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The beginning of a new year always carries a quiet sense 
of possibility. Before the calendars fill, before load-ins, 
and permits, and weather plans take over, there is a 
moment to pause and ask ourselves what kind of impact 

we hope to make in the year ahead. 
I have spent most of my life in this industry. Like many of you, 

my education did not come solely from textbooks or conference 
sessions, but from early mornings, long nights, and the steady 
rhythm of events unfolding in real time. I learned from watching 
seasoned professionals solve problems on the fly, from volun-
teers who showed up year after year, and from communities that 
trusted us with their stories, traditions, and public spaces. That 
collective experience is something I carry with me, and it gives 
me great confidence in the strength of our global membership.

Looking ahead, 2026 promises to be a remarkable year for 
events around the world. For the first time, the FIFA World Cup 
will be jointly hosted by three nations, Canada, Mexico, and the 
United States-demonstrating what collaboration across borders 
can look like on the world stage. The Winter Olympic Games in 
Milan–Cortina will blend heritage and innovation, reminding us 
how place and purpose shape unforgettable experiences. In the 
United States, the 250th anniversary of the nation’s founding 
will prompt storytelling and civic engagement, while many other 
countries will mark their own significant anniversaries, cultural 
milestones, and global gatherings. These moments are not just 
historic; they are deeply human.

At the same time, we are all aware of the broader context in 
which we are working. The political and social climate in many 
parts of the world feels strained and uncertain. Differences are 
too often amplified, and common ground can feel harder to find. 
In that environment, the role of festivals and events becomes 
both more challenging-and more vital.

Across continents and communities, our work creates space. 
Space where culture can be shared and ideas exchanged. Space 
where people can feel seen, welcomed, and connected.  This 
year, I encourage each of you to approach your events with 
intention. When the world feels divided, our work can model 
collaboration. When voices feel unheard, our events can elevate 
them. When communities are searching for meaning, we can help 
create moments that resonate long after the final guest leaves.

As an international association, our strength lies in learning 
from one another. Solutions developed in one place often inspire 

innovation in another. I invite you to share generously-your 
lessons learned, your hard-won successes, and yes, even your 
setbacks. Our collective knowledge is one of the most valuable 
resources we have.

This year is also a call to invest in people, in partnerships, and 
in the future of our industry. That means mentoring emerging 
leaders, supporting the volunteers who are the backbone of 
so many events, and advocating for the value of festivals and 
events within our cities and regions. It means continuing to push 
for responsible practices that honor sustainability, accessibility, 
and fiscal stewardship. And it means holding ourselves to 
high professional standards, even when resources are tight or 
circumstances are complex.

Leadership in our industry shows up in preparation, in adapt-
ability, and in how we treat our colleagues and communities. It 
shows up when things go exactly as planned-and when they do 
not. In 2026, let us lead with curiosity, generosity, and courage. 
Let us take smart risks, embrace creativity, and remember that 
progress often comes from thoughtful evolution rather than 
sweeping change.

As we move through the year together, know that your work 
really matters. The hours you put in, the challenges you navigate, 
and the experiences you create have real impact. They shape 
how people experience their communities and how culture is 
shared across generations.

Thank you for the commitment you bring to this industry and 
to this association. I look forward to seeing how you rise to the 
opportunities of 2026, and how, together, we continue to elevate 
festivals and events as essential, meaningful, and powerful 
forces in the world.

Here is to a year defined not only by extraordinary moments, 
but also by the care, collaboration, and people behind them. 

With warm regards,

Vanessa Van de Putte
IFEA World Board Chair

President & CEO
DFEST®

San Antonio, Texas
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