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Thank you. Board of Directors, National Leaders, Volunteers, Family Leaders, Athletes, Distinguished guests.

Her Royal Highness Princess Lalla Amina  the most beloved Princess, an authentic human being, a person of heart.  We are proud to have you on our International Board and proud to be your guests.  Please extend our warmest thanks to HIS MAJEST, King Mohammad VI.

In a special way, it is a great pleasure to be in Morocco—a country of peace and welcome for centuries.  Many people think of the middle east and north Africa as a region wracked by conflict, but they should come to Morocco.  Morocco, like Special Olympics athletes, you know something about what it takes to defy a stereotype.  You are a people who echo the prayer of the Quran, a prayer of kindness and mercy. In so many ways, you are the perfect host for this conference and we are grateful and humbled to be among you.

On a personal note, I am proud to say that 50 years after my father was the founding director of the Peace Corps for President John F. Kennedy, Morocco today is home to America’s second largest Peace Corps operation, with the oldest Peace Corps volunteer in the world.  Sounds like the staff of Special Olympics!

Now we are a movement that believes in kindness and mercy, but we also believe in physical activity.  In fact, there’s a wide body of evidence showing the positive impact of exercise on kindness and mercy.  Seriously, we now know that physical activity contributes to social and emotional well-being and to the functioning and development of the brain itself.  And recently, researchers found that kids with higher activity levels experienced higher levels of attention, working memory, and brain processing speed.  

So even our brains are telling us, it’s all about getting moving!  This is a critical insight for me because it means that if I want you to pay attention to me, I need to get you moving!  

Some people are heavy lifters. Show us how you lift:  up/down/up/down. (Demonstrates lifting weights.)

Some of you are dogged fighters so show us how you fight:  punch/punch/punch. (Demonstrates boxing.)

Our leaders from our National and State Accredited Programs around the world, you are the men and women who march into the field of play so show us your marching; one, two, three, four, one, two, three, four. (Demonstrates marching.)
Next you and our volunteers are full of passion and you embrace the future so show us your embrace your hugs, open/close/open/close. (Demonstrates hugging.)
Stand up, rise up, stand tall, stretch your arms out and up.  You do it all:  lift, fight, march, hug.  Everyone together!!

That was fun!

Let me say right at the outset, it’s important to have fun.  We believe in the power of fun, training, competition and getting moving. Let me say right at the outset, it’s important to have fun.  We believe in the power of fun, training, competition and getting moving. 
So it’s no surprise why we’re here:  to announce to the world that Special Olympics is on the move!  None of you would be here if you didn’t want more—if you didn’t have a restless dissatisfaction with the status quo and a belief in the urgency of change. We’re not leading a program; we’re leading a movement—some say a civil rights movement of the heart powered by sport.    

In English, there is an expression that captures what we do:  game changers.  It means we want to change the whole game.  That’s why we’re here:  to be game changers! 

In a few moments, my colleague Brady Lum will introduce the strategic plan. Together with a whole team of visionaries, he’ll share the output of months and months of hard work by thousands of you.  And like all of you, I can’t wait to hear from the Chairman and CEO of the Coca Cola Company, Muhtar Kent who has succeeded in the toughest task in business:  uniting one of the world’s most complex companies while keeping it the brand strong growing and strong.

Before we turn to them, let me say a few words of welcome. First, I am incredibly grateful to each of you who have traveled so far and at such great cost in time and treasure.  Each of you has sacrificed to make this trip and you’ve done so for a reason:  you’ve all got our own “why”—your own story of why you believe in this mission.  Some of you come with stories of hope in the midst of the darkest rejection, still others stories of resilience even in the face of war.  For some, your stories are of goals, of hard training, of bravery, of teamwork and love; of a resilient parent or a caring coach or the outstretched arms of a volunteer.

