It was an emotional affair: An 
11-year-old girl, who asked for a Christ-
mas tree, discovered a glittering fi r 

bearing her name, complete with dec-
orations and gifts. A young mother of 
6-month-old twins was shocked to re-
ceive two sets of baby items. A 4-year-
old boy who requested a Ninja Turtle 
received several of the toy fi gures, a 
Ninja Turtles outfi t, and a computer 
tablet with a Ninja Turtles cover — 

all of it gifted in Ninja Turtles wrap-
ping paper.

“It was a Ninja Turtles’ fan’s dream 
come true,” says Argano, a former el-
ementary school substitute teacher 
who continues to receive thank you 
letters for the charitable endeavor.

The Woman of Distinction has 
made a career out of helping others 
improve themselves.

She teaches Zumba, boot camp and 
personal fi tness, and dance at three 
Brooklyn locations, including at her 
family-run Diva Dance Studio in Ben-
sonhurst where she prepared a com-
petition dance team last year for an 
appearance on “America’s Got Tal-
ent.” 

Fitness is more than skin deep for 
her.

“Looking good is great, but feeling 
gorgeous is so much more,” says Ar-
gano, who named an online fi tness ap-
parel company she co-founded Look 
Good Feel Gorgeous — a message she 
spreads through her charity work.

She volunteers to help lead record-
breaking group fi tness classes for the 
American Cancer Society’s annual 
Brooklyn Relay for Life benefi ts — last 
July’s fund-raiser drew 500 Zumba en-
thusiasts to MCU Park and raised its 

share of $100,000 for cancer research 
— and she assists with annual fund-
raisers for the Make-A-Wish Founda-
tion at the Sea Gate Beach Club.

Rosemary Potes worked on the 
Christmas project and thought the 
mega-wish list was an impossibly am-
bitious task, until she saw Argano toil 
around the clock to accomplish her 
goal, collecting and wrapping gifts.

“This is when I realized what a 
gem we have in Gina,” Potes says. 
“Her soul is proof that the universe 
has exquisite taste.”

Her astronomical appeal is earthly 
inspired.

“We rise by lifting others,” says 
Ms. Zumba Lady.

OCCUPATION: Fitness 
instructor, dance teacher, personal 
trainer.
COMPANY: Look Good Feel 
Gorgeous.
CLAIM TO FAME: I want to be 
the reason someone smiles.
FAVORITE PLACE: Santorini, 
Greece.
WOMAN I ADMIRE: My mother 
Sharon because she is a resilient 
woman who is always generous 
with her love, and the epitome of 
sincerity and generosity. 
MOTTO: Never look down on 
someone unless you are helping 
them up.
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Congratulations to  
Linda Allegretti

Love and Admiration 
Michael, Paula, and Jackson

Our wonderful mother, grandmother, and community member.
Your leadership inspires us each and everyday...
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MAUREEN O’MALLEY-BYRNES
Dance teacher steps up ancient art form

BY SHAVANA ABRUZZO

T he O’Malley Irish Dance Acad-
emy Irish step dancers were nim-
ble-toed Brooklyn legends long 

before Lady Gaga retweeted one of 
their jaunty jigs in September.

The human whirligigs — shim-
mying intricate steps at electrifying 
speed in embroidered costumes and 
loud shoes — perform all over the 
country, on TV, at Ellis Island and 
City Hall, and open for the Brooklyn 
Cyclones, the Nets, and the Mets. In 
between they dance for inner-city 
students on cultural days, put their 
best foot forward for seniors, veter-
ans, and ailing children, and com-
pete in local, national, and world 
competitions to promote and con-
tinue an ancient art form going back 
to the Druids but gaining new group-
ies, thanks to Riverdance and other 
Irish dance stage shows.

The charity work is sweeter than 
the bragging rights of having her 
dancers qualify for a world cham-
pionship or win the top accolade 
in the North American nationals 
last year — among the Marine Park 
school’s many competitive triumphs 
— claims founding director Mau-
reen O’Malley-Byrnes, 43, herself 

a former champion dancer who has 
performed at Radio City Music Hall, 
Carnegie Hall, and aboard the ships 
of Carnival Cruise Lines.

“Twenty years from now no one is 
going to remember who got what in 
a competition and the trophies will 
get thrown away, but they will never 

forget meeting an army hero or a lit-
tle girl who lost both her limbs,” says 
the wife and mother of three school-
age children. “It’s good for them to 
be reminded that they have two legs 
under them and they can go out and 
dance in a parade.”

The O’Malleys are in high de-
mand, performing in more than 60 
events a year — they were booked 
for 35 gigs in March alone, including 
four parades. They volunteer their 
time and talent to Locks of Love 
and the St. Baldrick’s Foundation 
for cancer research, and they have 
raised $20,000 for the annual Making 
Strides Against Breast Cancer Walk. 
They also perform at individual ben-
efits, shaking a leg this spring at the 
Wicked Monk for paralyzed Irish 
pre-schooler Roisin Tansey.

The steppers come prepared to 
spread joy. 

The dancers brought gift bags 
filled with coloring books, cray-
ons, and travel games when they 
performed at Blythedale Children’s 
Hospital in Upstate New York, en-
gaging excited patients in a lively 
Celtic group dance.

Five-time world qualifier Lisa 
Murphy — a former student who now 

teaches at the academy — was among 
the performers there that day.

“Just seeing the children smile 
when they were surrounded by so 
much unhappiness was worth it,” 
says Murphy. “Maureen goes out of 
her way for everyone, and she knows 
there is a lot more you can do with 
Irish dancing than just competitions 
and winning trophies.”

O’Malley-Byrnes confirmed as 
much by stepping to it when offi-
cials at Carnival Cruise Lines asked 
her dancers to perform during their 
school’s vacation cruise.

“Whatever talent you have should 
be out there for everyone to enjoy,” 
says the Woman of Distinction. 
“That’s how a community grows and 
flourishes.”

OCCUPATION: Director.
COMPANY: O’Malley Irish Dance 
Academy.
CLAIM TO FAME: Working hard 
to promote Irish culture in my 
community.
FAVORITE PLACE: Ireland.
WOMAN I ADMIRE: Former 
First Lady Jacqueline Kennedy 
because she embodied strength 
and dignity — gently.
MOTTO: If you bungle raising 
your children, I don’t think 
whatever else you do well matters 
very much.

Ph
ot

o 
by

 S
te

ve
 S

ol
om

on
so

n

Congratulations
to All the Women of Distinction

from
The Vascular Institute of New York

Dr. Enrico Asher, Dr. Natalie Marks & Dr. Anil Hingorani

Dr. Marks is a Board-certifi ed internist who has dedicated 100% 
of her time to the management of vascular diseases. Working in 
a modern 4,000-square-foot, state-of-the-art facility, Dr. Marks 
is a nationally known vascular specialist with over 200 scientifi c 
publications and lectures nationally and internationally.

Dr. Natalie Marks
Director of the Vein Center of the Vascular Institute of New York

www.VascularNYC.com
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SHARON CONTENT
Advocate ‘Promises’ hope to children of prisoners

BY SHAVANA ABRUZZO

A sixth grader once expelled from 
kindergarten for trying to stab 
his classmates in the hope that 

his aggression would reunite him 
with his father — a murderer serving 
life in prison — is an honor roll stu-
dent these days, and on his school’s 
basketball team. A 17-year-old girl 
with a father imprisoned more of-
ten than not was tossed out of four 
schools in four years because of vi-
olent behavior, drug abuse, and fail-
ing grades, but today she is a high-
school graduate enrolled in college.

One in 28 children in America 
have a parent in prison compared 
to one in every 125 just 25 years ago 
because jails have become dumping 
grounds for non-violent offenders 
with challenges that could be bet-
ter addressed elsewhere, claims the 
award-winning founder of Children 
of Promise, New York City, a commu-
nity-based organization in Bedford-
Stuyvesant for children of convicts.

“Children are the collateral dam-
age of high incarceration rates,” 
says Sharon Content, whose group 
provides after-school, summer day 
camp, mentoring, mental health, 
spoken word, and art therapy, among 

other support services. “They are 
serving time alongside their par-
ents.”

Children of prisoners can face 
neglect and stigmatization in a re-
proaching society unequipped with 
a public policy or a government 
agency in place to address their 

needs, she adds.
“When a child loses a parent to 

divorce or death there is a level of 
compassion we display towards that 
child, but that same empathy does 
not exist for children of the incarcer-
ated,” says Content, 46, who gave up 
a career in fi nance on Wall Street to 
work with at-risk youngsters.

She formed her organization six 
years ago to offer options and pro-
vide a structured environment for 
children and families of prisoners to 
express themselves openly and with-
out judgement. Her after-school and 
summer day camp are the city’s fi rst 
for children of prisoners, and her 
licensed, outpatient mental health 
clinic allows youngsters to acknowl-
edge feelings of anger, denial, and 
loss without consequence.

“You see a social worker when 
you are behaving badly in school, 
but here everyone embraces mental 
health services as being part of the 
activities,” says Content, who cre-
ated a shuttle-bus service with a do-
nation she received from the “Secret 
Millionaire” television show so that 
children could visit their parents in 
prison more frequently.

The youth advocate’s Midas touch 

is compelling, claims her vice presi-
dent of mental health services.

“We’ll walk into Sharon’s offi ce for 
a meeting and there’ll be six teens in 
there wanting to tell her about their 
day,” says Anna Morgan-Mullane. 
“You can see that she makes time for 
every child,”

The rewards are self-evident for 
the Woman of Distinction, who has 
created a safe space for forgotten 
youngsters, destigmatized their dis-
tress, and replaced their isolation 
with inclusion.

