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Dear judoka,
Dear judo family,

On the occasion of Inter-
national Women’s Day, 
we are reminded that 

progress towards equality is 
not a destination but a conti-
nuous and shared responsibility. 
Around the world, as societies 
evolve, sometimes in harmony, 
sometimes in tension, judo re-
mains grounded in its founding 
principles: mutual respect, so-
lidarity and equal opportunity 
for all.

From its origins, judo was envi-
sioned as more than a sport. It 
is an educational journey, a dis-
cipline and a path to build stron-
ger individuals, contributing to 
a better society. Its moral code 
transcends gender, nationality, 
culture and belief. On the tata-
mi, individuals meet as equals, 
guided by respect and united by 
shared values. This is not only 
our heritage, it is our enduring 
responsibility.
 
The International Judo Federa-
tion remains unwavering in its 
commitment to equality and 
equity. We believe that access 
to judo must never be limited by 
gender or any other form of dis-
crimination. Every girl and every 
woman who steps onto the ta-
tami must feel that she belongs, 
that her ambitions are valid, her 
dreams powerful and her future 
supported. True equity means 
creating the conditions in which 
talent, dedication and character 
can flourish freely.

Throughout our history, wo-
men have played a fundamen-
tal role in shaping the identity 
and success of judo, as athletes, 
coaches, referees, officials, admi-
nistrators and leaders. Their im-
pact extends far beyond medals 
and titles. It lives in the culture 

EDITORIAL

Marius L. VIZER
IJF President
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we nurture, in the integrity and 
humanity of our community. 
Their strength, intelligence and 
vision continue to elevate our 
sport and our community. Wi-
thout them, judo would not be 
what it is today. We honour their 
achievements. We value their 
leadership. We stand beside 
them and we will continue to 
strengthen pathways for women 
at every level of our sport.
 
This inaugural edition of The 
Seeds of Judo, the new IJF ma-
gazine launching on 8th March 
2026, is dedicated to the women 
who influence and shape our li-
ves as judoka and as individuals. 
Through stories of resilience, lea-
dership and inspiration, it reflects 
how deeply women are interwo-
ven into the fabric of our sport. 
 
By celebrating their journeys, 
we reaffirm our collective res-
ponsibility to foster inclusion and 
opportunity. On this Internatio-
nal Women’s Day, we renew our 
pledge to build a world of fairness 
and dignity through judo.
 
Guided by our values and united 
in purpose, we will continue to 
open doors, empower future ge-
nerations and ensure that judo 
remains a force for equality 
across the globe.

HAPPY INTERNATIONAL WOMEN'S DAY!



Women in Judo:
Empathy, Strength
and Compassion

Although the develop-
ment of women’s judo 
began later than for men 

in most countries and regions 
around the world and the share 
of participation for women is 
still low, the contribution of 
women as role models and as 
hard and passionate workers in 
judo must be recognised. This 
publication is dedicated to the 
contribution of many women - 
as athletes, as coaches or judo 
leaders, they contribute signifi-
cantly to the development and 
progress of judo. 

Women in judo are committed 
and dedicated to their roles in 
judo, no matter their domain. 
Many articles and interviews 
have been published on the IJF 
website in the last five years, 
representing girls and women 
as role models for generations 
to come. They are persistent to 

achieve their goals and in many 
cases judo values are their life 
inspiration, an engine for resol-
ving challenges they meet eve-
ry day.

International Women Day, 8th 
of March annually, is a perfect 
occasion on which to celebrate 
and recognise all the women in 
judo for their diverse and im-
pactful achievements. Within 
the IJF as a whole and the Gen-
der Equality Commission, our 
aim is to remove barriers and 
always promote judo as a sport 
equally suitable for men and 
women.

We hope that you will enjoy 
reading this publication; we are 
sure you will be inspired to join 
us on the path to gender equa-
lity in judo.

P L A N T I N G R E S P E C T G R OW I N G P E AC E   I N S P I R I N G G E N E R AT I O N S
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Dr Sanda Corak
IJF Gender Equality Commission Chair



Egypt’s Safa Soliman is ra-
pidly establishing herself as 

one of Africa’s most promising 
young judoka. At just 18, she 
has already built an impres-
sive record on the continental 
stage. She claimed the African 
Cadet Championship title in 
2022 and went on to secure the 
junior crown in Cameroon the 
following year.