Let me ask to bring your stories to this room right now.  Pause for a moment to picture a person who has fueled your passion—a person or people who are the story of why you are here.  I invite you now, if you wish, to speak out loud the name of your inspiration so together, we can all thank her or him for helping you realize that you can do things you never thought yourself capable of doing.  Let me begin:  Linda Potter, local program founder, DJ Ficca, basketball athlete, thank you.  Magda Moussa passionate leader, thank you.  General Ole Jacob Bangstad and Juan Antonio Samaranch, pioneer for Special Olympics, thank you.
Thanks for sharing.  And I ask you, above all else, keep sharing your stories with each other during these days together.  That is our goal here in Morocco—to make a movement with many individual stories into a movement with one story.  We are here to create what my sister Maria calls, the “we”—to insure that even as we celebrate our diversity, we build our unity.  The era of us versus them ends here in Morocco.   We are here to build the “we.”
So forgive me if I take a moment to share my story--or rather, the story of how one family’s experience helped create the story we now all share.  

As you all know, Maria and I lost our mother and Rose, Katherine, Christina, Patrick, and Christopher their grandmother last August.  Never does a day go by when I am not reminded of the kindness of all of you in this room and of thousands of others who sent prayers.  I would not be standing here today were it not for your prayers and letters and for the volunteers and torch runners and national leaders and athletes who came to Cape Cod last summer in body and in spirit and who gave their lives, their hearts, and their medals to her.  

My mother was one of nine children, three of whom—Jack, Bobby, and Teddy Kennedy—are known for their political careers.  My mother’s sisters, while less recognizable to most, are also people of enormous energy and achievement.  One of them, my aunt Rosemary, who died in 2005, was the most unusual of any of my mother’s siblings whom I had the joy of knowing.
From birth, Rosemary had an intellectual disability.  Remember, this is a competitive family with spirited discussions around the dinner table every night.  I sometimes close my eyes and picture my mother as an eight or ten year-old at that dining room table.  She looks down the table and sees her older sister.  But Rosemary can’t answer the questions the way her other brothers and sisters can. She doesn’t bring friends home for the weekend.  And she can’t read like everybody else.  And I imagine my mother trying to make sense of this.  “What’s wrong with my sister?” she must have wondered.  And then, she sees my grandmother hang up the phone is despair saying, “There’s nothing for Rosemary.  There’s nothing for her.”
From those experiences as a child came the founding energy of our movement.  As I look back, I think my mother was driven by a powerful combination:  part love of her sister, part profound empathy for all who suffer, part faith in the idea that everyone counts, part love of sport and play.  But it was also part fury at the neglect and injustice.  And make no mistake, the final part was toughness and smarts.  Oh my, was she ever smart and tough!  

Beginning in 1948 and for virtually her entire professional life, she set out to prove that there was nothing wrong with her sister.  She toured facilities for people with intellectual disabilities, met with scholars and researchers, gave small grants to therapists and support agencies, and listened to parents and family members.  By 1961, the whole adventure had led her to the point of fury and frustration because so little was being done and the suffering she saw was so extreme.  
So in our backyard, my mother decided to try to prove to others a lesson that Rosemary had proved to her years before, a lesson which remains shocking in its simplicity and shocking in its continuing and persistent disregard:  people with intellectual disabilities are human beings, capable of skill, deserving of opportunity.  And in summer of1963, she decided that the oppressed and forgotten children with intellectual disabilities who were grinding out their summer in fetid institutions in Washington D.C., and suburban Maryland, ought to be allowed to play games and have fun.  And she further decided that since no one else seemed to care much, she would make it happen herself in her backyard with her children in tow.  

That’s how Camp Shriver was born. What I remember of Camp Shriver spans a child’s emotional range:  I went to the arts and crafts center at the camp and along with other campers, built my own table with wood and paint and gave it to my father.  I went to the ropes course with other campers and walked the balance beams, hung from trees, and jumped through obstacles.  I went with other campers down to the riding ring and rode small ponies.  And I wandered about on summer afternoons through an array of games and activities that had made my backyard into an amusement park of riddles and surprises.  Camp Shriver was an invasion of my home, a game of contradictions, a bonanza of fun.
For my mother, it was faith, action, and chaos wrapped around sports—her way of inviting the world to the great voyage of discovery as Proust said—not to journey to new lands but to put on new eyes.   