“A small boy came up to me once 
and said he had a secret to tell me, 
and when I asked him what it was he 
said his father was in jail,” says Con-
tent. “I told him, ‘Everybody here 
has a father or mother in jail.’ ”

OCCUPATION: Founder and 
president.
COMPANY: Children of Promise, 
New York City.
CLAIM TO FAME: Creating a 
safe space for children who have 
been forgotten by society.
FAVORITE PLACE: My 
bedroom.
WOMAN I ADMIRE: First Lady 
Michelle Obama for retaining her 
individuality while serving our 
nation.
MOTTO: Children matter.
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Writer Virginia Woolf once said, 

“For most of history, Anonymous was a woman,” 
but the 2015 Brooklyn Women of Distinction have clearly identified 
themselves as cornerstones of our communities for their remarkable  

contributions to making Brooklyn and the city better places for all of us.

We congratulate all  
the honorees, and wish them 

continued success .

State Senator Marty Golden
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SHELLEY DELLA ROCCA
‘Mayor’ leads outings for handicapped kids

BY SHAVANA ABRUZZO

A t Christmas time the Port Au-
thority hanger at John F. Ken-
nedy Airport turns into party 

central, as Operation Santa Claus 
fetes 4,000 handicapped children who 
clap and cheer joyously as the world’s 
most famous elf — the Macy’s Santa — 
taxis onto the runway waving from the 
cockpit of a jet, and hops aboard a vin-
tage train that once circled Nellie Bly 
Amusement Park.

“The kids go nuts, it’s like the Beat-
les landed!” says Shelley Della Rocca, 
president and chief executive offi cer 
of Community Mayors, the all-volun-
teer Bay Ridge organization behind 
the festive frolic and other outings for 
developmentally disabled children and 
young adults to citywide hotspots that 
may otherwise be off-limits to them. 

Della Rocca is the “chief cook and 
bottle washer” who mobilizes a dedi-
cated corps of volunteers — among 
them fi remen, cops, teachers, and 
bankers — and organizes excursions 
to amusement parks, circuses, zoos, 
sports campuses, museums, and bo-
tanic gardens, a favorite of blind chil-
dren who pot plants to take home.

She creates schedules, contacts in-
surance companies, reaches out to 

sponsors and city agencies, arranges 
permits, and coordinates the group’s 
annual fund-raiser with the same gen-
erous spirit that makes her trips pos-
sible.

Denise Sultan, a retired Special Ed-
ucation teacher who has participated in 
several Community Mayors’ trips, says 

Della Rocca welcomed her students like 
family when they visited the New York 
Aquarium.

“Shelley was by the door greeting 
everyone and you immediately felt 
you were important and a part of ev-
erything happening around you,” says 
Sultan. “We were humbled by how well 
she brought us into whatever was going 
on.”

Community Mayors began in 1875 as 
Locality Mayors, with President Teddy 
Roosevelt and actor Danny Kaye among 
its early members, but it was reincor-
porated under the leadership of Della 
Rocca’s civic-minded father, Dominick, 
a popular Fort Greene restaurateur 
who organized sports teams for handi-
capped players, helped form a summer 
camp for blind children, organized a 
Christmas neighborhood parade, and 
made compassion a family affair.

“My father and I would cook on the 
weekends and talk Community May-
ors,” says Della Rocca, 65, a breast 
cancer survivor who became the chief 
mayor after his passing in the mid-
1990s. “Growing up in the group made 
me realize how lucky I was, and helped 
me to cope with other things in my 
life.”

She established a sleep-away sum-

mer camp scholarship program in 
her father’s memory to help disabled 
children learn independence and be 
around their peers without the judge-
ment of other children, while allowing 
their parents some down time. 

An early benefi ciary was a former 
domestic-abuse victim who had three 
children with disabilities and had just 
moved into her own apartment.

“Her letter touched me,” says the 
honoree who had food and toys deliv-
ered to the woman’s home at Christ-
mas.

The Community Mayors’ slogan 
reads, “No one is so tall as when he or 
she stoops to help a handicapped child,” 
and Della Rocca continues to ensure its 
intentions remain fully realized.

“I’m always thinking how we can do 
something better or more for the chil-
dren,” she says.

OCCUPATION: Chief mayor.
COMPANY: Community Mayors.
CLAIM TO FAME: Keeping the 
group together.
FAVORITE PLACE: The beach.
WOMAN I ADMIRE: My 
grandmother, Lillian Cangiane, 
who marched for women’s suffrage 
and delivered her message from 
soapboxes on street corners.
MOTTO: Stay humble, and kids 
fi rst.
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Congratulations

Linda
Allegretti

   Congratulations 
   and 

   thank you 
   for 

   all your hard work 
    and 

    dedication

      SWB Parks Task  Force
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DR. LAURA D’ONOFRIO
‘Animals are my life,’ says Bay Ridge veterinarian

BY SHAVANA ABRUZZO

Bay Ridge veterinarian Laura 
D’Onofrio has some cat-friendly 
tricks up her sleeve to soothe her 

fi nicky feline patients.
“I purr at them and nuzzle their 

necks,” she says. “People think cats 
purr because they’re happy, but they 
do it to make themselves feel better.”

D’Onofrio’s bedside manner is as 
important as the treatment she dis-
penses to the dozens of pets — includ-
ing dogs, rabbits, birds, and turtles 
— she sees every week at One Love 
Animal Hospital on Third Avenue.

Some need vaccines or general 
check-ups, others relief from colds 
and infections, but the challenging 
cases are the ones that require the 
healer’s canny sleuthing.

“Animals can’t talk, but they can 
give you clues to how they are feel-
ing,” says D’Onofrio, who looks for 
reactions and distress signals. “They 
may lick my hand when I’m feeling 
them, as if to say, “Yes, that’s the 
spot.’ ”

Dizzy, a sluggish pit bull she exam-
ined recently, wasn’t suffering from 
old-age as her owners suspected, but 
a tumor on her spleen that threatened 
to turn deadly.

“I could feel it with my hand,” says 
the Woman of Distinction, 31, who 
performed surgery right away, deliv-
ering a happy ending.

“Three weeks later, Dizzy had so 
much energy she was bounding off 
the walls!” she adds.

The Bensonhurst-born vet, who 

has two dogs and three cats of her 
own, lives by the motto, “animals are 
my life,” and assures apprehensive 
owners that their loved ones are like 
family to her.

“I tell them I will always treat 
your pet as if they were my own,” 
says D’Onofrio, who routinely checks 
in on hospitalized patients after-
hours to give them a pain injection or 
a cuddle.

Her tender touch has removed fol-
licular cysts from canaries, bandaged 
the fractured leg of a chicken, cured a 
turtle’s pneumonia, and removed an 
abscess from the salivary gland of a 
green anole — a tiny reptile weighing 
less than a nickel.

Part of her job is keeping owners 
informed.

Archie, an adopted Yorkie-schnau-
zer from Bay Ridge, had an ear infec-
tion that was worrying his new owner 
Courtney Taleporos, until D’Onofrio 
provided relief, along with a free dog-
feeding tip.

“She gently inspected Archie’s ears 
and fl ushed them out, then showed us 
how to do the same at home and gave 
us some drops to clean up the infec-
tion,” says Taleporos, who took the 
vet’s advice to steer clear of chicken 

for her tail-wagger. “Several months 
and a strict, no-chicken diet later, Ar-
chie’s ears are infection-free.”

Sometimes there is no happy end-
ing for the pet, his owner, and his 
vet.

D’Onofrio recently euthanized 
Snoop, a 15-year-old Maltese dog with 
a heart murmur, after his medication 
stopped working, his breathing grew 
increasingly labored, and his tongue 
turned blue.

“His owners knew it was time,” 
she says. “Afterwards they cried and 
I cried.”

D’Onofrio’s veterinary journey be-
gan when she started volunteering as 
a teen at her local vet for a reason that 
still holds true for her.

“Animals can’t help themselves,” 
she says. “They need someone to be 
their advocate, and I feel I can do 
that.”

OCCUPATION: Veterinarian.
COMPANY: One Love Animal 
Hospital.
CLAIM TO FAME: Being a 
veterinarian.
FAVORITE PLACE: My home.
WOMAN I ADMIRE: My late 
grandmother, Josephine DiOnofrio, 
because she was compassionate, 
hard-working, and fun loving.
MOTTO: Animals are my life.
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SANNA EZRI
Director shines spotlight on historic theater

BY SHAVANA ABRUZZO

R ay Charles, Engelbert Hump-
erdinck, ballet and drama 
troupes, and international pop 

stars all performed on the iconic stage 
of the Millennium Theatre in Brigh-
ton Beach before its fi nancial fall from 
grace, but the once-abandoned movie 
house is making a stunning comeback 
— with a new name, a new look, and a 
new innovator behind the scenes.

Director Sanna Ezri’s role in try-
ing to make the Master Theater a local 
Lincoln Center is as illustrious as the 
million-dollar makeover she and her 
brother lavished on the historic venue 
after taking over its lease three years 
ago, transforming it into a state-of-the-
art auditorium with a gourmet super-
market on the ground fl oor, described 
by gastronomes as the Lexus of food 
shops.

“Well-known artists refused to 
come here and my job was to let pro-
ducers know that we’re back in busi-
ness,” says the Uzbekistan native 
whose family owns the NetCost super-
market chain. 

Ezri’s managerial skills, paired with 
Brooklyn’s rising cachet as a cool cul-
tural destination, attracted performers 
who might otherwise have given Kings 

County the royal brush off.
“We are bringing people who would 

never have thought they would have a 
concert or event here,” says the Woman 
of Distinction, 47, whose spring gigs in-
cluded the World Championship Kick-
boxing Battle of the Millennium, and 
famous folk musicians and ballet danc-

ers from the Motherland.
Ezri locates producers, recruits 

acts, signs contracts, and supervises 
every last detail on performance days, 
yet she is equally diligent about mak-
ing Master an area oasis where veter-
ans can enjoy a free concert, children 
can learn about their cultural roots 
through Russian-language shows, and 
borough schools can hold their gradu-
ations.

The theater is a household name 
among ex-Soviets and a vital connect-
ing point for culture vultures, claims 
Raisa Chernina, founder of the Be 
Proud Foundation.

“It’s a place where Russians can 
discover their American neighbors 
and talent, and Americans can dis-
cover their Russian neighbors and tal-
ent,” says Chernina. “It’s like a bridge 
between our two communities, and 
Sanna has helped to make that hap-
pen.”

