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”:EA PRES'DENT,S LETTER BY STEVEN WOOD SCHMADER, CFEE

WHICH WE STAND

We have received a number of requests to share my opening comments from our recent IFEA 70th Anniversary Convention & Expo
presented by atVenu in Palm Springs, California (September 22-24, 2025). As we reflect upon seven decades of a truly remarkable
and impactful organization; the special global industry that we all get to serve every day; and the many, many individuals who have
helped to secure that legacy; | am pleased to share them with you below:

Good morning! And welcome to the 70th Anniversary IFEA
Convention and Expo!

Walt Disney once said that “Today is someone’s dream coming
true.” And, arguably, that ‘someone,’ in IFEA's historical evolution,
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The IFEA began as a spark of a vision by John Geisler, of i is John Geisler. Our ‘one voice,’ who started it all.
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) enthusiasm, and on October 31st, 1956, 14 original attendees
gathered at the Park Sheraton Hotel, in New York City (today's
Park Central Hotel), at the first official meeting of what would
evolve into today's IFEA (this is a list, to the best of our knowl-
edge and records, of who was present at that meeting). Following
a unanimous vote, a dream was born. John Geisler was elected as
the first president of the ‘Festival Managers Association’. He was
inducted into the new IFEA Hall of Fame in 1994.

70 years later, this convention represents a special milestone
for the IFEA — John Geisler's dream continuing to come true -
and for all those who helped him to ignite that spark...to leave
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how they have shaped our identities.
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For as long as anyone can remember,
people have celebrated. Celebration itself
is perhaps the most common denominator
that we have, with the unique ability to
cross all barriers of race, religion, ethnicity,
age, politics, economics, education and
geography.

In 2006, National Geographic
magazine undertook a program called the
“Genographic Project”. Using DNA and a
world-wide team of experts, they tracked
our ancestry - all the variously shaped and
shaded people of earth - back to African
hunter-gatherers, some 150,000 years
ago. Which means, for better or worse,
that we are all related!

Further using DNA research, these
experts were able to determine the
patterns of human migration as we slowly
populated the earth; leaving the African
cradle some 70,000 years ago, into
Australia 50,000 years ago, Europe and
Asia a short 40,000 years ago, and into
the Americas only 15 to 20,000 years ago.
Practically yesterday in world history terms!

This migration, they believe, came about
through some kind of neurological muta-
tion that led to spoken language by some
and a calling / need to colonize the world.
And with that migration, slowly, came not
only new languages, but religious beliefs,
political systems, and cultural identifiers. |
would imagine that when these wanderers
reached their new homes, especially
given the challenges that they must have
faced along the way, that the first thing
they would have done is to celebrate.
Before governments were formed,
before cities were built, before laws were
established, they celebrated. And we
continue that pattern today, celebrating
traditions, victories, life, death, birthdays,
anniversaries, holidays, love, remembrance,
achievements, war, peace, belief systems,
change, agricultural products, education,
patriotism, and the list goes on. The need
to celebrate seems inherent in everything
we do. Families celebrate; governments
celebrate; scientists celebrate; educational
institutions and corporations celebrate;
communities and countries celebrate; and,
on occasion, the world celebrates.

Over time, those celebrations became
the roots of our culture and heritage.
Through music, clothing, dance, food,
and storytelling we created our identities,
our comfort zones, our brands and
images. The things that told others who
we were and what was important to us;
what we were proud of; and what our
accomplishments were. Internally, these
elements bonded us together. Externally,
they became our cultural markers, much

like the genetic markers on our DNA.

Over time, as migration patterns contin-
ued (and they continue today), many of
these traditions were carried to other places
and evolved into their own legacies, holding
on to some components, adding new ones,
and quickly distancing with others.

As time moved forward and people could
travel more easily, many of these traditions
were noted and taken back to be translated
or shared with others. The carnivals of Nice,
France found seeds of their event growing
in the Mardi Gras of New Orleans, the Pasa-
dena Tournament of Roses in Los Angeles,
and the great carnivals of Brazil; Oktoberfest
in Munich spawned countless worldwide
imitators; Chinese New Year is now
celebrated in many places outside of Asia;
and each March 17th many of our global
citizens became Irish, if only for a day, as
we celebrate St. Patrick's day. And others —
Diwali — the festival of light; Songkran - the
festival of water; Holi — the festival of color;
and Boryeong - the festival of mud; are
among many others that continue to expand
today, bringing us all together through our
commonalities vs. our differences.

