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The biennial convention of Zonta International, a worldwide organisation formed 
to advance the status of women, was held in Nice, on the French Riviera, earlier 
this year. A week later, in the same city, a 19-tonne cargo truck mowed down and 
killed 86 and injured 434 people on July 14, Bastille Day, the major public holiday 
in France. Rob Spalding reports...

Faith in the Future
terrorism is no respecter of gender, so 

it was fortunate that the majority of 
the 2,400 mainly female attendees 
at the 63rd convention of Zonta 

International – the meeting of executives 
in business and the professions focused on 
empowering women – had left Nice a week 
before the city fell victim to a terrorist atrocity 
that killed and injured hundreds. “Initially, 
we were focused on the overlap with the 
European Football Championship, both for 
security and room block challenges,” explains 
Zonta International’s executive director 
Allison Summers, “but when the Paris terrorist 
attack took place in November 2015, it really 

created concern for many of our members. 
Convention chairman Lydia Chaillou, who 
lives in Paris, realised we faced a potentially 
high cancellation rate if we didn’t make 
security a priority.”

 Zonta members hail from 60 countries 
and many are not used to international travel. 

“Our international president, Maria Jose 
Landeira Oestergaard, therefore made it 
a priority to put them at ease” continues 
Summers. “Our approach had multiple 
aspects: one, we secured the appropriate 
event cancellation insurance polices, two 
we worked pre-event with the Acropolis 
convention centre to engage higher levels of 

security staff, and, three, we educated our 
global leaders and district governors through 
conference calls about our concerns and 
plans, asking if they would share the plans 
with their local members.” 

This attention to detail paid off. Members 
went to Nice in record numbers. 

“Although our convention was over a 
few days prior to the terrible events on the 
Promenade des Anglais,” says Summers, 
“we still had members in the city enjoying 
the holiday. We checked with our housing 
authority to see if anyone was still in the 
room block and fortunately, intuition seemed 
to guide those who were in Nice to be in 
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other parts of the city at the time.”
Meanwhile, at the convention, the biennial 

meeting of the 1,200 member clubs that 
represent nearly 30,000 members, were doing 
what Zontians do best – conducting the 
business of the organisation, enjoying education 
and international fellowship, approving 

business goals, electing new leaders, amending 
bylaws, passing resolutions, celebrating 
successes and taking part in workshop sessions 
devoted to the mission of empowering women 
through service and advocacy. 

The emphasis was not so much on 
female-only floors as multi-occupancy rooms. 
“Many of our members like to travel together 
and stay together,” notes Lydia Chaillou who 
oversaw the housing as well as key logistics. 
“That can lead to misunderstanding with the 
hotels unless we are very specific with language 
used and equally specific with the members 
when they book. As our event travels around 
the world, we go to great lengths to clarify if 
a room is a double with two twin beds or a 
double-double/quad that will sleep four.”

So what does it take to host a Zonta congress? 
“Because of the business aspect of our 

event, we prefer an auditorium that can seat 
over 2,000 people, with clear views to the 
stage, overhead screens, electronic voting 
devices which actually work, and where 
everyone – and I mean everyone – can access 

the internet, plus support for our translation 
and verbatim reporting needs,” says Chaillou. 

Chaillou was delighted with Nice. “The 
Acropolis completely met our event needs 
including a wonderful outdoor, rooftop 
reception for our Foundation donor 
appreciation events and a sit down gala 

dinner for 2,000 in Terrace Les Muses. We 
also had special events in other locations 
such as the President’s dinner for outgoing 
leaders at the Hotel Negresco, the Governors’ 
reunion dinner on the rooftop Boscolo Plaza 
Hotel Terrace and a ticketed event at the 
world famous Monaco Yacht Club.”

Special praise was reserved for the Acropolis 
operational team led by Eric Abramson and 
Florent Gualda. “Both were wonderful to 
work with,” recalls Summers. “We had many 

moving parts, from planning for security to 
changes in programme needs and they were 
very accommodating.”

Zonta Conventions are nothing if not 
colourful. “There is the wonderful tradition 
of the flag ceremony at the opening session,” 
enthuses Chaillou. “The flag of each Zonta 
member country is called for and carried on 
to the stage. Being asked to be a flag bearer 
is a huge honour and people take it very 
seriously. It is a delight to see the wonderful 
traditional dress of the countries and witness 
just how diverse Zonta is. In France, we had 
a challenge renting all of the flags but the city 
of Nice stepped up and offered us assistance 
by lending us their flags.” 

Most attendees travelled home as soon as the 
programme was over but a few board members 
stayed on. “While we only had a few members 
still in the city at the time of the tragedy,” adds 
Summers, “It was heart wrenching to watch 
the events unfold as we were all invested in 
the people of Nice by that point and had deep 
relationships with our vendors and partners 
who we had worked with for multiple years in 
planning the event.” 

and what of the future?
Allison Summers summarises

“No destination is perfect. Our next destination is Yokohama, Japan and in Japan, we may 
focus more on what to do if there is an earthquake perhaps more than terrorism. Then we 
are in Chicago, and have already discussed the ramifications of our event taking place over a 
major US holiday and the possibility of something similar to Nice happening and while for the 
most part city is very safe, we will educate our members to not go into the high violence areas.. 
Our 2022 bid will begin shortly and our eyes will focus on Europe again and we are sure the 
selection committee will have a lot to consider when narrowing down the list of options.”

“the acropolis completely met our event needs”  
Lydia Chaillou

Meanwhile the delegates did what Zontians do best...
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