Ezri plans to expand the mutual 
appreciation society with a proposed 
Russian heritage museum to highlight 
the contributions of immigrants from 
the former Soviet Union, and trace 
their emigration around the world — 
just as soon as she can fi nd a location 
for her ambitious archive.

“Americans might be surprised to 
know that the founder of the famous 
American footwear brand Timberland 
was an immigrant from Russia, and the 
creator of the Chevy Corvette was the 
son of Russian immigrants,” says the 
honoree, who worked with historians 
and genealogists to help trace the Rus-
sian ancestry of, among others, Steven 
Spielberg, whose forefathers emigrated 
from the Ukraine; Leonardo DiCaprio, 
whose maternal grandmother was Rus-
sian; and “I Dream of Jeannie” creator 
Sidney Sheldon, whose parents hailed 
from the old country.

Ezri’s personal knowledge of the 
immigrant experience is a masterful 
asset as she helps a once-defunct show 
hall shine on the local stage.

“This space is very important to 
Russian-speaking people,” she says. 
“It makes them feel like they are proud 
members of a strong community.”

OCCUPATION: Director.
COMPANY: Master Theater. 
CLAIM TO FAME: I try to 
brighten people’s lives in 
Brighton.
FAVORITE PLACE: My home.
WOMAN I ADMIRE: Hillary 
Clinton because of her strength, 
grace, and family pride.
MOTTO: Life is tough, get a 
helmet.
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TO OUR 
ILLUSTRIOUS DIRECTOR

A WOMAN OF DISTINCTION:

JACQUELINE FLORIO
Our heartfelt congratulations and best wishes

on this well-deserved recognition.

Midwood Active Adult Senior Center
is richer in blessings due in part to your

tireless contributions over the years.
Your declaration and service to your community 
is an inspiration to all who have been privileged 

to work with you.

May God continue to grant you favor
and bless your future endeavors.

With All Our Love,

The STAFF AND MEMBERS
OF MIDWOOD ACTIVE ADULT 

SENIOR CENTER
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JACQUELINE FLORIO
Program director takes amusement seriously

BY SHAVANA ABRUZZO

L ead-footed motorists in Midwood 
— a top neighborhood for local 
speeding — help kill more New 

Yorkers than drunk drivers and ve-
hicle operators talking on cellphones 
combined, according to Transporta-
tion Alternatives, a road safety group 
that recorded 23,058 traffi c injuries 
in Brooklyn in 2011, the city’s highest 
that year.

Congested Kings Highway, the ar-
ea’s main thoroughfare, became such 
a problem for seniors at Millennium 
Development’s Midwood Active Adult 
and Neighborhood Center that they 
wrote a play about it called “Crossing 
Kings Highway,” a thought-provoking 
fairy tale set in the kingdom of Mid-
wood, where drivers ignored speed 
limits and snail-paced elders were 
outcasts. 

The production won a New York 
Public Library award and propelled 
Department of Transportation offi -
cials to extend pedestrian crossing 
times at local cross walks, and ask the 
group to take its show on the road to 
other senior centers to promote the 
city’s street safety campaign.

Credit the successes to program di-
rector Jacqueline Florio, who created 

the drama club seven years ago as an 
outlet for her grief after her husband 
and father died in the same month, 
and to offer a new activity for mem-
bers whose amusements she takes se-
riously.

“My job is to provide enjoyable 
activities for the seniors, and a con-

genial and welcoming atmosphere,” 
says Florio, 50, a career elder advo-
cate whom Millennium recruited 10 
years ago to save the sluggish center 
from closure.

She powered its revival through 
partnerships with the city’s Depart-
ment for the Aging, the Brooklyn Pub-
lic Library, and the Brooklyn Arts 
Council, increasing membership and 
services by leaps and bounds. Florio 
introduced two daily meals, a daily 
exercise class, weekly yoga, informa-
tive health workshops, intergenera-
tional visits with schools, and day 
trips across the tri-state area.

She introduced a new pursuit last 
summer after spotting a sign in Sheep-
shead Bay for charter boats. Tickets 
to the summer farewell cruise she ar-
ranged — complete with a deejay, raf-
fl es, food, and a sunset sail to Liberty 
Island — sold out within minutes.

“It was above and beyond my wild-
est dreams,” says the director, whose 
staff have turned her into a walk-
ing slogan with their turn of phrase 
— W.W.J.D.” or “What Would Jackie 
Do?” 

Members are as impressed by the 
Woman of Distinction.

“Jackie is a beautiful lady who de-

livers soup to the home of sick mem-
bers, and has never turned anyone 
away for lunch even if they can’t pay 
the 50 cents or dollar,” says retired 
nurse Letna Murden, 80. “She is our 
mother hen, and she makes sure that 
we are all comfortable and having a 
good time.” 

Florio works around the clock for 
her family of seniors, arranging hous-
ing for a homeless member, determin-
ing if the frail widower needs an aide 
or an extra container of milk to take 
home, or accompanying ailing elders 
to the hospital and staying with them 
until they are settled in — however 
long it takes.

“You don’t want to leave them out 
there without any help,” she says. 
“But they are still on my mind when 
I go home.”

OCCUPATION: Program director.
COMPANY: Midwood Active Adult 
and Neighborhood Center.
CLAIM TO FAME: Being a 
compassionate person and doing 
the best I can.
FAVORITE PLACE: Home.
WOMAN I ADMIRE: Former First 
Lady Jacqueline Kennedy because 
she personifi ed elegance and 
intelligence.
MOTTO: Our differences can also 
be our strengths.
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DEBRA FRIEDMAN
Healthcare CEO insures members are hale n’ hearty

BY SHAVANA ABRUZZO

A ffordable health care is a basic 
human essential, claims the head 
of the fastest growing insurance 

company in New York history.
“Every family has the right to good 

quality health care,” says Debra Fried-
man, president and chief executive offi -
cer of the year-old Health Republic In-
surance of New York. “If you or your 
child get sick, you want to be able to go 
to the very best place, no matter how 
much you make.”

The Brooklyn Heights resident has 
spent 20 years helping people access 
good health care in senior-level insur-
ance and health care positions with ma-
jor national companies, including Blue 
Cross and Blue Shield, United Health-
care, and Health Plus, where she ac-
complished such dramatic growth in 
its market ranking as chief Medicare 
offi cer that the health maintenance or-
ganization jumped from 12th to second 
place in a single year in targeted seg-
ments. 

She is accomplishing similar won-
ders at Health Republic. 

The company enrolled 155,000 new 
members in its fi rst year — 125,000 
more than projected — and has more 
than a billion dollars in annualized 

revenue, making it the largest of the 22 
consumer operated and oriented health 
plans, known as co-ops, created under 
the Affordable Care Act. 

The record response made the 
newly minted New York State of Health 
one of the top two state-run exchanges 
in the country, leaving competitors to 

muddle through a rough roll out of the 
president’s signature legislation that 
prompted the resignation of former 
Health and Human Services Secretary 
Kathleen Sebelius.

Health Republic soared above the 
rest because New York had a superior 
operational performance and used a 
multi-lingual approach to reach the 
uninsured, claims Friedman, who fre-
quently stayed in the offi ce until 2 am 
to provide members with the materials 
and information they needed during 
the enrollment launch.

She has maintained the company’s 
progressive track with creative plans 
and policies, including offering mem-
bers gym reimbursements and a free 
telemedicine program availing them 
physicians who can evaluate, diagnose, 
and treat minor ailments online or over 
the phone.

“It’s a great way to avoid the emer-
gency room or urgent care center when 
you don’t have a real emergency situa-
tion,” says Friedman, who is in her 50s.

The Woman of Distinction’s pro-
fi ciency is no surprise to her former 
boss, the ex-chief executive offi cer of 
Health Plus.

“Deb is a great leader and a caring 
individual who h as achieved countless 

successes throughout her career,” says 
Tom Early, executive vice president of 
Elderplan. “At Health Plus she grew the 
Medicare membership that we served 
in communities throughout the New 
York metropolitan area 15-fold in two 
years.”

Health care cooperatives have a 
long history in America, dating back 
to the Depression era when Uncle Sam 
gave loans to ailing rural farmers. 
Most have since disbanded, but surviv-
ing ones are ranked among the highest 
performing health systems in the coun-
try because of a philosophy they share 
with Friedman.

“There is nothing more important 
for families than proper health care,” 
she says. 

OCCUPATION: President and chief 
executive offi cer.
COMPANY: Health Republic 
Insurance of New York.
CLAIM TO FAME: Providing the 
best health insurance available to 
New Yorkers who never had health 
insurance.
FAVORITE PLACE: Brookyln 
Bridge Park.
WOMAN I ADMIRE: My board 
chairwoman, Barbara Davis, because 
she is a person of great intelligence, 
compassion, and effectiveness.
MOTTO: Looking forward to the 
day.
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DR. KAREN L. GOULD
College president is in a class of her own

BY SHAVANA ABRUZZO

I n the early 1900s the American Vi-
tagraph Company — known as the 
“Big V on Avenue M” — churned out 

movies and groomed early motion pic-
ture stars from a fi lm studio a stone’s 
toss away from Brooklyn College, pio-
neering trends with lavish sets and a 
special tank for marine scenes. 

More than a century after its fl edg-
ling fi lm industry fl ed to Hollywood, 
the borough is on the verge of a movie-
making comeback — with Brooklyn 
College in a starring role. 

Karen L. Gould, the ambitious, 
fi rst-female president of the storied 
Midwood school where Oscar win-
ner F. Murray Abraham taught the-
ater, and actor James Franco studied 
fi ction writing, developed the Barry 
R. Feirstein Graduate School of Cin-
ema at Steiner Studios in the Brook-
lyn Navy Yard with founding director 
Jonathan Wacks — the man behind 
“21 Jump Street” and “Repo Man” — 
to help budding Steven Spielbergs ob-
tain a 21st century education. 