Today, the world is flat. What took our
ancestors 150,000 years of evolution,
we can do in seconds. With the speed
and capabilities available today via travel,
technology, Al, the internet, and the media,
the speed at which ideas, images and
information travel have reconfigured the
world as we know it. At least for now,
investors in one part of the world work
with manufacturers in another; educators
in the west exchange with counterparts in
the east; entertainment and festival brands
cross borders readily and build friendships
through music and culture; trade routes for
all industries crisscross like global spider
webs; and the “middle of nowhere” no
longer is. Virtually every continent on our
planet has become a melting pot of interna-
tional diversity and the moniker that should
be the proud status symbol/expectation of
businesses, cities, events, and countries,
worldwide, should be ‘welcome,’ in every
language.

But as far back as celebration and
events can be traced, it is only in relatively
recent history (i.e., the last 70 years) that
this growing and vital industry has come to
be recognized as such, leaving behind the
days of “spare time" event marketing and
management.

Over time, celebrations themselves
have changed; from often informal affairs
to spectacular productions, requiring
new sets of skills, experience, creativity,
financing, planning and leadership. As
a result, celebration has evolved into
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a business and an industry, with new
demands and challenges that also evolve
every day; sometimes in unimaginable
ways, for unimaginable reasons.

And while we remain respectively much
younger than the industry itself, thanks to
the legacy of many giants who have come
before us, and upon whose shoulders
we continue to stand, today the IFEA has
come from small beginnings to simply
share ideas, to representing a global
professional network on 6 continents, and
7 global regions: IFEA Africa, Asia, Austra-
lia/New Zealand, Europe, Latin America,
Middle East, and North America; doing
our best to serve a global industry that is
incalculable in its numbers and scale.

One of our primary opportunities, |
believe, as we look to the future together,
will be to use our industry to help bring our
world closer together again, to share our
global identities with each other, without
fear. Using festivals & events as our vehicle,
we have the unique capability to educate,
communicate, and provide new experiences
to our audiences in a non-threatening envi-
ronment that naturally brings people closer
together (from which the possible ripple
effects should not be underestimated).

On the other hand, one of our larger chal-
lenges will be, in a world where our identities
have always been such a deep-rooted part
of who we are, to define just who we want
to be, as we all continue to blend together.
And that is frightening to some.

| spent many years of my early career with
the international, educational, and musical
program, Up with People. Their mission
was to help build bridges of understanding
between people around the world. The
founder of Up with People, a man named
J. Blanton Belk, taught me many important
lessons. Among them he encouraged that,
wherever you go, to go with an approach of
‘appreciation’ vs. ‘comparison’. Appreciate
and learn from our differences (and our
commonalities) and don't just compare why
things aren't done the way you do them
where you come from.

He also encouraged that, wherever you
go, to make places, people. So, when | think
of Korea, | don't think of a place on a map,
| think of Professor Gang-Hoan Jeong; or
Johan Moerman in the Netherlands; Laila
Suhail in the Middle East; Daniel Baldacci
in Brazil; Xingyu Lin in China; Bill O'Toole
in Australia; Peter Kagwa in Uganda;
Kulwadee Pattamas in Thailand, and each of
you that | have met during my travels. Having
those personal connections and friends,
around the world, makes it much harder to
be judgmental, or to lean toward aggressive
responses, as people or as countries.
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Use your events...your global “calling cards” to tell people who you
are; what makes you different and special. That is what draws audi-
ences and creates images. Too many people want to be what some-
one else already is. With all of the communities who celebrate some
version of Mardi Gras or Oktoberfest, they are simply imitating New
Orleans or Munich. Instead of “imitating” someone else’s originality,
find what it is that makes you who you are and emphasize that...

| believe that our events and our industry
(and the IFEA as the representative
hub for all) have that same power to
bring people together to appreciate our
differences and commonalities. To serve
as our truest “identifiers”. To celebrate
what is right with the world. | believe that
we carry an unstated responsibility on
our shoulders that we are just starting to
clearly recognize in our current world. One
that has always been there, but is more
needed today than ever before.

In a meeting with the former Minister
of Culture for China, we acknowledged,
together, that it is unlikely that anyone will
change another’s politics, religious beliefs,
or point of view, if that is their goal; but by
first building friendships, respect for, and a
safe environment for one another, all ideas
are more openly received.

Among our other challenges, as we look
to the next 70 years, will be to protect and
celebrate our very important roots, and
history, and heritages, so that they do not
disappear, while at the same time building
new events, new traditions and new
identities that reflect our changing world
and communities.

