C. Kirby Smithe Lions International Youth Exchange (CKS) - a 21-B District Project since 1997
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Can you name a Lions International program that probably has the most influence on fostering mutual understanding among the people of the world? If you said Lions International Youth Exchange, you would be “right on.”  Since 1961, Lions Clubs International Youth Exchange program has given tens of thousands of young people representing some 80 nationalities an opportunity to gain a greater understanding of their roles as world citizens.

In 1980, a Tucson Lion, PID Ernie Rizek was a newly elected District Governor, attending the International Convention in Montgomery, Alabama.  During the course of the convention, he was introduced to some young adult men who were participating in the Montgomery, Alabama youth camp. Then, IP William Chandler challenged each district to start a youth camp in his district in the coming year. Lion Ernie took the challenge to heart and made it one of his goals for his term as DG. In 1981, he received the permission to establish a youth camp in district 21B. Lion Ernie was asked to name the camp and he chose to name it after one of the most influential youth workers in Tucson and a close personal friend, C. Kirby Smithe, who had distinguished himself as a Lion, businessman, father, husband and humanitarian.

C. Kirby Smithe Lions International Youth Camp is 37 years old this year. In the past 37 years we have hosted over 340 young men and women from a variety of countries in Europe, Asia, Africa, and South America. Between the years of 1984 and 1996, the camp enjoyed the honor of hosting the International President at our farewell dinner. Each year we host up to ten students from different countries around the world, between the ages of 16 and 20. We provide them with a two-week experience living with an Arizona host family. The camp provides touring throughout the beautiful state of Arizona, enjoying the natural wonders of our state and learning about the diversity and culture of our area. The north trip includes visits to Wickenburg, Prescott, Sedona, Grand Canyon, Mogollon Rim and Camp Tatiyee. The south trip includes Globe, a mine tour in Morenci, Safford and a visit to the Melvin Jones Memorial, Douglas, Nogales Arizona and Nogales Sonora, Tombstone, Bisbee and Tucson. Our campers fly in and out of Tucson International Airport and our base camp has been at the Radisson Suites on Speedway for the past two years.

Host families are always needed.  The host families and the students are introduced by email and/or Facebook prior to the visit and can become acquainted through this exchange. The two weeks with a host family provides the student the opportunity to observe the American way of life and gives the host family the opportunity to learn about other cultures. My wife and I have had the opportunity to host 17 young people from Europe, Asia and South America over the years. These experiences have truly been enriching for our family.
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We are also trying to promote greater participation for outgoing students. The opportunities are vast. The student should be within the ages of 16 and 21 and must be sponsored by a local Lions club. Most camps have a minimum fee, which can be paid by the sponsoring club or the student. If you know of any youth who would like to spend a month free in any of 186 countries in the world, all you need do is contact the C. Kirby Smithe Board. The youth can be a son, daughter, grandchild or the child of a friend. The candidate is expected to provide transportation to and from the country of choice and to have spending money for incidentals. As a sponsor, you are expected to vouch for the good conduct and character of the youth. The time to initiate the process is late winter or early spring.

We rely on donations from the clubs of District 21B to fund our operation and are very appreciative of all the clubs who do so. It allows us to provide a great experience to our visiting international youth. Please include us in your budget each year.  The C. Kirby Smithe Board of Directors consists of 12 members who serve for a three-year term. There are currently open positions on the Board. We encourage Lions of 21B to consider serving on this Board. It is an amazing experience.

Bernie Engelhard, President        Contact:  bengelhard@comcast.net
C. Kirby Smithe Lions International Youth Exchange Board of Directors