“It’s America’s only operational 
fi lm school on a working movie lot 
that also happens to be the largest fi lm 
and television production company 
outside of Hollywood,” says the for-

mer California State University pro-
vost, who brought with her extensive 
academic and administrative experi-
ence from fi ve major public higher ed-
ucation institutions when the college 
hired her in 2009.

Her mission? To make students 
matter.

“I don’t think we are fully realiz-
ing our capacity to tell the most com-
pelling stories about the students 
who are here now and where they are 
headed and what we are providing for 
them,” the internationally known, 
published scholar of French-Cana-
dian literature with her own Wikipe-
dia page told the Faculty Newsletter 
after her appointment.

Gould restructured the School of 
Education, and advanced the college 
resume by creating four new internal 
institutions: the School of Business, 
the School of Humanities and Social 
Science, the School of Natural and Be-
havioral Sciences, and the School of 
Visual, Media and Performing Arts.

“The fi ve schools now accurately 
depict the array of our strengths,” she 
says.

Under her skilled leadership, stu-
dent enrollment is up to 17,400, the pro-
jected haul in private funds this year 
is around $20 million, and Brooklyn 
College is a lead producer of the na-
tion’s Fulbright scholars.

“We send more students to China 
annually to study for short term 
and in the summer than any other 
C.U.N.Y. school,” says Gould, who has 
helped to make Brooklyn College an 

eco-classroom of the future, as host 
institution to the Science and Resil-
ience Institute at Jamaica Bay, a top-
tier research consortium exploring 
coastal resiliency at the doorstep of 
the Atlantic Ocean that boasts more 
than 10,000 acres of prized parkland.

Board of Trustees chairperson 
Benno Schmidt and chancellor Mat-
thew Goldstein knew they had tapped a 
special leader in the Woman of Distinc-
tion when they brought her on board.

“Dr. Gould’s appointment is a mar-
velous stroke of good fortune,” they 
said in a joint statement. “She will 
take an outstanding institution to 
higher levels.” 

Gould is rising to the occasion, and 
her benefi ciary is the future genera-
tion she cheers, applauds, and boosts 
at various college events.

“I try to show students that I am in-
terested in all the different ways they 
are engaged,” she says.

OCCUPATION: President.
COMPANY: Brooklyn College.
CLAIM TO FAME: Working with 
others to transform students’ lives.
FAVORITE PLACE: Paris, France.
WOMAN I ADMIRE: Supreme 
Court Judge Ruth Bader Ginsburg 
because of her tremendous 
accomplishments.
MOTTO: Keep moving forward.

Ph
ot

o 
by

 S
te

ve
 S

ol
om

on
so

n

CONGRATULATIONS

Gina Argano
on being recognized as a 

Woman of Distinction 

This honor comes as no surprise to those 
who know you and to those whose lives 

you have touched.

I fi nd inspiration in all you do and reward in 
being able to call you my friend.

Wishing you all the best, 
all the days of your life,

Joe Gillette

Thank you 
&

Congratulations

Linda Allegretti
For all your eff orts in the enrichment 

of the Bay Ridge Community

“Love from all your judges“
Bill, Jeanne, Blaise, Donna, 

Joe and Connie

         Owls Head Park Halloween Walk 
                           costume contest
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IRENE LORE
Restaurateur licks Park Slope into shape

BY SHAVANA ABRUZZO

P ark Slope — one of the city’s ear-
liest historic districts and the 
site of the fi rst and largest battle 

of the American Revolutionary War 
— has come a long way from being a 
former playground for dopers and der-
elicts. It is top-ranked for its architec-
tural and historical splendors, and its 
quality of life attracts intellectuals, 
actors, and stroller moms, who shop at 
the local food co-op, sip coffee at side-
walk cafes, and attend yoga class with 
their neighbors.

Brownstone Brooklyn’s about-face 
is partly due to early visionaries such 
as retired restaurateur Irene LoRe, a 
founding member of the former Fifth 
Avenue Merchants Association and 
its off-shoot, the Park Slope Fifth Av-
enue Business Improvement District.

LoRe moved to Park Slope in the 
late 1980s and opened the now-de-
funct Aunt Suzie’s on Fifth Avenue 
between Garfi eld Place and Carroll 
Street, making it a hub of comfort 
food and family get-togethers on a 
fi lthy, dangerous street so malignant 
with crime that merchants chained 
their outdoor furniture to the wall. 

She soon made chopped liver of 
the thriving local drug trade being 

conducted from the pay phone at the 
end of her block.

“I bought a wire cutter and sent 
the busboy to cut off the receiver,” 
says LoRe, who formed the mer-
chants association with a handful of 
other small business owners to boost 
the neighborhood.

They draped holiday lights along 
dank corridors, inspirited the com-
munity with the Fabulous Fifth Av-
enue Fair — still going strong after 
20 years — pressured authorities to 
clamp down on crime and inspired 
merchants to launch new businesses.

“We pioneered the neighborhood 
and tried to make a more positive 
avenue,” says LoRe, 72, a past chair-
woman of Community Board 6.

Today Park Slope is a foodie capi-
tal, with more than 120 bars and res-
taurants on the 30-blocks from 18th to 
Dean streets supervised by the busi-
ness improvement district that pro-
vides supplemental sanitation, public 
safety, and visitor services, plus mar-
keting and promotional programs, 
capital improvements, and beautifi -
cations in the area.

LoRe was a major player in Park 
Slope’s revival, claims the group’s 
current executive director.

“As a long time business owner 
and community advocate Irene 
helped shape the engaged, vibrant 
community that Park Slope has be-
come,” says Mark Caserta. “Her vi-
sion for the business improvement 
district was instrumental in creating 
a more stable environment for both 

landlords and retailers.”
LoRe closed Aunt Suzie’s in 2012, 

leaving her block better than she 
found it, but her faithful diners heart-
broken.

“It’s a sad day,” mourned a web 
commentator. “My partner and I cele-
brated our 10th and then our 20th an-
niversary there.”

The Woman of Distinction has re-
invented herself in her retirement, 
volunteering as a cooking teacher for 
at-risk teens at the Red Hook Initia-
tive and starting a restaurant con-
sulting fi rm to help entrepreneurs 
who contact her from around the 
country looking for advice from an 
expert who shows no signs of aban-
doning her civic ventures.

“Living my life is also about being 
part of creating a better community,” 
says LoRe.

OCCUPATION: Consultant.
COMPANY: The LoRe Group.
CLAIM TO FAME: I help to make 
my community better.
FAVORITE PLACE: Prospect 
Park.
WOMAN I ADMIRE: My late 
friend and civil rights attorney, 
Judith Vladeck, who worked 
tirelessly for what she believed in.
MOTTO: It’s not what you say, but 
what you do that matters in life.

Ph
ot

o 
by

 S
te

ve
 S

ol
om

on
so

n

DARI LITCHMAN
‘Friend’ makes playground fun

BY SHAVANA ABRUZZO

F riends of Greenwood Playground 
volunteer Dari Litchman person-
ifi es the lively logo she designed 

for her group: two birds trilling on a 
tree with hearts fl owing from the beak 
of one like a waterfall.

“They are pouring out life,” says 
the lead organizer whose vim and vi-
tality have helped to energize the 
80-year-old playground on E. Fifth 
Street, between Fort Hamilton Park-
way and Greenwood Avenue in Wind-
sor Terrace, with cool programming, 
feel-good fairs, and big-hearted out-
reach efforts.

Litchman came on board six years 
ago when the group was fairly new, 
and she had left her job in the fash-
ion corporate world after giving birth 
to her daughter. Eager to put her arts 
and crafts background to good use she 
connected instantly with the group 
of like-minded moms who wanted the 
neighborhood playground to be a fun 
place where everyone was welcome.

“I thought I could help out,” says 
the former camp counselor, who soon 
found herself in a leadership role, jug-
gling her new duties with her day job 
as a real estate broker for Ideal Proper-
ties Group in Park Slope, her freelance 

work as a textile designer, helping out 
at her daughter’s school, and leading a 
Girl Scout Daisy troop.

The results are awesome. The 
group’s Facebook page has more than 
700 likes. Hundreds of visitors fl ock to 
the annual Green-wood Stock, an all-
day community frolic with entertain-

ment, raffl e prizes, and a fl ea market. 
Hundreds more come to the HOOT, a 
yearly Harvest Hootenanny featur-
ing youth dancers, musicians, balloon 
sculptors, face painters, a pumpkin 
patch, and a kiddie costume parade.

“Over the years they have grown 
into really great and special neighbor-
hood events,” says Litchman, 46, who 
funds the fun with mostly private do-
nations.

Her free summer programming is 
another family-friendly smorgasbord 
of crowd-pleasers, including movie 
nights, arts and crafts, roller skating 
clinics, puppet shows, drumming cir-
cles, sing-a-longs, marching bands, sci-
ence workshops, and cooking classes.

“There is something for everyone 
here,” says Litchman, an eagle-eyed 
steward of the space she calls “my 
playground.”

She is on a fi rst-name basis with 
park supervisors and the local com-
munity affairs cop, and swiftly alerts 
authorities to any suspicious activity.

“Part of being in a community is 
keeping our kids safe,” says the cham-
berlain who also touches the lives of 
underprivileged children.

Litchman organizes holiday drives 
for the Gowanus-based group Little 

Essentials, collecting cribs, strollers, 
infant car seats, and other necessities 
for families in need.

“It says a lot about a person to be 
so caring, as Dari is, of their com-
munity,” says Sandi Trombert, the 
group’s founder and president. 

Litchman is well known around 
town for her efforts. People approach 
her on the street and she frequently 
sees someone sporting an “I Love 
Greenwood Playground” T-shirt, vali-
dating her work at the bustling, block-
long community magnet that has 
become a neighborhood institution — 
thanks to her friendship.