However, continental success 
was not her ultimate ambition. 
In October 2024, Soliman achie-
ved an historic milestone by 
winning a bronze medal at the 
World Junior Championships in 
Dushanbe. It was a significant 
moment, marking a rare global 
podium finish for an African fe-
male judoka.

Speaking after her victory, Soli-
man expressed both pride and 
determination. She highlighted 
the sacrifices required to reach 
such a level, noting that op-
portunities for women in her 
training environment remain 
limited. Her achievements, she 
believes, can have a positive 
influence on women and gir-
ls across Egypt and the wider 
African continent. She also 
paid tribute to her coaches and 
federation for their technical 
guidance and support.

Her momentum continued in 
July 2025, when she captured 
a second junior African title in 
Luanda, Angola. The event was 
further elevated by the pre-
sence of six-time senior world 
champion Clarisse Agbegne-
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nou, whose masterclasses and 
engagement with athletes rein-
forced the importance of visible 
role models.

Today, Soliman stands as both 
an inspired and inspiring ju-
doka, a powerful example of 
how sport can shape futures 
and redefine possibilities for 
the next generation of African 
women in judo.

GIRLS AND WOMEN

Since Georgia first appeared 
at global sporting events in 

1992, the nation has celebrated 
many male champions across 
Olympic sports, from wrestling 
and shooting to football, bas-
ketball and, notably, judo. Yet it 
was not until June 2025 that a 
Georgian-born woman stood at 
the very top of a world cham-
pionship podium. That woman 
is Eteri Liparteliani.

On Sunday 15th June, at Bu-
dapest’s Papp László Arena, 
Liparteliani delivered the per-
formance of her life to claim 
the -57 kg world title. The are-

na was packed, Georgian flags 
draped across the stands as 
fans travelled in large numbers 
to support their athletes. When 
she defeated Japan’s Momo 
Tamaoki in the final, the venue 
erupted. The joy among the 
Georgian supporters and dele-
gation was overwhelming.

As the individual competition 
drew to a close, Liparteliani stood 
out even more: she was the only 
member of the Georgian team to 
win gold! Although other medals 
followed, no-one else reached 
the top step of the podium. Her 
singular triumph underlined the 

magnitude of her achievement, 
not only in judo, but across Geor-
gian sport.

“It’s an important moment, to 
become the first in the histo-
ry of Georgia in judo,” she said, 
before realising the significance 
extended beyond her discipline. 
Georgia had never before had a 
female world champion in any 
Olympic sport. “I am the person 
who is writing this history,” she 
reflected. Already a trailblazer, 
she had been the first Georgian 
woman to win a European me-
dal, a grand prix gold, a grand 
slam medal and a junior world 
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					     A Symbol of Power
and Potential for African Women’s Judo

The Pioneer

Safa Soliman

Safa Soliman

Eteri Liparteliani
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title. In Budapest, she continued 
that journey.

Her world title did not come by 
chance. Liparteliani had been 
working towards this result, parti-
cularly after losing the European 
final in Montenegro earlier in the 
season. The silver medal, though 
impressive, left her wanting more. 
“The Europeans were not the 
maximum for me,” she explained. 
That disappointment became 
motivation. She returned to trai-
ning, determined to push beyond 
previous limits, convinced that a 
world title was within reach if she 
delivered her very best.

The -57 kg category in Buda-
pest was stacked with world, 
continental and Olympic me-
dallists. Names such as Cysique, 
Tamaoki, Huh and Nelson Levy 
ensured fierce competition. Yet 
Liparteliani refused to be distrac-
ted. Deliberately, she avoided 
studying the draw in advance, 
choosing to focus solely on her 
own preparation. “I didn’t look 
at the list of entries or the draw 
beforehand,” she said. “The most 
important thing was to realise 
that I have to beat them all, no 
matter who.”

Her mental approach has be-
come one of her greatest stren-
gths. She insists on channelling 
positive energy and blocking out 
doubt. “Mostly, I’m not nervous 
before I fight because I’m always 
thinking that I have to be ready 
to win,” she explained. For her, 
performance is about commit-
ting maximum energy and refu-
sing to allow negative thoughts 
to take hold.

