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or years, susanne and i hosted many 
Rotary Youth Exchange students in our 
home. This program was an entry point 
to Rotary for me, and my heart is truly 
in it. When Rotary’s exchange programs 

were suspended because of COVID-19 to keep stu-
dents and families safe, we felt sorry, especially for the 
participants, because those years cannot be repeated. 

Because of the many uncertainties of the pandemic, 
the Rotary Board has decided to suspend in-person 
exchanges through June 2022. As we look ahead with 
hope, we thank Youth Exchange officers, host families, 
and volunteers for their contributions in years past, and 
we encourage districts to offer virtual exchanges as 
a way of connecting students around the world with 
each other and with our communities.

For those who are not able to participate in Rotary 
Youth Exchange, Rotary offers other opportunities. New 
Generations Service Exchange (NGSE) is a Rotary pro-
gram that deserves wider recognition: It is an excellent 
opportunity for young people ages 18 to 30 to partici-
pate in community service as individuals or in a group 
and to gain internship experience. Simukai Matshalaga, 
a Rotaractor from Zimbabwe, stayed with us in Ratze-
burg during her NGSE experience three years ago. 

When I applied for the New Generations Service Ex-
change program, I did not realize that I was signing up for 
a life-changing experience. This program gave me that op-
portunity and much more. It taught me about the impor-
tance of failing fast, learning quicker, and being myself. 

Some of my greatest experiences happened at the din-
ner table. The warmth and kindness of every home I lived 
in still resonate with me today. It took me weeks to under-
stand how a stranger could care for me as deeply as these 

members of the Rotary family did. I am inspired by the 
lessons of humility I learned from all the amazing people 
I met. I came to understand a new culture and realized 
that the only things that separate us as people are our ex-
periences and, at times, our false assumptions. 

Professionally, it gave me confidence in my own abilities 
as an engineer. Seeing how other organizations handled 
problems made me aware that the best person to solve the 
challenges in my country was me. Returning home from 
northern Germany, I declined a promotion, quit my job, 
and began building a family business — a decision that 
previously I would have never made, out of fear. 

I am indebted to the Rotary family. I am not sure wheth-
er the friends, mentors, and families I left behind knew that 
they changed my life permanently. I hope they now do. 

New Generations Service Exchange changed Simu-
kai’s life. It can change yours, too. All Rotary members 
can experience something similar at any time: I en-
courage everyone to take a virtual journey this month 
and visit meetings of other clubs online. You will see 
how different Rotary is around the world as you meet 
great people and make new friends. 

Let us build upon these connections forged online 
— and later, when the time is right, enjoy in-person ex-
changes through Rotary Friendship Exchange, another 
excellent program for Rotary members of all ages. 

Our ability to meet in person is limited now, but  
we know that Rotary Opens Opportunities, always. Now is 
the time to get ready, so that when the pandemic is behind 
us, Rotary’s exchange programs will come back stronger 
than before, serving a world that is yearning to reconnect.
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n january 2020, when I announced my 
presidential theme, Rotary Opens Opportu-
nities, and spoke of the changes that Rotary 
needed to embrace, none of us had any idea 
how quickly change would arrive. But I am 

a longtime believer in seeing challenges as oppor-
tunities. This year, we seized new opportunities to 
reimagine what Rotary could be. For years, we had 
discussed ways to make Rotary flexible and adapt-
able, and we had tried a few experiments. This year, we  
all experimented — and succeeded! Online meetings 
are a regular fixture now as clubs invite guests from 
across the globe. 

Susanne and I love to meet members of the family 
of Rotary around the world, and we’ve missed seeing 
you in person over the past year. But for me, it was a 
new way of experiencing Rotary. We traveled the world 
virtually. I definitely met thousands more of you than I 
would have otherwise. I never set foot in my office in 
Evanston as president, yet we found new ways to get 
the job done while cutting travel costs. 

This is the Rotary we experienced in 2020-21:  
nimble, adaptable, and creative. The next step is not to 
go back to the way things were before the pandemic. We 
must move forward. Let’s apply what we have learned in 
order to offer new experiences and opportunities for our 
members, such as online attendance as a regular option. 

We need a younger, more diverse Rotary at every 
level to keep our clubs strong. What diversity means 
is different from region to region, but I encourage you 
to welcome people from all backgrounds. Another step 
we can all take is to increase the number of women 
and amplify their role everywhere. 

I am glad that many now see Rotary and Rotaract 
clubs as equals. Let’s keep going in this direction by 

inviting Rotaract clubs to be a part of everything we 
do. Let’s not squander any opportunity to reach young 
leaders, but partner with Rotaract and invest in our 
many new approaches.

I am very proud of the work Rotary is doing to 
fight COVID-19 by supporting vaccination campaigns 
through advocating for fair distribution and combating 
misinformation. But we must also continue to do every-
thing we can to end polio. And we now have opportuni-
ties to work in a new area of focus: the environment. 

The world is a different place today from when I 
first announced that Rotary Opens Opportunities. We 
can all be proud of how we updated what Rotary can 
be this year. Let’s continue on this path, always taking 
care of our clubs and of our friends in those clubs. They 
are precious, and they keep Rotary alive and thriving. 

Susanne and I are thankful for all the opportuni-
ties to serve the organization during this special year,  
a year of finding new meaning in Service Above  
Self. We see Rotary as a community of people who 
live their values by putting them into action. In these 
extraordinary times, there is no doubt that we must 
place increased emphasis on service. This is our op-
portunity to show the world what Service Above Self 
means for Rotarians.

There are so many opportunities waiting for us 
that will help us change the world. Let’s seize them to-
gether and get ready to open doors to achieving greater 
things. And as we open these doors to new ideas, our 
minds and our hearts also open. Remember that ev-
erything we do in Rotary opens another opportunity 
for someone, somewhere.
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