Use your events...your global “calling
cards” to tell people who you are; what
makes you different and special. That is
what draws audiences and creates images.
Too many people want to be what someone
else already is. With all of the communities
who celebrate some version of Mardi Gras
or Oktoberfest, they are simply imitating
New Orleans or Munich. Instead of
“imitating” someone else’s originality, find
what it is that makes you who you are and
emphasize that — maybe it's a historical
event (such as the building of the Titanic in
Belfast, Northern Ireland); a product that
is produced or grown locally (tulip & floral
festivals in the Netherlands); a famous
person, musical style, or food that was
born or originated there (Salzburg, Austria
does a great job of promoting their ties
to Mozart); a seasonal salute (Winterlude
in Canada or the Iditarod in Alaska);
celebrating our heritage and customs;
or perhaps it is something as simple as
community and family bonding. Whatever
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it is, we must be original, be creative and
be ourselves. People don't come to the
United States to get authentic Korean food
(and for good reason) or go to the Basque
regions of Spain to experience the roots of
jazz. They come to experience those places
for their unique traits and customs that
stand them apart from other places.

We must do our part to build new identi-
ties that celebrate both our differences and
our similarities. We, as an industry, can set
the example for others as we bond our new
communities together. We all get judged on
first impressions and for those lucky enough
to gain the attention of audiences that have
made their way through the sometimes
daunting gauntlet of negative media cover-
age, political fallout, and other organized
points of view that often fall far short of
the image that we would all like others to
have of our communities, our cities and our
countries, we certainly want to leave them
with a positive and lasting memory.

Canada, Mexico and the United States
will co-host the FIFA World Cup in 2026
and | believe have an opportunity to
demonstrate - together - the most extensive
and successful effort ever undertaken to
welcome and re-introduce their respective
countries to the rest of the world, and vice
versa. And our own festivals and events
have that same opportunity, every day, to
create lasting global identities for our own
communities and countries.

As we look to the future, | believe that we
are up to these challenges; but to do so,
our first and most important challenge will
be our ability to continue strengthening and
uniting our industry, and our global network.

The road from ‘spark’ to reality has
required / will continue to require us to
succeed at something many others have
struggled to do throughout history, but
we have a dream; 70 years of experience
behind us; and a network of connections
that are there for all of us.

Together, for 70 years, we have gotten
through many unimaginable challenges,
while changing the world for the better.
We have been at the heart of the evolution
of our industry and shaped the critical role
we play in the larger world around us. We
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have laughed, and cheered, and cried, and
shared, and built great things, together.
Perhaps more than anything else, when
times are good, or challenging, it is those
connections that have seen us through.

| had the real pleasure, earlier this year,
to see the opening of the new Broadway
musical ‘Redwood’, starring Idina Menzel.
And through it | learned something new
and very valuable that has stayed with me:

The roots of the giant, majestic redwood
trees (some thousands of years old) are
extremely shallow, but they spread out.
They go in every direction, and they keep on
going for a hundred feet or so. And when
they come to the roots of another tree, they
intertwine with that tree; they lock together.
So now, not one tree, but hundreds of
trees - or thousands of trees - are linked
together. And underneath the surface lies
a vast system of interconnected roots. And
that is how the giant redwoods are able to
stand so tall, for so long. Each tree is being
held up, and supported, by the others. And
if the water table rises, the root system rises
with them all.

The redwood tree's most important
lesson is that, like the roots, we need
connection. We are stronger if we do not
stand alone.

For 70 years, the IFEA has provided
those invaluable connections. Intertwining
with our friends and peers around the
world, carrying on the legacy and lessons
of those giants in our industry who have
come before us, to help us stand tall; to
help us all to withstand adversity; and to
encourage and support the success of
future generations over the next 70 years.

Over the coming days, we will pay
tribute to our founders, whose dream has
brought us all closer together for 70 years;
to those no longer with us, who touched
us as friends, taught us as professionals,
and made us better; to our partners and
friends close to home and around the
globe, who will help us to touch the world
in the years ahead with new dreams and
possibilities never imagined; and to our
IFEA “family” - past, present and future —
for whom this “reunion” is celebrated.

| hope that you enjoy this special 70th
anniversary gathering and |, the IFEA
staff, and our IFEA boards, look forward
to imagining new dreams with you, as we
continue to unite and further the legacies
upon which we stand.

Welcome to Palm Springs and
Happy Anniversary!

Wishing you all a safe, happy, and
healthy holiday season and a bright,
hopeful, and magical year ahead!



