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A Russian Vote Getter in Brooklyn’s Mix

By Yuliya Chernova

February 6, 2012, 4:13 PM ET

Ida Smolyanitskaya cuts an unlikely figure as a battle-tested political operative.

An 81-year-old immigrant in Brighton Beach, she spent long hours on the phone as a volunteer wooing Russian-speaking voters for Mayor Michael Bloomberg in his 2009 campaign and has also been in the trenches on behalf of City Comptroller John Liu.

“We were fighting with the Chinese on Brighton Beach. There was a group of them that held up anti-Liu signs,” Smolyanitskaya recalled of the heated atmosphere ahead of the 2010 election. “And that woman right there,” she added, pointing at an older redheaded woman, “she basically tore out their leaflets from their hands and told them: ‘Get out of Brighton Beach.’”

In both cases, Smolyanitskaya’s ardent support was driven by local power broker Gregory Davidzon. Bloomberg and Liu both received heavy support from Brooklyn’s Russian-American community, a turn of events that came, in part, with Davidzon’s help. (Bloomberg is one his biggest clients, having paid $188,000 for consulting services; Liu’s campaign paid $25,000.)

As the Journal reported Monday, Davidzon uses his radio station and two newspapers to make himself a gateway between politicians and Russian-speaking immigrants. Politicians pay for consulting and advertising; Davidzon floods his outlets with arguments for those candidates (without disclosing the payments) and sets up local get-out-the-vote efforts.

Davidzon, 52, has played a role in elections ranging from City Council to U.S. Congress. Operating from a building on a lonely stretch of Coney Island Avenue, half of which is covered with an ad for laser hair removal, he has demonstrated an ability to galvanize Russian-American voters, many of them elderly and with few local news outlets to choose from.

Naum Bokler, 81, a devoted listener to Davidzon Radio, has placed five transmitters around his apartment so that he never misses a broadcast. He votes downstairs from his home, at the polling station inside his building.

“I don’t even need to put my shoes on, just walk downstairs in my slippers and vote,” Bokler said.

Davidzon has most recently thrown his support behind City Councilman Lew Fidler, a Democrat running for state Senate. That pits one of the foremost kingmakers among Brooklyn’s Russian-American community against one of that community’s own: David Storobin, a Russian speaker who is also vying for the same senate seat vacated by Carl Kruger, who pleaded guilty to corruption charges.

It’s not clear if Fidler has paid Davidzon; campaign finance records don’t show any payments.

At a rally in Brooklyn last week, Fidler’s candidacy received help from Davidzon’s forces in bridging the cultural gap.

“We are all Russians,” Fidler told the crowd, recounting his mother’s childhood in a Ukrainian town. It was a faux pas: most of the Russian-speakers at the event identify themselves as Jews from the former Soviet Union, not as Russians per se.

The translator at the rally, which was broadcast live on Davidzon Radio, came to Fidler’s aid. She paused after his statement and rendered it as: “We are all…from Russia.”

Davidzon’s support for Fidler has caused controversy in the area. Storobin claims Davidzon is acting out of spite because the Russian-language media owner had hoped to be the Republican nominee in the race. Davidzon said that he had considered running but decided against it.

In turn, Davidzon casts Storobin as in league with Republican leaders who have proposed carving up the senate district where Russian speakers represent nearly half the vote. “That’s dishonorable,” said Davidzon in an interview. During a recent broadcast on his 620 AM station, he characterized the plan as one that would “castrate our community.”

Storobin said he would fight for the preservation of his district once elected.

The redistricting plan would make Davidzon less valuable as link to that community — an outcome not lost on Davidzon himself. “My price would be zero,” he said.

But even before redistricting is finalized, there are signs of strain in his miniature Russian-language media and political empire. His radio station recently cut its Saturday broadcasts and has began soliciting donations.

“If anyone out there wants to support this radio station, please,” Davidzon said.

For now, however, Davidzon remains a force. Smolyanitskaya, as one of his reliable volunteers, said she expects to soon start working on Fidler’s campaign. For her, these get-out-the-vote activities aren’t new: in the Soviet-era Ukraine of her youth elections were significant events.

“There was no alternative candidate, but campaigns were just as big. We needed to bring 96% of the population to the polling place,” she said of her days as a student activist in Soviet elections.
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