OCCUPATION: Organizer. 
COMPANY: Friends of 
Greenwood Playground.
CLAIM TO FAME: Improving 
programming for our community.
FAVORITE PLACE: Frost 
Valley Y.M.C.A. in the Catskill 
Mountains in Upstate New York.
WOMAN I ADMIRE: Nadia 
Lopez, principal of Mott Hall 
Bridges Academy in Brownsville, 
because she inspires children to 
believe in themselves by showing 
them how, and she is a model for 
self-love while teaching kids that 
all lives matter.
MOTTO: There’ll be plenty of 
time for sleeping when you’re 
dead.
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DR. ALETHA MAYBANK
Healthcare advocate works for all New Yorkers

BY SHAVANA ABRUZZO

A healthy neighborhood is where 
people eat quality food, play in 
clean and safe parks, have timely 

access to proper medical care, and 
receive a sound education in good 
schools — all of it in a violence-free en-
vironment, claims a top policy maker 
in the world’s largest health depart-
ment in an urban setting.

“Everyone would be able to reach 
their full health potential,” says Dr. 
Aletha Maybank, associate commis-
sioner at the New York City Depart-
ment of Health and Mental Hygiene, 
and founding director of its new Cen-
ter of Health Equity.

Statistics show many of the health 
issues facing New Yorkers, including 
obesity, diabetes and maternal mor-
tality, disproportionately affect com-
munities of color, and the trained pe-
diatrician with two medical mission 
trips to Haiti under her belt and her 
own Wikipedia page wants to alter the 
trajectory of public health through 
system changes, community partner-
ships, interagency collaboration, and 
delivery of better services in under-
served districts.

“It’s not about being equal, it’s 
about being fair and equitable be-

cause not all communities have the re-
sources to implement something that 
is universal,” says Maybank, a Clin-
ton Hill resident whose advocacy has 
helped to install 28 miles of bike lanes 
in Brownsville, pilot a community 
health worker program in public hous-
ing, and expand the number of doulas 

or birth companions for new moms in 
central Brooklyn.

She helped to design and install 
“breast-feeding friendly places” at doz-
ens of community facilities, including 
one at Councilman Robert E. Cornegy, 
Jr.’s district offi ce in Bedford Stuyve-
sant last year.

“It was the fi rst community lacta-
tion station of its kind in any govern-
ment facility in the city,” says the law-
maker. “Dr. Maybank is a woman of 
distinction for bringing compassion-
ate expertise to issues of infant and 
maternal health.”

Maybank — a blogger, and a health 
contributor to Ebony.com and Arise 
TV — is in high demand as a public 
health speaker, appearing on MSNBC, 
BET, and HuffPost Live, her accom-
plishments lauded by, among others, 
the National Coalition of 100 Black 
Men, the Network Journal’s 40 Under 
40, and the Hip Hop Loves Founda-
tion.

Three years ago, to offer children 
of color a role model, she helped to cre-
ate the “We Are Doc McStuffi ns“ cam-
paign, inspired by Disney Junior’s 
popular black Doc McStuffi ns charac-
ter. The cartoon preschooler provides 
primary health care for stuffed ani-

mals, including diagnosing her little 
brother’s teddy bear with acute “dusty 
musties” and prescribing a good laun-
dering!

“It changes the narrative about 
who can be a doctor,” says Maybank, 
who is in her 30s and who was profi led 
for being a real-life Doc McStuffi ns 
on Disney Junior for Black History 
Month, along with her co-founders of 
the Artemis Medical Society, a group 
supporting female physicians of color 
and aspirants.

The Woman of Distinction’s can-
did dialogue about public health and 
its inequities raises new questions 
about how to prevent disease, promote 
health, and prolong life for all of us.

“Health is important to everyone, 
but the challenge is how do you main-
tain it?” says Maybank, who is helping 
to provide us with the answers where 
we live, work, play, and pray.

OCCUPATION: Associate 
commissioner.
COMPANY: New York City Health 
Department.
CLAIM TO FAME: Highlighting 
injustices in public health.
FAVORITE PLACE: The beach.
WOMAN I ADMIRE: My mother 
Judith Maybank, one of the most 
courageous people I know.
MOTTO: Be well.
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DENISE MCCLEAN
Zoo director makes visitors wild about nature

BY SHAVANA ABRUZZO

P rospect Park Zoo director De-
nise McClean was on her daily 
rounds when she stopped to hand 

a peacock feather to a girl enthralled 
by the gossamer plumes adorning the 
grounds after shedding season.

The youngster’s eyes lit up.
“You’d have thought I was giving 

her a fairy wand,” says McClean, who 
has spent more than 30 years inspiring 
people to value nature as a key mem-
ber of the Wildlife Conservation Soci-
ety management team — and its fi rst 
female zoo director.

She is the operational mechanic 
at the organization that manages the 
city’s fi ve wildlife parks, including the 
New York Aquarium, fulfi lling our 
fascination with animals, educating 
us about endangered species, and pro-
moting our planet’s biodiversity with 
more 500 exciting projects in 65 coun-
tries. 

McClean is the Woman of Distinc-
tion making the visitor experience 
happen. She opens new zoos, hires 
staff, creates communications systems 
for new facilities, bushwhacks through 
budgetary jungles, forms and oversees 
committees, and even feeds animals if 
necessary.

She implemented the start-up func-
tions for the Central Park Zoo, which 
she helped unveil on Aug. 8, 1988 to a 
25,000-strong crowd of visitors with 
free admission, a fi sh toss to the sea li-
ons, and an imposing collection of po-
lar bears, penguins, red pandas, and 
Japanese monkeys.

“It was a sweltering day, but we still 
had lines waiting to get in at closing 
time,” says McClean, who also trans-
formed Prospect Park Zoo from a fad-
ing, kiddie animal park into an exotic 
wildlife sanctuary for all ages.

She added organic signage, posted 
photographs along nature trails, and 
boosted the critter stockpiles to more 
than 100 species, bringing in Austra-
lian dingos, African hornbills, Pal-
las’s cats from the Chinese and Rus-
sian steppes, and rare North American 
river otters that birthed the fi rst pups 
in these parts since 1951.

McClean — who has trekked to Pa-
tagonia and Tierra del Fuego, visited 
rainforests in South America and Af-
rica, and eye-balled tigers in India — 
prefers her feedback straight from the 
horse’s mouth.

“I like to know what visitors are 
talking about,” says the administrator 
who rushed to amend the texts when 
she heard people were mystifi ed by 
the rosy rumps of the hamadryas ba-
boons.

“It was probably the most-asked 
question, but our graphics didn’t re-
fl ect that,” says McClean, who obliged 
with signs explaining the red pig-
ment.

Anita Tendler, 17, is among her 
corps of volunteers enrolled in one of 
the zoo’s several teen ecological intern-
ships helping to keep visitors on track. 
The aspiring environmentalist made 
a memorable impression on a family 
which later recognized her on a bus as 
“the zoo girl who taught us about how 
cool meerkats are!” 

“Educating visitors has allowed 
me to realize my passion for animals 
and motivated me to pursue a career 
in conservation animal science,” says 
Tendler.

Denise McClean is animating na-
ture lovers by engaging people in the 
moment.

“It’s all about observing the world 
around you,” she says. “I want people 
to put their cellphones away and look 
at the nature in front of them.”

OCCUPATION: Director.
COMPANY: Wildlife 
Conservation Society.
CLAIM TO FAME: First 
female zoo director at Wildlife 
Conservation Society.
FAVORITE PLACE: Patagonia, 
Argentina.
WOMAN I ADMIRE: My great-
grandmother, Toby Nettler, who 
sacrificed her life to give her 
family a new start in America.
MOTTO: Only connect.
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LAURA McKENNA
Bay activist is a lifeline for Hurricane Sandy victims
BY SHAVANA ABRUZZO

Z ombie properties and beggared 
homeowners waiting for their 
houses to be rebuilt or torn down 

continue to be rude reminders of Hur-
ricane Sandy’s devilish toll in Sheep-
shead Bay — one of the communities 
the ghoulish nor’easter battered in 24 
states and seven nations around Hal-
loween 2012.

“It’s a community in transition with 
people living in suspended animation,” 
says Neighborhood Housing Services 
of New York City program coordinator 
Laura McKenna, who tries to minimize 
their fi nancial distress with free work-
shops on foreclosure, fl ood insurance, 
bill reduction, and psychological cop-
ing skills.

Experts warn that rising sea levels 
will make our coastal communities 
more vulnerable to extreme weather 
conditions, making McKenna’s work 
even more critical.

“My major mission is to reach out 
and make sure people know that re-
sources are available to them,” says 
the Brooklyn Heights resident who fell 
in love with Sheepshead Bay after per-
forming with her band at Bayfest in 
2005.

The saxophonist joined the Bay Im-

provement Group and began participat-
ing in clean-ups and spring plantings.

“It’s a great community,” she says. 
“These are people with a lot of heart.”

The same can be said of her. The good 
Samaritan rushed to help after Hurri-
cane Sandy turned bay businesses and 
homes into bathtubs and drowned a se-

nior in his apartment. She was among 
the fi rst waves of responders — before 
even offi cial aid workers arrived — help-
ing to commandeer supplies, recruit 
other volunteers, set up a command post 
in a donated emergency vehicle at the 
corner of Emmons and Nostrand ave-
nues, and launch a campaign called “No 
Neighbor Left Behind.”

Then the Woman of Distinction, who 
is in her 50s, rode her bicycle around 
the soggy ghost town looking for people 
to help.

“I approached anyone I saw in their 
yards or coming in and out of their 
homes,” says McKenna, who directed 
them to food, clothing, and other essen-
tials, and became a lifeline for residents 
struggling without power or communi-
cation and dealing with pollution from 
the raw sewage surges.

She attended a meeting of the Brook-
lyn chapter of the Long-Term Recov-
ery Group, established after Sandy to 
help storm survivors with their unmet 
needs, and was elected its vice chair-
man within three months. 

McKenna spent the next year help-
ing the desperate and displaced locate 
shelter, heat, clothing, and legal and psy-
chological assistance — among them, 
the woman in dire straits because her 

tenants stopped paying rent, and the 
man who worried that looters were ran-
sacking his fl ooded home while he lan-
guished in an emergency hotel.

“The phone rang non-stop from 
seven in the morning to midnight, and I 
was the switchboard operator connect-
ing people to the services they needed,” 
says McKenna.