A few years later came Chicago—a young park rec department organizer named Anne Burke, a pioneering coach named Bill Freeburg, a mayor named Daley, a decision to invoke the word “Olympics.” Then, on July 20, 1968, just six weeks after the death of my Uncle Bobby Kennedy, the athletes took over,.  They came from the U.S. and Canada; from homes and centers, from places like physical education programs and other places you wouldn’t be caught dead in.  They entered the arena undeterred by 75,000 empty seats, they competed with vigor and determination, they ran with all the energy God gave them. There, they heard the words for the first time:  “Let me win. But if I cannot win, let me be brave in the attempt.”  Mayor Daley turned to my mother and said, “Eunice, the world will never be the same.”  
How right he was. Some refer to a moment like this as a paradigm shift but we don’t need fancy words.  We know a world changing moment when we see on. When Gandhi decided not to eat, he awakened some of the world’s poorest people to their power to defeat the world’s strongest military in pursuit of freedom.  And the world saw that nonviolence could be a force mightier than a gun.  He didn’t just change India.  He changed the world.

When Mandela walked off Robben Island defiant and decided to wear the colors of the Springboks joyfully, he awakened a people accustomed to the most degrading racism imaginable to their power to overcome hate with healing.  And the world saw that reconciliation was a force mightier than fear and revenge.  He didn’t just change South Africa.  He changed the world.  
And when Eunice Kennedy Shriver said, “let the games begin,” she awakened the world to the blindness of bigotry and inspired a people accustomed to suffering to proclaim their humanity and the power their spirit.  It was the end of disability. It should have been the end of ‘dis’ anything and beginning of ‘diff’ everything.  And as she said, “the discovery of the best in ourselves.” She didn’t just change the world for people with intellectual disabilities.  She changed the world for all of us.  

Now that is a paradigm shift!  And the lesson is clear:  we’re sports rebels and we need to be sports rebels with spirit and fight forever! There’s not a room on this planet that understands all this better than you.  And you’ve got the scars to prove that it’s not just a bunch of words either.  

Remember the year 2000 when we had just under 1 million athletes half of whom were in the United States?  Remember when we said, “THINK BIGGER—NI’FAKAR AKBAR!!” Remember what you heard?

I do.  Some of it came from within.  “You can’t count athletes.”  “I’ll fill out the form and write whatever you want to read.”  “Adding a million new athletes is a joke.”  

There were plenty of skeptics outside too. People said, Africa has too much disease and dysfunction.  You can’t grow in a sports movement in Africa.  Skeptics, say hello to new athletes from Rwanda, meet game changer John Dow and Floor Hockey star Ephraim Mohlakane, “big, big, big!” Meet 110,000 athletes competing in Africa this year!  Visit Namibia where the Football for Hope Center in honor of Eunice Kennedy Shriver will be opened this year.  And come to Cape Town for the Unity Cup where South Africa President Jacob ZUMA joins the biggest sports event in the world with our athletes on the pitch competing in front of billions.

I remember when people said Latin America is too poor.  You can’t grow in Latin America.  Skeptics meet the 287,000athletes from LA, meet game changer Dennis Brueggemann and swimmer Achilles from Venezuela.  Achilles has 3 paralyzed limbs, and won a bronze medal at the Special Olympics Latin America games in Puerto Rico this year hosted by game changer Mayor Jorge Santini.  After his race, Achilles was lifted from the pool and opened his arms to me in the biggest hug I’ve received in years.  And yes, his coach was crying.  So was his mother.  So was my wife Linda.  And so was I!   Check out athletes the most powerful sports organization in the region, Conmebol, which has adopted Special Olympics and will host games from country to country.   

I remember when people said Europe Eurasia can’t grow—the sports bureaucracies are too entrenched and no one donates to NGOs.  Skeptics, meet the new athletes from Europe Eurasia; meet game changers Mary Davis and Cristian Ispas and speedskater Alexander Rogoff who severed his Achilles tendon in Boise but finished his race for his team.  Say hello to 487,000 athletes competing in EE this year, 85,000 of which are in Russia.  And make your plans for September to attend the Europe Eurasia Games in Poland—a country devastated by a tragic plane crash but determined to celebrate the hope of Special Olympics.
I remember when people said China and India are too large, too complex, too focused on economic issues.  You can’t grow in East Asia.  You can’t grow in Asia Pacific.  Well skeptics, meet 789,000 athletes from Asia Pacific and 953,000 athletes East Asia.  Meet revolutionaries Shi Derong and Dicken Yung and Air Marshall Keelor. Meet Han Rong Fang from China, a mom who started her own Special Olympics Program and then an employment workshop too.  And Alcino Perreira from East Timor, a war orphan and 10k runner. And say hello to the new athletes from Kabul, Afghanistan. And get your tickets to the China National Games in Hunan in October.

