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Fellow Youth Leaders, Ladies and Gentlemen,  

I would like to start by asking you all to welcome our Special Olympics Athlete Tomas 
Noitzmuller who is sitting with us today. Thank you, Tomas for taking the time to be 
with us today and thank you for inspiring us.   

I would like to ask you all to take 20 seconds to write down a few key words that come to 
mind when you hear the word ‘social inclusion’ the paper you have in front of you… OK now 
keep that with you and we will get back to it later.  

I would like to share a story with you: 

When I was 15 years old, I went home one day after school and anxiously waited till my 
parents got back from work. When they came home I rushed to the door and told them the great 
news! I applied to be a Middle East and North Africa Global Youth Representative, specifically 
representing Special Olympics Lebanon, at the Special Olympics in China! To my surprise they 
did not get upset for not having discussed it with them before doing it. They sat down and asked 
me all about it and were very supportive. 

A few weeks later I got the email! I got selected! It was this email that changed my whole 
life; it was this email that made me who I am today. From that point on, I became obsessed with 
Special Olympics, its mission, its goal, its story and most importantly me being part of it. And I 
have Special Olympics Lebanon to thank for leading the road that I have taken for my life and 
for igniting this passion that exists within me.  

By October 2007 I was on a plane with my partner, an athlete with different abilities, 
Marwa, heading off to China for the Global Youth conference at the Special Olympics 
International Summer Games. We spent 2 weeks indulged in stimulating discussions, debating, 
planning and simply having a wonderful time. I returned home charged with enthusiasm and 
excitement for finding myself in the one thing that I am so passionate about: impacting youth 
specifically those with special needs. I remember walking into class after my China trip and 
having one friend look at me and say: “Joy! Why would you waste 2 weeks of your life with 
retards in China? Don’t you have anything better to do?” …..Was I angry? Of course!  

Little did this classmate know that I went to China thinking that I was about to influence 
those with disabilities, but to my surprise returned having been influenced by the very people I 
thought I would be influencing. Little did he know that despite his rude remark, he set light to 
my drive to make a difference in our community.  
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As days rolled by, I noticed to my dismay that many people in my community were 
within the same mindset. This fueled my persistence to keep going and fight for the cause 
regardless of how much criticism or rude remarks I receive.  

As I started university at the American University of Beirut, AUB, I joined several clubs 
as a freshman student testing the waters around me. Through the Human Rights and Peace Club I 
was able to hold the first Special Olympics event on campus, Spread the Word to End the Word- 
an awareness campaign promoting the end of the derogatory use of the R-Word (retard). 
Through the Outlook university newspaper I was able to publish a paper about the event as well. 
The following year I was able to go for my next big step. I founded Special Olympics College 
club at AUB. We were able to carry out several events that allowed us to spread awareness, 
respect and acceptance to the community around us.  

 
Semester after semester the club continued with an increasing number of members. We were 
able to have several events in partnership with several big clubs at the university. Gradually I 
continued being part of the Special Olympics where I worked and traveled to DC once again 
with Marwa and then to NY with Maya. My trip to NY for a conference at the United Nations 
with Maya was one that I could never forget, she was able to show me that even though she was 
in a large room filled with people speaking a language she did not know, she wasn’t a passive 
outsider, she tried her best to understand, asking me to translate, teaching the people around her 
words in Arabic, and most importantly she tried her best to participate in the discussion by 
relating to her experiences back home. 

 

  I gradually continued being part of other organizations with a similar cause as well, as my 
eyes opened up to what goes on in the world around us by taking the time to look into the eyes 
and beautiful smiles of the children I spent time with - their drive for education, equality, fun, 
hope, faith and love. 

 
Now that I have told you about what I have done, many of you might be thinking, "Why does she 
care all that much? Does she have a sibling with different abilities that triggered her passion?" 
Well my answer to that is No. I never knew anyone with special needs or different intellectual 
disabilities till I met my friends at the Special Olympics. You do not need to have a direct 
connection to a cause for you to be a part of it. You just need to reach out there and find the one, 
two or more things that trigger your care and passion and work towards them. 

In the meantime, I was working on obtaining my Bachelor of Arts in Elementary 
Education and my Special Education Diploma with my major interest always being subjects of 
inclusion. I cannot highlight any more how much the world needs to see youth attitudes change 
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towards people with intellectual disabilities if full inclusion will become a reality in this 
generation. 

