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When and Where came the RYLA

By Herbert K. Lau (%] #<12)
Rotary International District 3450 RYLA Chair 1999-2000

2 May 2025 (65 years of RYLA)

Each year, thousands of young people are selected to attend Rotary-sponsored leadership
camps or seminars held in districts throughout the world. In an informal atmosphere, groups of
outstanding people ages 14-30 spend several days in a challenging program of leadership
training, discussions, inspirational addresses, and social activities designed to enhance personal
development, leadership skills, and good citizenship. The official name of this activity is Rotary
Youth Leadership Awards (RYLA), although these events are sometimes referred to by other
names, such as camps, youth leaders’ seminars, or conferences.

The RYLA program began in Australia, the British Commonwealth. In 1959, the state
government of Queensland, Australia, invited local Rotarians to help planning a festival in
celebrating Queensland’s upcoming centenary. Learning that Queen Elizabeth II was sending
her cousin Princess Alexandra (who was in her early 20s) to the celebration, Rotarians planned
activities specifically for the princess’ age group.

“The gundoo, an aboriginal word meaning ‘festival’ or ‘fun together’, was a rousing success.
More than 300 men and women between the ages of 17 and 23 attended...”, reported by Eric
Blackford, a member of the Rotary Club of Hamilton, Australia, and a member of the first Rotary
Youth Leadership Awards committee. Encouraged by the event’s popularity with the young
attendees, Rotarians saw potential to create a similar annual youth program. With little
hesitation, Governor Art Brand of then-District 260 approved the project, and on 2 May 1960,
RYLA was born.
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Australian districts 258 and 260 shared in establishing a committee that developed the
official framework of RYLA to train youth (ages 14-30) in character, leadership, personal
development and good citizenship. These guidelines helped RYLA expand to all Rotary districts
in Australia and led to RYLA’s approval as an international program by the Rotary International
Board at the 1971 Rotary International Convention in Sydney, Australia.

By 1998, RYLA had become an established program in more than half of the 521 Rotary
districts worldwide. Also in 1998, then Rotary International President James Lacy, emphasizing
his concern for children, appointed an international RYLA committee, dedicated to improving
and expanding this special Rotary program to the entire world. The chairman was Past R. I.
Vice-President Irving J. “Sonny” Brown of El Paso, Texas, U.S.A. Rotarians with a variety of
RYLA experiences were invited to Rotary International headquarters to exchange information
and ideas. Participants agreed that RYLA could be improved through regional training
workshops.

Accordingly, the Rotary International RYLA Committee held regional workshops for
districts with existing RYLA programs and districts interested in starting RYLA programs during
the 1998-1999 Rotary year. At the workshops, committed Rotarians from more than 300
districts discussed administrative challenges, recruitment of Rotarian counselors and campers,
programs, special events, sports and other competitive events. Although the Rotarians who
attended the workshops arrived with passion and pride in their own programs, each participant
quickly learned the merits of other district RYLA programs.

“I thought that my RYLA was the best in the world until I came here and participated,” said
a workshop participant after completing the training program. “Now, I'm going back to bring
about change, be innovative and sensitive to what is needed, but not what Rotarians demand.”

Similar positive changes in attitudes were mirrored at every workshop: in Stockholm,
Sweden; Ootacamund, India; Dallas, Texas, U.S.A.; Lima, Peru; and Sydney, Australia.

In the years ahead, the Rotary International RYLA Committee continued to provide support
and guidance to Rotarians through workshops in North America, South America, Europe and
Asia. A newly formed Youth Activities Committee in Rotary International in Great Britain and
Ireland planned to assist in the development of RYLA throughout those countries.

After District 5520’s first RYLA camp some 20 years ago, a camper summed up his RYLA
experience on one word: “Camelot.” He wrote to the RYLA chairman: “If you know the story of
King Arthur, you may recall that as King Arthur was dying in a young man’s arms, he turned to
the youth and said: ‘If you learn of anyone that has not heard of Camelot, tell them loudly and
clearly that there really was that one wisp of glory called Camelot.”

“Gundoo” or “Camelot”? RYLA is both. Dedication, passion and love describe the heart of
RYLA, a most remarkable investment that assures Rotary’s future. Every Rotarian should take
the opportunity to enjoy this exciting program and life-changing experience. While RYLA is
gradually conducted as a district activity, an international RYLA often is held before the annual
Rotary International Convention. Since the popularity of social media, RYLA-on-Internet, or E-
RYLA, is already another Gundoo of “distant gathering over territories in the air”.
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