That resilience was forged 
through painful experiences. 
Twice she finished fifth at the 
Olympic Games, narrowly mis-
sing out on bronze medals; 
those defeats were devastating. 
“When I remember those fights, 
it’s still hard,” she admitted. “I 
so wanted to be the champion 
at both Games and to have no 
medal was painful.” Yet she be-
lieves those losses strengthened 
her. Without feeling the pain of 
defeat, she suggests, the joy of 
ultimate victory cannot be fully 
understood.

At just 25 years old, Liparteliani 
has already built a remarkable 
career but her ambitions re-
main high. The Los Angeles 2028 
Olympic Games are firmly in her 
sights. “The main target is LA28,” 

she said. “I want to have a medal 
there.” Having become Georgia’s 
first female world champion, she 
now dreams of becoming its first 
female Olympic champion.

Beyond personal goals, she re-
cognises her broader impact. 
Young girls across Georgia are 
watching. By breaking barriers, 
she has opened doors that once 
seemed closed. “The next gir-
ls will remember that I was first 
and will know that they can do it 
too,” she said.

Eteri Liparteliani’s victory in Bu-
dapest was emotional, historic 
and transformative. More than 
a champion, she is a pioneer and 
her story is still being written.

Eteri Liparteliani
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GIRLS AND WOMEN

Under the leadership of its 
re-elected president, Carlos 

Zegarra Presser, the Panameri-
can Judo Confederation (PJC) 
has launched numerous initia-
tives to strengthen judo across 
the continent, both in sport and 
education. Two key positions 
are now held by women whose 
experience and expertise offer 
valuable support to the entire 
Panamerican judo community: 
Kimberlie Rivera Tello as Sport 
Director and Yuri Alvear as Edu-
cation Director.

Their appointments are the 
result of consistent hard work. 
Both have built strong reputa-
tions through dedication and 
competence, yet their presence 
in such senior roles also carries 
broader significance. Sport re-
mains, in many areas, male-do-
minated, and seeing women in 
leadership positions can inspire 
others to believe, “I can do it 
too.”

Yuri Alvear is already a reco-
gnised figure in international 
judo. A three-time world cham-
pion and two-time Olympic 
medallist, she had previously 
served on the IJF Sports Com-
mission. Now responsible for 
education within the PJC, she 
views the role as both an op-
portunity and a responsibility.
“I feel good being in this posi-
tion. It’s a big opportunity for 
me,” she explains. Having wor-
ked at international level, she 
believes she has developed the 
skills necessary to give back 
to the continent that shaped 
her career. The transition from 

athlete to leader has required 
adjustment. “When I was com-
peting, it was all about my trai-
ning and my performance. Now 
I have to think about everyone. 
I want to give my best to im-
prove the overall level.”

Initially, stepping into a lea-
dership role and advising ath-
letes and coaches felt challen-
ging. Over time, however, she 
has grown more confident. 
She believes women bring their 
own perspective and way of 
thinking to decision-making 
processes, enriching the whole 
organisation. Kimberlie Rivera 
Tello’s path has been different, 
which adds further diversity to 
the leadership team. She be-
gan judo at university at 18 and 
started competing at 21. Her 

involvement expanded quickly, 
beyond the tatami. In 2017, she 
volunteered for the Peruvian 
federation, taking on a wide 
range of responsibilities, from 
athlete management at com-
petitions to transport, accom-
modation and accreditation.

“I had all possible jobs,” she re-
calls. Each role became a lear-
ning opportunity. Gradually, 
she became more involved in 
organisational systems, wor-
king to align local standards 
with those at the international 
level. Supported by mentors 
such as Carlos Zegarra Presser 
and Maria Martinez Murcie-
go, she joined the PJC team in 
2019. Serving as an assistant 
on both national and continen-
tal stages provided invaluable 

We Will Do It!

Yuri Alvear

Pan-America
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experience. After months as 
acting Sport Director, she was 
appointed to the role officially.
The title brought a clear shift 
in responsibility. “Before, I could 
say that the Sport Director as-
ked for something.

Now I am the Sport Director,” 
she explains. Leadership means 
making decisions and accep-
ting scrutiny. Despite the pres-
sure, she remains focused on the 
core mission: supporting ath-
letes and coaches and raising 
performance standards across 
the continent. Her journey has 
not been without challenges. 