Concerned that Sheepshead Bay 
would sink deeper into an economic 
abyss, she reached out to the rebuild 
charity, Resurrection Brooklyn Relief, 
and led its director on a walking tour, 
her vigorous advocacy motivating the 
group to help rebuild 15 area homes.

“Laura connected us to the needs of 
Sheepshead Bay, which was not getting 
a lot of attention,” says Pastor Brian 
Steadman. “She is a strong, compas-
sionate, and educated advocate for her 
neighbors.”

OCCUPATION: Program 
coordinator.
COMPANY: Neighborhood Housing 
Services of New York City.
CLAIM TO FAME: I never stop 
caring.  
FAVORITE PLACE: The beach. 
WOMAN I ADMIRE: My mother 
Anne who was so straight she made 
a pin look crooked.
MOTTO: Upward ever, backward 
never.
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ERICKA MEDINA
Peer leader alerts youth to safe sexuality

JOAN MILLMAN
Former assemblywoman authored 58 laws

BY SHAVANA ABRUZZO

E ricka Medina showed her el-
ders who the boss was when she 
led a birth control workshop at 

the Miccio Center in Red Hook as a 
14-year-old peer health educator with 
the Red Hook Initiative, a group com-
mitted to overturning inter-genera-
tional poverty.

The attendees included a 40-some-
thing woman who scoffed at the self-
assured teenager.

“She said to me, ‘What are you go-
ing to teach me that I don’t already 
know?’ ” says Medina, who stepped 
up with information about female-
friendly alternatives to condoms, 
making the woman sit up and listen.

“She apologized to me when she left 
and said she had learned a lot,” says 
the Woman of Distinction, 24, who 
now runs the program she attended as 
a youngster.

Medina is a reproductive health ed-
ucator engaged in an urgent conversa-
tion about sexual health and behavior 
with at-risk youngsters, whose trou-
bles she knows fi rsthand. She grew 
up in Brownsville, the murder capital 
of New York, with an alcoholic father 
who beat her mother — an ordeal she 
tried ignoring.

“I remember painting a smile on 
my face so that I could think every-
thing was okay,” Medina told 2,500 
people at the New York Women’s Foun-
dation’s “Celebrating Women Break-
fast” in 2008 — around the same time 
she was learning about social and 
emotional health, and discovering in-

valuable coping skills at the Red Hook 
Initiative. 

“Red Hook gave me the space to be 
angry or upset, and made me open up 
and mend and heal,” says Medina who 
now provides the same outlet to other 
youngsters.

She trains them to mentor their 
peers on reproductive health educa-
tion, including abstinence, sex and 
sexuality, and sexual decision mak-
ing, and takes them on instructional 
trips to other peer groups, industry 
conferences, and local clinics.

“I let them know that they are bet-
ter than their circumstances,” says 
Medina, who has schooled aspiring 
coaches at the Sadie Nash Leadership 
Project, appeared as a guest on the 
“Tyra Banks Show” about teens and 
sexually transmitted diseases, and 
been lauded for her efforts by Com-
munity Board 6 and Medgar Evers 
College.

Her strength lies in her ability to 
listen and be pro-active.

When a 16-year-old youth came to 
her with a sexual identity crises and 
told her he could not discuss it at a 
conventional support group, Medina 
and two fellow advocates created a 
program for minors who identifi ed 

themselves as lesbian, gay, bi-sexual, 
transgender, or queer.

“Now he has the resources and sup-
port he needs in a safe place, and he is 
comfortable with who he is,” she says.

Medina’s kindness and knowledge 
helped her to refocus her life, claims 
high-school senior Sanji Downing, 17, 
a former peer health educator headed 
to college to become a teacher.

“Ericka motivated me to go for my 
dreams, and working with her has 
pushed my confi dence to the max,” 
says Downing. 

The Woman of Distinction has 
worked hard to turn personal tragedy 
into triumph, but helping others do 
the same has made her journey more 
purposeful.

“It feels good to have this calling,” 
she says.

BY SHAVANA ABRUZZO

T he next time you see a city truck 
driver check his convex mirror 
for passing pedestrians, thank 

Joan Millman. 
The retired Carroll Gardens as-

semblywoman introduced the law re-
quiring big buckets of bolts in the city 
to mount the curved looking glasses 
on their front cabs to eliminate blind 
spots, after a trucker killed two Gow-
anus boys coming home from PS 124.

It was one of her 58 bills that be-
came law in the 18 years she spent in 
Albany championing children, se-
niors, and handicapped people before 
retiring last year at the age of 73.

“I believe we judge a society by 
how we treat our kids, our old people, 
and our people with disabilities,” says 
Millman, who authored the bill hold-
ing out-of-state facilities serving New 
York’s developmentally disabled chil-
dren accountable.

Her legislations have made it pos-
sible to fi ne people posting junk mail 
on cars, established mentoring pro-
grams at small businesses owned by 
women and minorities, and connected 
colleges with charities to recycle old 
dorm furniture. 

The former chairwoman of the Ag-

ing Committee also helped New York-
ers breathe a little easier in their 
golden years when she raised the in-
come levels of seniors enrolled in 
New York’s discount prescription and 
rent-increase exemption programs to 
$50,000.

“That helped a lot of people because 

pills and rent are expensive,” says 
Millman, who brought in the National 
Guard after Hurricane Sandy, installed 
a T.K.T.S. discount ticket booth in Down-
town, and helped renovate a library at PS 
58 in Carroll Gardens. She also spurred 
initial funding for Brooklyn Bridge 
Park and helped the Brooklyn Academy 
of Music buy an abandoned building for 
a buck to house an international dance 
company, while launching free movie 
screenings and marketing trips for se-
niors, and aiding pint-sized philanthro-
pists with their sock drives.

Former colleagues salute her in-
dustry.

“Joan is a class act and she will al-
ways remain a true champion for what 
is right,” says state Sen. Marty Golden 
(R–Bay Ridge), who co-sponsored the 
convex mirror bill with her.

Millman, currently weighing her 
options for a job in city administra-
tion, was a public servant long before 
winning a special election in 1997. She 
taught for 20 years at PS 10 in Park 
Slope where she was also the librarian 
responsible for creating a new mobile 
library system. Later, as Democratic 
district leader she moved a polling site 
from St. Charles Borromeo Church in 
Brooklyn Heights to the handicapped-

accessible Cadman Towers co-op 
where disabled voters still cast their 
ballots today.

Supporters fl ooded her Facebook 
page after she announced her retire-
ment with such well wishes as: “Thank 
you for your leadership and amazing 
heart, Joan!” and “Thanks to Joan for 
so much hard work and dedication, al-
ways with a smile and a willingness to 
listen.”

Millman was all ears when an up-
state college drop-out from Brooklyn 
sought her advice, embarrassed he had 
let his family down. She contacted the 
president of a local learning institute, 
enabling him to complete his studies 
near home and earning herself a spot 
on his guest list.

“He invited me to his graduation,” 
she says proudly.

OCCUPATION: Reproductive 
health educator.
COMPANY: Red Hook Initiative.
CLAIM TO FAME: Getting 
people to care about 
reproductive health.
FAVORITE PLACE: Red Hook 
Initiative.
WOMAN I ADMIRE: Group 
founder Jill Eisenhard because 
she makes things happen.
MOTTO: Don’t stop when you’re 
tired, stop when you’re done.

OCCUPATION: Retired 
assemblywoman.
CLAIM TO FAME: Helping to 
improve the quality of people’s 
lives.
FAVORITE PLACE: Brooklyn 
Bridge Park.
WOMAN I ADMIRE: Late 
Assemblywoman Eileen Dugan 
because she was a mentor and a 
teacher.
MOTTO: Tomorrow is another 
day.
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REV. DIANA NELSON
Minister nourishes fl ock with support services

BY SHAVANA ABRUZZO

Every Saturday Diana Nelson and 
her army of devoted volunteers 
— among them, children, seniors, 

and former juvenile delinquents — 
cook around 400 hot meals for the poor 
and homeless people who come to her 
East New York soup kitchen seeking 
food and fellowship. 

The nourishment is part of a larger 
bill of fare the former globe-trotting 
microbiologist and ordained minis-
ter serves her community at the Hope 
Center Development Corporation, a 
community organization she expanded 
from a feeding program at the Church 
of God of East Flatbush where her hus-
band was appointed pastor in 2003. 

Nelson, a former researcher at Brit-
ain’s elite Royal College of Surgeons, 
put her career on hold while the couple 
and its three children swapped their 
lifestyle in tranquil, suburban Canada 
for the inner-city bustle of a Brook-
lyn neighborhood plagued by poverty, 
crime, illiteracy, obesity, violence, teen 
pregnancy, high incarceration rates, 
and dead-beat fathers. 

She studied census reports, con-
ducted a neighborhood analysis, and 
formed the Hope Center to offer un-
precedented services, including edu-

cational resources, health care, senior 
advocacy, crisis intervention, help for 
pregnant teens and former convicts, 
and a food pantry that fed more than 
58,000 people in 2012.

“We wanted to pastor the neigh-
borhood with church-based, socially 
transformative activism,” says Nelson, 

57, who has ministered to the masses in 
Africa, Caribbean, and Europe. “I felt 
if we aligned ourselves with resources 
we could help the community much 
more than by just handing out bags of 
groceries each week.”

More than a decade later church 
membership has increased from 800 
to more than 1,500, and the Hope Cen-
ter is a thriving, local command post, 
helping drop-outs complete their high-
school diplomas, directing abuse vic-
tims to safe shelters, and bringing uni-
fying, annual events to East New York; 
among them, parent-power expos and 
health fairs, featuring free screenings, 
immigration information, legal help, 
and entertainment.

“We were reaching beyond the walls 
of the church into the community and 
seeing how we could help people con-
nect and get back up on their feet,” says 
Nelson, who formed alliances with lo-
cal schools, hospitals, food banks, and 
city and state agencies to bolster her 
neighbors. “I wanted to empower the 
marginalized among us and make 
them know that they can survive.”