I remember when people said North America is large in Special Olympics and the programs are mature.  You might be able to grow in the developing world but you can’t grow in North America.  Well skeptics, meet game changer Bob Gobrecht and world class swimmer Andy Miyares and local bowling program founder and unified partner and game changer Rose Shriver. And say hello to 544,000 athletes from North America including 300 new athletes who will join this summer in Haiti!  And make your plans to attend the second USA National Games in Nebraska next month!

And what about right here in the Middle East and North Africa where people said there’s too much war and too much conflict.  You can’t grow there.  Skeptics meet game changer Ayman Wahab and Morocco Athlete.  And say hello to 125,000 athletes from MENA and mark your calendars to attend the MENA games in Damascus, Syria this fall.  And maybe even come back here for the next global congress!

There’s more.  Who could’ve imagined more than 244,000 coaches and 805,000 volunteers, who can fathom 44,136 competitions a year, who could foresee that world games—“they’re so expensive, so large, no one will want them.”  Don’t tell that to game changers Lee Todd and Peter Wheeler and the good people of Ireland or Japan or China or Greece or South Korea!  
You want more?  Experts said health is for hospitals.  They just didn’t understand game changers Steve Corbin, Pearlman, Berman, and they still don’t understand that Special Olympics is the biggest public health program in the history of people with intellectual disabilities and over 1,000,000 athletes screened!  

Educators couldn’t imagine this generation of young people—supposedly too selfish to care—challenging the world to convert to respect, capturing global headlines and websites, leading a challenge to millions and getting 600,000 signatures for the r-word pledge in India, another 100,000 in the US.  Watch out future, Soeren Palumbo, Jenny and Jason Newberry, and our young leaders are game changers, volunteering, joining the world of Unified Sports and creating a global Project Unify.

Here is my favorite statistic:  people said that Special Olympics is just a recreational program, not real sports.  We said, “check the scoreboard.”  At our World Games in Dublin and Shanghai, there were 130 performances in track and field and aquatics where the winning Special Olympic athlete would have not finished last in the actual Olympics.  NOW WHAT!
And I can go on!  Fundraisers worried.  Stand back.  Meet the 85,000 people of the Law Enforcement Unified Torch Run and count $35 million in 2009 revenue.  Meet the founders and artists of the A Very Special Christmas series who over the past 23 years have raised more than $100 million to expand Special Olympics in the hardest to reach places around the world.
Finally, marketing experts doubted our brand’s power.  
(Coca-Cola Commercial Shown)

I love showing them the most admired advertisement of the Beijing Olympics by the world’s greatest brand.  

How did we do all that, you ask?  Was it money or sophisticated analysts or political power?  No way.  Those wouldn’t have gotten us far at all. We did it because we learned to trust the athletes. We said no more pity.  We created a culture of athlete leadership and we welcomed athletes to our board rooms, to the ranks of our staffs, to our planning tables, to everything!  

All we needed to do was trust the energy of the athletes.  Game Change!  Thank you athletes.  What a movement you’ve created!!

But we didn’t come here to celebrate.  In fact, if anything we have more to do now than ever, because now, we know our power.   The real question is will we trust the enormity of our own power?  The real question is can we build the organization to sustain our power and where will it lead us? 

That is our shared question to answer in the days ahead.  But some elements of the answer we know.  

To fulfill our power means no longer being a nice recreational event occasionally held for a small minority of people.  It means becoming an urgent sports movement powered by athletes for all of us. It means taking athletes seriously as athletes, it means growing Unified Sports, strengthening our community building initiatives, growing fans and funds, finding the best leaders in the world.  It means building an organization to sustain this enormous undertaking.  

AT the highest level, we must still think bigger.  But in the future, we must also think best.  Ni’fakar Akbar join Ni’fakar Ahsan.  Time to be game changers for quality just as we’ve been game changers for growth.
First and most importantly, as we continue to grow with urgency, we must rededicate ourselves to the quality of our core sports experience especially at the local level.  As my fellow director John Manley argues so passionately, we treat our athletes as important people, but we must also treat them as important athletes.  The vast majority of our athletes rarely if ever compete beyond the subprogram level and they deserve to be trained by experts, taught how to become fit, and challenged to achieve at their very highest potential.  