As a young woman in a senior 
position, she sometimes faced 
doubts about her experience. 
Over time, professionalism and 
consistency earned respect. She 
acknowledges that perceptions 
are evolving and believes that 
having women like Yuri and her-
self in visible leadership roles will 
help accelerate positive change.

For Kimberlie, leadership is also 
about attitude. Staying calm, 
smiling and fostering a positive 
environment are central to her 
approach. She hopes people 
will appreciate her way of wor-
king, built on respect and colla-

boration. Together, Yuri Alvear 
and Kimberlie Rivera Tello re-
present more than administra-
tive appointments. They sym-
bolise progress. Their stories 
demonstrate that competence, 
perseverance and authenticity 
matter more than stereotypes.

The message is clear: regardless 
of background, gender or star-
ting point, ambition combined 
with hard work opens doors. 
More women across the conti-
nent may now feel encouraged 
not only to say, “I can do it too,” 
but firmly, “I want to do it and I 
will do it.”

Let’s Make Our Way

Catherine “Cathy” Arnaud 
is a true legend of French 

and world judo. A double wor-
ld champion in 1987 and 1989, 
Olympic medallist at the Seoul 
1988 demonstration event and 
four-time European champion, 
she remains one of France’s 
most decorated judoka. Al-
though her competitive career 
is long behind her, she conti-
nues to serve the sport with un-
diminished passion, overseeing 
veteran judo and attending 
major events such as the Vete-
ran World Championships.

As International Women’s Day 
approaches, Cathy reflects on 
what keeps women engaged 
in judo and how the sport can 
continue to attract girls and 
women worldwide. “For me, it’s 
about staying close to judo,” 
she explains. “We must find 
ways to keep women involved 
so they can flourish.” Central 

to that idea is belonging. Ca-
thy believes that finding one’s 
place within a group is essen-
tial for growth and confidence. 
“Human beings need others 
to move forward; we need the 
group. Judo offers women the 
opportunity to find that place.”

Importantly, she does not be-
lieve in creating something 
separate for women. Equality, 
rather than division, is the key. 
Being treated like everyone 
else, without discrimination, 
encourages genuine integra-
tion and respect.

What matters most is clarity of 
purpose. Each woman should 
feel free to define her own ob-
jective in the sport, whether it 
is competition, self-defence, 
friendship or enjoyment. “I 
don’t want anything imposed 
on me,” she says.

For Cathy, the decisive factor 
in her journey was the sense 
of family she found in judo, 
along with lasting friendships 
and unwavering support that 
continue today.

Cathy Arnaud

Cathy Arnaud
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GIRLS AND WOMEN

Uzbekistan has invested signifi-
cantly in judo in recent years, 

strengthening the sport from 
grassroots clubs to elite perfor-
mance, and from education to 
infrastructure. Those efforts are 
now producing visible results, with 
medals at world championships 
and Olympic Games confirming 
the country’s rising status.

A turning point came in the sum-
mer of 2024 in Paris, when Diyora 
Keldiyorova became Uzbekistan’s 
first Olympic champion in any 
sport. Her historic gold medal 
ignited unprecedented enthu-
siasm nationwide and inspired 
a surge of interest in judo, par-
ticularly among girls and young 

women. Supported by strong go-
vernment collaboration, new do-
jos are now being built across the 
capital and in regional centres to 
sustain that momentum.

On Thursday 27the February 
2025, one such dojo was inaugu-
rated at School No. 17 in Tash-
kent. The ceremony was made 
especially symbolic by the pre-
sence of Keldiyorova herself, 
whose name the dojo now bears 
proudly. Her Olympic triumph has 
reshaped the sporting landscape 
in Uzbekistan and across Central 
Asia, offering tangible proof that 
international success is within 
reach. For many young people, 
particularly girls, she has opened 

the door to new dreams.

The Uzbekistan Judo Federation, 
in partnership with the Ministry of 
Sport, the Ministry of School and 
Pre-School Education and the In-
ternational Judo Federation (IJF), 
has launched an ambitious pro-
ject to build school-based dojos 
nationwide. The facility at School 
No. 17 was the 16th to open under 
this initiative, demonstrating the 
scale of commitment to youth 
development through sport.

