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Friends, colleagues, fellow travellers in bringing children and books together,
Good morning.

To stand here at the Bologna Children’s Book Fair is to stand in a place of extraordinary hope.
Each year this gathering reminds us of something both simple and profound: that the future of the
world is written first in the imaginations of children.

And those imaginations are fed by stories.

Somewhere in the world today a child will fall asleep, in makeshift shelters, to the sound of
bombs.

Somewhere else, another child will fall asleep with a book open beside the pillow.
The distance between those two children is the distance our work is trying to cross.

More than seventy years ago, after a world that had torn itself apart, one remarkable woman
understood this with extraordinary clarity. Jella Lepman had seen war and exile. She believed
that children needed books the way they needed bread. She believed that stories could rebuild
bridges that politics had destroyed. And from that belief, IBBY was born.

Today, as we gather here surrounded by beauty — by art, by language, by imagination — it is
impossible not to feel both gratitude and unease.

Gratitude, because never before have there been so many gifted creators for children

Unease, because never before have so many children lived under the shadow of violence,
displacement and fear.

If Jella Lepman were with us today, she might ask a difficult question: how is it that after so many
decades, children are still paying the highest price for conflicts they never chose?

Across continents the pattern repeats itself. When adults quarrel, it is children who lose their
homes. When nations go to war, it is children who lose their families, their friends, their schools,
their libraries, their lives as they were. When hatred grows loud, it is children whose childhoods
grow smaller.

Sometimes one wonders whether the grown-ups of the world have forgotten that the future is not
theirs to destroy — it belongs to the children.

The Sufi poet Jalaluddin Rumi understood something about this long ago. He knew that the
human heart is not built for division. In his words:

“Somewhere beyond right and wrong, there is a garden. | will meet you there.”

Children live naturally in that garden. It is adults who keep building fences around it.
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Children do not arrive in the world hating one another. They arrive curious. They want to know:
Who are you? What is your story? Can we play?

And this is where books perform their quiet miracle.

A good children’s book is one of the few places left in the world where a child can meet another
human being without fear. A book places one child gently inside the life of another. A book
whispers: this too is a human life. This too is a dream. This too is a heart beating just like yours.

It is in that moment that borders soften, fear loosens its grip, and imagination begins its most
radical work — the work of empathy. That is the moment when books transform into “Messengers
of Peace”.

But let us also be practical.

Stories alone cannot stop wars. Picture books cannot silence bombs. Poetry cannot rebuild a
destroyed school.

And yet — without stories, without imagination, without empathy — none of those things can ever
truly be rebuilt.

Books prepare the ground where peace might one day grow. They give children language for
their fears, courage for their questions, and hope for their futures.

Which is why the work, and the people gathered here matter so deeply.

Every author connecting words to feelings. Every illustrator sketching late into the night. Every
editor searching patiently for a new voice. Every translator carrying a story across languages.
Every librarian placing the right book into the hands of the right child at exactly the right moment.

All of you are not simply making books. You are enlarging the human conversation. And perhaps,
quietly, you are helping to repair a world that oftentimes, especially now, seems to have lost its
balance.

The world today feels very unwell. To use the words of Catherine Russell, Executive Director of
UNICEF, “Children cannot start wars and they cannot end them but they always pay the highest
price”.

We possess more knowledge than any generation before us, yet we struggle to live together with
kindness. We have more ways to communicate, yet we listen less carefully.

Children not only see this, they feel it too.

But children also show us something remarkable — the human capacity to begin again. Give a
child a story and the world opens. Give a child a library and possibilities multiply. Give a child the
freedom to imagine and you give them the tools to build a future different from the one we have
handed them.

That, | believe, is the quiet promise of this gathering. For at the Bologna Children’s Book Fair,
languages meet without fear. Cultures meet without suspicion. Stories cross borders with ease.

In its own gentle way, it becomes a rehearsal for the kind of world we hope children will inherit.

So let us honour Jella Lepman not only by remembering her vision, but by renewing it.
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Let us ensure that children everywhere — especially those living through conflict and uncertainty
— have access to the stories that remind them they are not alone. Let us defend the simple and
radical belief that every child deserves books.

And let us remember what the poets and mystics have always known: imagination is not an
escape from reality. It is one of the most powerful ways to transform it.

May the books we see here today, travel far. May they find their way into classrooms, libraries,
tents, villages and cities; reaching the children who need them the most.

If even one child somewhere closes a book tonight and feels a little less alone in the world, then
the work we do together truly matters.

Thank you for your time.
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