Celebrate Community Unity This Weekend

by Sander Wolff | Culture Agent | 06.11.10 |

10:40am | This weekend, the Long Beach Unity Festival is celebrating its 12th year with an expanded two day run at Rainbow Lagoon Park. This free event, which runs from 10 AM until 6 PM both days, will feature professional performers and local students in a fun-filled and positive, family friendly, environment.

Bill Grisolia has been involved in organizing this event since its start, and took some time to talk about its origins, evolution, and impact.

Bill: I lived through the riots of 1992 in Long Beach, and feared for my young children in our own neighborhood, which was set ablaze. I have worked with a number of charitable organizations in Long Beach over the years and created a series of concerts called Wish Upon A Song - having worked in the music industry for many years; notably as a 17 year voting member of the Recording Academy (the Grammys). I met a young man, Steve Adams, when we both worked at Memorial [Hospital]. He helped me with the 2nd Wish Upon A Song concert and sought my help to create a record label as I had done and eventually to try host a music related event which would help bring people in his neighborhood together.

Sander: What was the result of that first collaborative music event? Did the community benefit and, if so, how?

Bill: Results were an increased awareness of neighbors and a respect for the diversity of the neighborhood. Many young children were exposed to the themes of unity, harmony, strength in diversity, tolerance, brotherly love, fellowship, and came together in some new and different ways. The health care community came out to help raise awareness of sickle-cell anemia, and people began to get tested for this and other health issues. The community established more, and better quality of, dialogue with first responders, primarily police and fire who attended, exhibited, cooked and hung-out. Music was always the great unifier and the community enjoyed safe, sane, sober entertainment from a diverse set of entertainers, community and professional.

Sander: When did you bring the local high schools into the mix?

Bill: While we had children of all ages participate from the beginning, and held events at some schools in town, in 2006 we developed a partnership with the Long Beach Unified School District to bring a portion of the talent contest, "Long Beach Unified Unity Star Search," into all the high schools in the district. Superintendent Chris Steinhauser embraced this idea and we have been working with him, the Board of Education and and the Long Beach Education Foundation ever since.

Sander: About how many students participate?

Bill: From tonight's high school dress rehearsals, generally each high school will have contestants in the final round. Leading up to this weekend's event, a couple of hundred students in the district compete. Another hundred or so work as crew for the shows and do other performance-related work with the program. Thousands of children bus in to the festival too.

Sander: Do the students get any professional mentoring through their participation?

Bill: Yes, throughout. This evening at the dress rehearsal for example, students were coached and mentored in movement, presentation, theatricality, voice, and repertoire. I have worked for many yeas with Multi-platinum producer Barry Fasman, who I first brought to Long Beach with Wish Upon A song in 1996. Barry and his Shelter From The Storm Records are providing additional mentor-ship opportunities for the winners.

Sander: That sounds great! Aside from that, are there other things the winners win?

Bill: There have often been cash prizes, recording contracts, performance and spokespeople opportunities, trophies and plaques.

Sander: How many people do you expect?

Bill: As to the sheer numbers, LBPD estimated 5,000 people attended last year. This year, with two days for the first time ever, we hope to double that. We have touched literally thousands of students with these important messages over the years. It is also important to note that there will be special performances from the LB WRAP After School Enrichment Program, and the Fundamentals of Martial Arts Scholarship Program which together represent nearly 9000 local students and families across 68 LBUSD schools, and more than 2000 Martial Arts students across 11 martial arts institutions.

It should be said that many civic leaders including Bob Foster who became an Honorary Chair helped contribute to the impact this event is making in childrens' lives, and lives of everyone in the community! Over the decade, literally tens of thousands of children and community members have heard these themes over and over again and have witnessed this community-building - participating in fun, educational, community-minded events with participation from all sectors of society, including spiritual.

Charter College is a main sponsor of the event because they realize the benefits of reaching the students and families that participate in these events because they exhibit the attitude required to succeed in additional academic training and help build the community.

As mentioned, Mr. Steinhauser and the LBUSD has been very supportive as well as other members of the educational community including Mr. Oakley at LBCC and Mr. Alexander at CSULB because they realize the inherent value of the Unity Festival and Star Search efforts.

Sander: Have there been practical examples of direct benefits?

Bill: There are many anecdotal stories of kids whose lives have been enriched and even turned around by participation in these activities. From the Charter program "Enough is Enough" we know that participation in extracurricular activities is one of the most important, if not the most important, determinant of whether children participate in gangs. The Long Beach Police Department has participated wholeheartedly in this program from the beginning a dozen years ago - up to and including former Chief Batts. They do so because they recognize the direct benefits to the students and the community.
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