Sports quality means many things.  It means rigorous training with the best available knowledge in motivation and sport skills.  It means fair competition for all ability levels.  It means flagship games that are catalysts for growth, quality, and fan and fund raising.  It means an exponential expansion of Unified Sports.  Most importantly it means high expectations for every athlete.  

In short, it means getting serious about being the best in sports.    We need to be the home of real athletes.

Second, our community building programs are effective—healthy athletes, athlete leadership programs, young athletes, family programs, SO Get Into It, Spread the Word, Project Unify.  All these efforts are designed to magnify the power of our sports and keep SO alive when the games are over.  Our athletes should not have to wait for the next Special Olympics games to feel a part of a real community.  We must partner with other organizations and be the catalysts of real communities.
Third, we need to get even more serious about sharing the gifts of our athletes with the world.  To do so, we need to fight harder to get attention for our story while also confronting the most persistent and stubborn prejudice against our athletes. That prejudice rears its ugly head in painful realities—institutions still looming, employment denied, inclusive education denied, health care denied, and humiliation like the use of the word retard—a slur in any language.  

At every point where the public sees Special Olympics anywhere in the world, they must see a clear message and a clear call to action consistently reinforced at games, in schools, among opinion leaders, in cyberspace.  Let’s win over real fans.
Fourth, our funding remains too low in too many places.  There are many reasons, but if we’re going to be the world’s greatest movement of sport, acceptance, and joy, it’s going to cost money.  Together, we need dissolve the barriers within our movement and create collaborative and highly effective sponsorship, partnership, and fundraising programs. Today, we’re a sports machine, but in the future, we need to become a revenue machine as well.  Let’s generate real funds. 
Fifth, we are blessed with the world’s most charismatic leaders—athletes, family members, volunteers, and staff who give beyond anyone’s wildest expectations.  But at the same time, our programs are growing larger and more sophisticated and the need for leadership is growing larger and larger too.  We must recruit, retain, and empower a new generation of Special Olympics leaders who match passion with professionalism.  Let’s find real leaders and a lot of them!
You may be wondering:  can we really do all this—build real athletes, real communities, real fans, real funds, and real leaders? One answer is a clear: if we work separately, NO WAY. But if we unite this global movement and create one team with one vision and one plan, the answer is There’s NO WAY TO STOP US!

This is, after all, a time that cries out for Special Olympics.  The world is hungry for what we have.  

Look around.  Everywhere you look, people are hungry for authenticity.  Everywhere you look, there is a crisis in trust.  Everyone is asking: where are the role models of optimism and peace?  How can I make a difference and feel a part of something bigger?  Where can I find people who are authentic—real people who will tell me the truth?   Why does it seem that are there no leaders?

It’s true:  we’re sick of spin and drowning in pessimism.  Every study says the same thing:  we’re all looking for something bigger. We’re all looking for a way to make the world just a little bit better.  

But the leaders are not gone.  They are here.  They are us.

The way to make a difference is to be a uniter.  People who unite don’t make enemies.  They forgive easily.  They listen to others. They’re comfortable in their own skin.  They’re authentic. The future will be shaped by those who have found unity within themselves and who live it fearlessly every day.  That’s why the future belongs to Special Olympics.  That’s what we do.  We have no “them” and “us.”  We welcome everyone.  We bring people together and ask them for their best.  We’re game changers for unity.  We’re uniters.  

So in closing, I ask you to be a uniter. After all, we’re all here in search of the best in ourselves.  And we are each a part of each other, of the past, of a yet untold future.  While we stand here ready to create something new, we also stand here in the current of history, each joined together across time, searching for our own purpose, longing to be united with all that we have left behind and all that we want to become.  

So while we turn to run a new race, we may be forgiven for turning once more to the past—to the words of the philosopher my mother loved so much.  “Sometime after mastering the winds, the waves, the tides and gravity, we shall harness for God the energies of love, and then, for the second time in the history of the world, man will have discovered fire.”

Wait.  There’s one correction: it should read women will have discovered fire.  Come to think of it, one woman already did discover the fire of the energies of love.  For ourselves, let us make that fire large enough to light the universe.
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