I would like to ask you all to stop and close your eyes and imagine this: you are walking 
into a school somewhere in your local neighborhood, you see children laughing and playing on 
the swings, children participating and achieving in class, and parents praising their children for 
their hard work. ---Now stop and imagine the same scene yet the children are diverse. All are 
gifted, excelling in Math, English, Sports, Music, Arts, Social skills and many more gifts that are 
still being discovered day by day as those gifts fill the earth like the water covers the sea. ..... If 
you were able to easily imagine that--- then ----thank you! You have crossed over the first step 
and that is your attitude towards inclusion. If not, you now know where to start.  

That said, I would like you to take 10 seconds to look back to your little piece of paper, 
ask yourself how you would define ‘inclusion’ this time in a sentence, and write it down….. Ok 
please keep it aside for later.  

 ‘Inclusion’ is where the cause I represent at the Special Olympics and IFRC meet. 
Inclusion is what the Global Youth Summit at Special Olympics and the Youth as Agents of 
Behavioral Change at the IFRC are all about.  Now, I would like to define ‘social inclusion’ in 
the context of what Special Olympics and IFRC are trying to achieve through you, the audience 
who has been selected to attend this conference as youth leaders from around the world. 

The YABC aims to give power to youth around the world to take up a leadership role in 
positively influencing mindsets, attitudes and behavior on the road to a culture of respect for 
diversity, intercultural dialogues, social inclusion, equality and peace. In short, the YABC is why 
you are here today! 

On one hand, at the Special Olympics we provide opportunities for people with 
intellectual disabilities to be part of the community at large. On the other hand, we have Special 
Olympics’ Project Unify. This is an educational based project, which uses the sports and 
education programs of Special Olympics to activate young people in order to promote school 
communities where all young people are agents of change. Project UNIFY has created magic 
friendships, inclusive friendships that form youth pairs in action as leaders, creating communities 
of care and respect just like the YABC does.  

I would like to share with you some facts and figures to help you all picture the Special 
Olympics community back home in Lebanon and around the world. Special Olympics Lebanon 
has 5,800 athletes, 330 unified partners and 250 volunteers. While Special Olympics Middle East 
and North Africa has 133, 600 athletes and 1,200 unified partners. While internationally Special 
Olympics has nearly 4 Million Special Olympics athletes that are from more than 170 Countries 
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with 32 Olympics-type sports that take place at 44,000 competitions annually with the help and 
support of 805,000 volunteers and most importantly our most amazing 250,000 coaches. 

Humanity, impartiality, neutrality, independence, voluntary service, unity and 

universality. I clearly remember the 7 Fundamental principles of the Red Cross, as I was a Red 
Cross Youth member, as they truly are principles that we at the Special Olympics live by as well, 
and ones that the whole world should live by. 

I stand here today speaking in the name of every athlete, unified partner, friend, parent, 
sibling, and fan in the Special Olympics community expressing our excitement that IFRC’s 
Youth Leaders’ work is engaged with our work, actually I prefer not referring to it as ‘work,’ as 
work gives a sense of forced commitment while we are all here due to a devoted commitment. A 
commitment to empowering the world’s youth and specifically the most marginalized 
individuals in our community. 

  We are all here this week sharing and discussing what we have done and what we plan to 
do in your communities. Till now we have all been learning at the workshops outcomes and 
recommendations that will feed into the International Federation Youth Strategy which will 
guide humanitarian action throughout the decade. I will leave you with final thoughts that I hope 
will benefit you as you walk out of here tomorrow and head back to your communities ready to 
make a difference. 

“Let me win, but if I cannot win, let me be brave in the attempt.” Special Olympics Athlete Oath 

 I wish for all of you to be as brave and confident as our athletes are. I wish for all of you to go 
out there with ideas and projects that you think would make a difference. Do not be scared of 
failure as the important thing is that you at least were brave enough in the attempt of trying. 

On the other side of your paper please write this oath down word for word: “I will be 
remembered by my actions and not my sentiments… what I say is what I do and I will act as if it 
were impossible to fail” 

You came to this conference with the right sentiments in your briefcase; otherwise you 
would not have had the inclination to apply. Sentiments are important, but we hope that we send 
you back to your respective countries with a briefcase of actions instead. 

Whatever your social cause is, remember that no one can stand in your way but you. 
AND regardless of what anyone thinks of you, remember you have a lot to give. I am certain 
your sphere of influence has no limits AND if you still insist that you are too small to have an 
impact, then try going to bed with a mosquito in the room! Thank you.  