These days cops from the local pre-
cinct volunteer to teach area young-
sters self-defense classes, and Police 
Commissioner Bill Bratton personally 

visited her church to address commu-
nity concerns over the recent rash of 
fatal cop shootings.

“It fostered a community-police re-
lationship to promote the healing,” 
says Nelson, also executive director 
of the church women’s ministry, presi-
dent of the district women’s ministry, 
and a board member of the New York 
State Church of God Women’s Minis-
try.

The Woman of Distinction’s special 
brand of attention makes people crave 
her friendship, claims 13-year-old 
church member Ashley Atkins, who 
travels from Long Island to volunteer 
in the soup kitchen.

“Rev. Nelson is like a mom to ev-
eryone, she’s always greeting people 
and trying to make them smile,” says 
the entranced teen. “She’s just a re-
ally nice person, who is always telling 
people how beautiful they are and how 
handsome they look.”

OCCUPATION: Executive director.
COMPANY: Hope Center 
Development Corporation.
CLAIM TO FAME: Empowering 
people in our community.
FAVORITE PLACE: Home.
WOMAN I ADMIRE: Mother 
Teresa because of her compassion 
for humanity.
MOTTO: Make my life count.
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MARIANNE NICOLOSI
Elder care expert makes seniors matter

BY SHAVANA ABRUZZO

M arianne Nicolosi is a chronic 
originator.

She is a co-founder of the 
former Park Slope Geriatric Day 
Center. She created a Downtown out-
let for dementia sufferers, after the 
state stopped defi ning Alzheimers as 
a disease and revoked Medicaid re-
imbursements for day care centers. 
She helped form the Brooklyn Com-
munity Pride Center, the borough’s 
fi rst facility for lesbians, gays, bisex-
uals, and transgenders. 

“I like to start organizations,” 
says Nicolosi, executive director 
of the Bay Ridge Center, where she 
oversees nearly 100 seniors who 
visit every weekday to socialize with 
peers, eat a hot meal, learn com-
puter skills, make a craft, break an 
aerobic sweat, take a day trip or par-
ticipate in another informational or 
recreational activity.

Since coming to the center three 
years ago Nicolosi has expanded the 
brown-bag lunch program for walk-
ins, cultivated positive community 
relations by having local students 
and members of the Guild for Excep-
tional Children help prepare lunches 
and meals on wheels for shut-ins, and 

repainted the center an energizing 
sky blue with Habitat for Humanity, 
among other improvements. 

The Woman of Distinction also 
introduced a creative “valet park-
ing lot” for the shopping carts frail 
seniors use as their walkers to bal-
ance themselves.

“They couldn’t come to the cen-
ter unless they could bring them, 
but they were knocking each other 
down, so we came up with a place to 
put them,” says Nicolosi.

The perseverance of older adults 
astonishes her as much now as it did 
back in the late 1970s when she be-
gan her elder-care career in a nurs-
ing home, seeing diseased, ailing 
people take up to 45 minutes just to 
get out of bed or put on their shoes.

“It took so much effort, yet they 
would always do it because they de-
manded every single inch that life 
would give them,” she says. “After-
wards they were so happy.”

Nicolosi — former director of de-
mentia care professionals at the Al-
zheimer’s Foundation of America, 
and ex-president of the New York 
State Adult Day Services Associ-
ation — possesses golden skills, 
claims the program director of the 
New York Memory Center.

“I’ve seen Marianne go up to a 
grieving widow who was remem-
bering her sad loss and redirect her 
memories into something positive,” 
says Josephine Brown. “She is ahead 
of the game and knows the next step 
without the next step being needed.”

Nicolosi is similarly perceptive 
on behalf of historically disenfran-
chised gay seniors, many of whom 
are still wary of coming out to their 
neighbors, even in a new dawn of 
same-sex marriages. She estab-
lished a socialization program for 
them at the New York Memory Cen-
ter, and created the Stonewall Com-
munity Development Corporation to 
help them fi nd affordable housing 
and inspire developers to devote a 
portion of new constructions in the 
city to gay dwellers.

“It would provide a dignifi ed 
space for older gay people to live in 
and remain within their commu-
nity of choice,” says Nicolosi. “Peo-
ple shouldn’t have to give up every-
thing they are familiar with just to 
be safe.”

OCCUPATION: Executive 
director.
COMPANY: Bay Ridge Center.
CLAIM TO FAME: Allowing 
older adults to live safely, happily, 
and with dignity.
FAVORITE PLACE: Beach. 
WOMAN I ADMIRE: My late 
life partner Mary Ellen McDonnell 
because she was a woman of 
great faith, great hope, and 
endless compassion.
MOTTO: It is what it is.
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DIANA RAFAILOVA
Day care founder revives solitary seniors

BY SHAVANA ABRUZZO

The distressing wails of an elderly 
widower with dementia tugged at 
Diana Rafailova’s heart as she in-

terned at a Brooklyn nursing home, 
alerting the student dietician to a 
greater problem.

“It was upsetting to me that nobody 
came to visit him,” says the Sheep-
shead Bay resident, who grew up in a 
close-knit family in Moscow. “It made 
me realize that there were so many 
sick, elderly people out there who were 
alone.”

Rafailova and her mother, an elder 
care specialist, brainstormed an idea 
to create an adult social day care cen-
ter that could serve as a second home 
for Brooklyn’s forsaken seniors.

“We decided to start our own little 
family,” says the Woman of Distinc-
tion, 23, who planned the facility while 
completing her degree at Brooklyn Col-
lege where she was studying dietetics 
and nutrition on a full academic schol-
arship.

The Maaser Social Adult Day Care 
Center opened in June 2011, with four 
clients and Rafailova as the president, 
program director, and dietician on a 
mission to give desolate elders a reason 
to live.

“We wanted to offer activities that 
made them happy,” she says.

Today Maaser — a Hebrew word 
rooted in charity — boasts 100 Russian-
speaking clients and a dozen skilled 
workers at the bay facility, and a sis-
ter center in Queens. Clients enjoy bal-
anced meals, customized recreational, 

cognitive, and educational services and 
programs, including fi tness and cook-
ing classes, in addition to nutritional 
workshops and multicultural events.

A recent potluck dinner Rafailova 
coordinated allowed the bay seniors to 
meet with their peers at the Queens fa-
cility and sample new foods and friend-
ships.

“It is important that they are aware 
of the different cultures and traditions 
that make up our country,” she says.

Midwood senior Moisey Shteyn-
man, 86, says Masser has enlivened his 
twilight years.

“Before all I wanted to do was sit 
in front of my TV, but now I am living 
life,” he says. “I get to socialize, feel in-
tellectually challenged, and learn new 
things which help me improve myself 
and my lifestyle.”

The Woman of Distinction’s creative 
programs have honed hidden talents.

Her elder chorus drew rave reviews 
after performing at a 69th Precinct 
Community Council fair and the Be 
Proud Foundation’s annual grand-
mother pageant.

“Motivating activities make our 
members feel important and happy,” 
says Rafailova, who rushed to their aid 
after Hurricane Sandy destroyed the 

bay facility and its transportation van, 
leaving many seniors stranded with-
out supplies.

She and her mom, who was under-
going cancer treatment, walked in 
treacherous fl oods to deliver emer-
gency rations to the shut-ins.

“We brought them food everyday so 
they would have something to eat and 
not feel alone,” she says.

Rafailova’s elder advocacy has 
made solitary seniors smile again and 
boosted her own relationships.

“I was lucky enough to have a lov-
ing family,” she says. “But now I feel as 
if I have 100 grandmothers and grand-
fathers.” 

OCCUPATION: President, 
dietitian, and program director.  
COMPANY: Maaser Corporation. 
CLAIM TO FAME: Motivating 
people to conquer their loneliness, 
and fi nd happiness in new 
experiences and friendships.
FAVORITE PLACE: New York City.
WOMAN I ADMIRE: My mother 
Alevtina Rafailova because she 
is a breast cancer survivor and 
the strongest person I know, and 
because she goes to extraordinary 
lengths to help others.
MOTTO: Rise up and attack each 
day with enthusiasm and a wide 
smile. 
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THERESA SCAVO
Civic leader improves life in her district

BY SHAVANA ABRUZZO

Gravesend resident Theresa 
Scavo went to her first com-
munity board meeting to learn 

about a synagogue’s plans to build 
a school on her block, but found the 
attendees shouting or barely listen-
ing, and the moderators hand-pick-
ing the speakers.

“I was really angered,” says 
Scavo, who complained to the aide 
of a congressman occupying an of-
fice next to her jewelry shop in 
Sheepshead Bay.

His reply made her think twice.
“He said to me, ‘When was the 

last time you did anything for your 
community?’ ” she says. “I said to 
him, ‘You’re right, I should step up 
instead of criticizing.’ ”

Twenty years later the retiree is 
the gladiatrix of unpaid grassroots 
advocacy. 

She is out most days and nights 
in the field or at civic meetings, as 
vice president of the Highway Dem-
ocratic Club, treasurer of the 61st 
Precinct Community Council, sec-
ond vice chairwoman of the Coney 
Island Hospital Community Ad-
visory Board, and chairwoman of 
Community Board 15 — the same 

civic panel she recoiled from 20 
years earlier, although she claims 
to have tamed its Wild West days.

“There’s no screaming, people 
can voice their opinion, and the 
board is really unified,” Scavo told 
this newspaper in 2013 when she 
ran for City Council in the new “Su-

per-Russian District.”
She lost the race, but continues 

to score numerous victories in her 
tussles with the city and state on be-
half of Brooklynites.

“Our community rises or falls 
on our ability to unite behind is-
sues which make our neighbor-
hoods so special,” says Scavo, 63, 
who has helped to install 30 traffic 
lights in a single year at danger-
ous intersections, had a third of the 
roadways and curbs in her district 
repaired and resurfaced, removed 
toppled trees and abandoned cars, 
persuaded the state to revoke liquor 
licenses for rowdy bars, conceived 
ideas for the city’s storm-abatement 
programs, and kept precious park-
ing spots from being gobbled by 
buses.

The Woman of Distinction is 
their go-to gal, say area residents.

Sheepshead Bay resident Janet 
Langberg was losing sleep over 
a screeching security alarm at a 
neighboring religious day care cen-
ter, until Scavo came to her rescue.

“It would go on for days if there 
was a holiday, and there was no 
one to turn it off,” she says. “The-
resa knew who to call and within an 

hour the alarm went off.”
Scavo also lit a fire under city 

honchos to fix a local road of hor-
rors, adds Langberg.

“People were falling down and 
killing themselves, but Theresa 
knew who to call and she got our 
street repaved,” she says. 

The honoree was as swift to alert 
the Department of Transportation 
to a dingy corner at Ocean Parkway 
and Avenue U in Gravesend. 

“They did a study, agreed the 
corner was dark, and added a street 
light,” she says.

Scavo’s report card shows she 
has more than fulfilled the pledge 
she made long ago.

“I said after that first commu-
nity board meeting that from this 
point on I will step up and make the 
time,” she says. “And I did.”

OCCUPATION: Chairwoman.
COMPANY: Community Board 
15.
CLAIM TO FAME: To improve 
the quality of life in my 
community.
FAVORITE PLACE: The beach.
WOMAN I ADMIRE: 
Entertainer Bette Midler because 
she does not let her fame go to 
her head.
MOTTO: Live for today.
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SYLVIA UZIEL & LIMOR ZIARNO
Incredible ‘Edible’ women bear community fruit

BY SHAVANA ABRUZZO

More than 200,000 Amer-
ican mom-and-pop 
stores disappeared in 

the Great Recession between 
2008 and 2010, census fi gures 
show, but the small busi-
nesses Sylvia Uziel and Limor 
Ziarno opened around then 
have become a thriving part 
of their communities, thanks 
to their down-home, neigh-
borhood-fi rst attitudes.

“You have to know how 
to work with the people who 
patronize your community,” 
says Ziarno, 35.

“We greet our customers like fam-
ily and have a conversation with 
them,” adds Uziel, 40.

The story of how the former Brook-
lyn College sorority sisters who com-
plete each other’s sentences opened 
four Edible Arrangement stores in 
Brooklyn and Queens — making 
them into luscious emporiums of 
fresh fruit and specialty items de-
signed like fl oral bouquets — is a 
juicy one: They married around the 
same time, they started their families 
together — they have seven kids be-
tween them under the age of 16 — and 

they bought their homes on the same 
block in Bergen Beach. It only seemed 
natural then that Uziel, a stay-at-
home mom, invited Ziarno, a former 
public school teacher, to open a fran-
chise after seeing an Edible Arrange-
ment van outside a neighbor’s home 
and being struck by the eye-popping 
burst of strawberries, cantaloupes, 
and grapes on its decal.

Six months later — after securing 
a home equity loan and ignoring their 
sceptical hubbies — they snipped the 
ribbon on their fi rst store in Canar-
sie, down the block from their kids’ 

school. The franchise was 
so successful that three oth-
ers followed, including one 
in Bedford-Stuyvesant, em-
ploying 30 workers. What the 
women lacked in business 
training they more than 
made up for in engaging the 
community openheartedly, 
participating in Chinese 
auctions, donating arrange-
ments to churches, raising 
money for local ambulance 
services, and recruiting 
area students as interns dur-
ing the summer to give them 
work experience. 

The Women of Distinction created 
500 gift bags for Breast Cancer Aware-
ness Month and dropped them off at 
local mobile clinic sites.

“Anyone who came in for a screen-
ing got a chocolate-covered pineap-
ple shaped like women’s shoe,” says 
Ziarno, a winner of corporate competi-
tions for her original, marine-themed 
arrangements, topped with fruit-fash-
ioned star fi sh and mermaids.

For the West Indian Day Parade the 
pair handed out 1,000 fresh fruit pops 
to revelers, including Mayor DeBla-
sio. They also donated arrangements 

that helped raise hundreds of dollars 
for a displaced Mill Basin family after 
its home went up in fl ames.

“We try to do anything we can for 
our neighbors because we want to be 
part of the community,” says Uziel.

Helen Blanchard, a patron at the 
Canarsie store, is impressed by the 
women’s support of neighborhood 
youth.

“They hire young, black kids from 
the area and I really like how they 
trust them when a lot of businesses 
would have someone watching over 
them,” she says. “That’s what draws 
me into their store.”

The incredible Edible women are 
more than just profi teering mer-
chants, adds Blanchard.

“I felt I could talk to them about 
the death of my son,” she says. “They 
are kind, special women.”

OCCUPATION: Co-owners.
COMPANY: Edible Arrangements.
CLAIM TO FAME: Successfully 
juggling a busy home life with four 
thriving businesses.”
FAVORITE PLACE: The beach.
WOMAN I ADMIRE: Our 
mothers, Zina Bluvol (Uziel) and 
Miriam Booso (Ziarno), because 
they both inspire us to be who we 
are.
MOTTO: How can we wow you?

MALIKA SHAGARAEVA
Mental health expert aids Hurricane Sandy victims

BY SHAVANA ABRUZZO

C ommunity outreach worker Ma-
lika Shagaraeva glanced over the 
room of seniors at the Shorefront 

Y in Brighton Beach and knew her 
work was cut out for her. Many were 
Holocaust survivors and political ref-
ugees from the former Soviet Union, 
others were estranged from their adult 
children, and virtually all were still 
recovering from Hurricane Sandy’s 
crippling aftermath.

“They had many traumas, and I 
tried to give them the attention they 
deserved so that they felt somebody 
was interested in their problems,” 
says the mental health coordinator 
with the Jewish Board of Family and 
Children’s Services storm trauma re-
sponse team tasked with helping vic-
tims cope with their losses and emo-
tional struggles.

Some of the seniors were hesitant 
to accept the help because they re-
membered all-too-painfully the Soviet-
era practice of punitive psychiatry to 
silence critics.

“It took time and a lot of effort to 
inspire their confi dence,” says Shag-
araeva, a trained psychologist from 
Russia. “But I was from their back-
ground and I knew I could fi nd the key 

to comfort them.”
She walked the streets and knocked 

on doors in heavy-hit coastal commu-
nities — coincidentally Russian-Amer-
ican strongholds — looking to assess 
problems and offer free counseling, 
legal, housing, employment, and other 
support services.

“It was a big responsibility,” says 
Shagaraeva. “You have to heal them, 
and it is important to have the right 
words.”

Her clients included the local book-
store owner who lost his livelihood, 
the welfare widow unable to repair her 
wrecked house, the family whose bread-
winner died of a heart attack because 
of the stress, the homeowner who owed 
the federal government thousands of 
dollars in reimbursements for improp-
erly issued emergency payments, and 
the once-glorious synagogue that was 
a shell of its former self.

The Woman of Distinction, who 
was profi led on Channel 7’s “New York 
Viewpoint” show, rallied to their side.

“Every minute I’m thinking, ‘What 
more can I do for them?’ ” says Shag-
araeva, 50, who has helped to uplift 
Sandy’s children with art therapy, em-
power disaster case managers with 
secondary trauma workshops, and re-
pair broken families.  

One Brooklyn couple spiralled out 
of control after both spouses lost their 
jobs, the wife became pregnant, and 
the husband who wanted the baby 
aborted started drinking and beating 
her. Shagaraeva counseled them and 
referred them to employment, pre-na-

tal, and fi nancial-aid services to aid 
their recovery.

“We built a plan for them to keep 
them together and safe,” says the com-
munity advocate. “Now they are doing 
better.”

Unemployed Sheepshead Bay resi-
dent Tamara Kotsar was laid off from 
her job of 20 years when she met Shaga-
raeva, who offered her volunteer work 
that turned into a paid position. 

Kotsar works as a case manager 
now and is nicknamed “311” by clients 
for her capabilities — skills she credits 
to her mentor.

“Malika was the one who intro-
duced me to the work I do, and the one 
who brought me into the community,” 
says Kotsar. “I learned from her how to 
help people.”

OCCUPATION: Mental health 
coordinator.
COMPANY: Jewish Board of 
Family and Children’s Services. 
CLAIM TO FAME: I love to care 
and give attention to the needs 
of people.
FAVORITE PLACE: The ocean.
WOMAN I ADMIRE: Late 
British Prime Minister Margaret 
Thatcher because she was a good 
woman and a good leader.
MOTTO: The difficulty in life is 
making the choice.
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Celebrate with Us!

CONGRATULATIONS 
TO OUR 

2015 WOMEN OF DISTINCTION

For More Information, Call Jennifer Stern | 718-260-8302 | jstern@cnglocal.com
$100 per person

8015/23 13th Ave., Dyker Heights, NY

Gala Dinner & 
Award Ceremony

Wednesday, June 10

Our Keynote Speaker

Ophira 
Eisenberg
Ophira Eisenberg 
is a standup comic, 
writer, and host of 
NPR’s hit trivia comedy show, 
Ask Me Another. 
She has appeared on The Late 
Late Show, The Today Show, 
Comedy Central, and VH-1.

EXCELLENCE... DEDICATION... COMMITMENT...
These special words are reserved for these women who have devoted their 
time, energy and hearts to improve the lives of others throughout Brooklyn

From

Congratulates  
JEAN P. ALEXANDER
2015 Brooklyn Woman of Distinction

ON HER OUTSTANDING CONTRIBUTIONS 
TO THE CARIBBEAN COMMUNITY!



BROOKLYN’S WOMEN OF DISTINCTION 2015 A27  

Congratulations 
to 

SHELLEY 
DELLA ROCCA 

from your 
friends in 

CONEY ISLAND

718-372-2592
BOARDWALK AT DENOS D. VOURDERIS PLACE 

(W 12TH STREET) CONEY ISLAND, NY 11224

WWW.WONDERWHEEL.COM

A PLACE FOR 

FUN 
AND

FAMILY!



BROOKLYN’S WOMEN OF DISTINCTION 2015A28    

The Brooklyn College 
community is proud to honor 

President Karen L. Gould  
and the 2015 Brooklyn  
Women of Distinction.