The ribbon-cutting ceremony 
brought together leading figures 
from sport and public life. Among 
them were Her Excellency Mrs 
Shahnoza Mirziyoyeva, vice pre-

Incredible Dojo Opens in Tashkent

Yuri Alvear

Diyora Keldiyorova
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sident of the Uzbekistan Paralym-
pic Committee and First Deputy 
Director of the National Agency 
of Social Protection under the 
President, as well as IJF President 
Marius Vizer. Their presence un-
derlined the national importance 
of the project.

Scores of children attended the 
celebration, performing traditio-
nal music and dances in colourful 
national dress. The atmosphere 
was festive, reflecting both pride 
in cultural heritage and excite-
ment about new sporting oppor-
tunities.

Speaking at the event, Diyora 
Keldiyorova expressed her en-
thusiasm for the project. Having 
spent recent years training with 
the national team, she looks 
forward to contributing direc-
tly to youth development. To-
gether with her husband, Azamat 
Matyakubov, and her coach, Nel-
ly, she will help coach at the new 
club. “We will see how many child-
ren come to practise judo here,” 
she said. “If needed, we will bring 
in more coaches. I am excited to 
see judo continue to grow here 
and throughout Uzbekistan.”

An official introduction 
highlighted the broader vision 
behind the initiative: Uzbekistan 
is committed to building mo-
dern dojos in schools across the 
country, providing children with 
access to high-quality training 
environments that meet interna-
tional standards. The aim is to 
develop future champions and 
also promote values such as dis-
cipline, respect and perseverance.

IJF President Marius Vizer 
congratulated the Uzbek authori-
ties and sporting bodies for their 
sustained commitment to judo. 
He praised the achievements at 
the 2024 Olympic Games and 
expressed hope for continued 
success at future editions. He 
emphasised that the journey to 
Olympic excellence requires long-
term dedication and systematic 
work, beginning at school level. 
“Judo means friendship, respect, 
solidarity, unity and peace,” he 
said, wishing young judoka suc-
cess in both sport and in life.

Dr Ikramov, Uzbekistan’s Minis-
ter of Sport, also addressed the 
gathering. He thanked parents 
for supporting their children’s 
participation and highlighted 
the rapid expansion of school-
based dojos. With 16 new facilities 
already operational at that time 
with approximately 13,000 judoka 
training in those programmes, the 
initiative represented a major in-
vestment in youth development. 
This has continued since. He also 
stressed the importance of in-

clusivity, noting that the schools 
support children with disabilities 
and contribute to broader social 
wellbeing.

The minister pointed out that 
Tashkent hosted an IJF grand 
slam during the same week as 
the opening, with more than half 
of the participants being women. 
This, he said, reflected growing 
equality and inclusivity within in-
ternational judo. He expressed 
hope that among the children 
present at the ceremony would 
be future champions inspired by 
Keldiyorova’s example.

Following the speeches, Keldiyo-
rova offered words of gratitude 
to the IJF, the National Olympic 
Committee and the Ministry of 
Sport for creating a facility built 
to international standards. She 
encouraged the younger gene-
ration to work hard, honour the 
trust placed in them and strive to 
raise their national flag ever hi-
gher.

The celebration concluded with 
lively performances; young ju-
doka demonstrated dynamic se-
quences combining gymnastics 
and judo techniques, while pupils 
performed traditional dances to 
enthusiastic applause.

The opening of the dojo at School 
No. 17 symbolised far more than a 
new training hall. It represented a 
strategic investment in education, 
equality and the future of Uzbek 
sport, a future already transfor-
med by one Olympic champion, 
now open to many more.

Incredible Dojo Opens in Tashkent

Cathy Arnaud

Diyora Keldiyorova
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The IJF Academy stopped 
in Kuwait in February 2025 

to deliver internationally reco-
gnised diplomas, bringing to-
gether coaches eager to deepen 
their expertise. Among them was 
Hela Ayari, who took part in the 
practical sessions to refine her 
coaching techniques and ex-
change ideas with leading inter-
national experts.

A former Olympic judoka from 
Tunisia, Hela is now a professio-
nal coach with more than a de-
cade of experience. Holding a 
third dan black belt, she leads the 
MAHD Elite Team at the MAHD 
Sports Academy in Saudi Arabia 
and coaches the Saudi women’s 
national judo team. Over the 
course of her competitive career, 
she claimed multiple Arab and 
African titles and built a strong 
international reputation.

Her achievements include rea-
ching first place on the IJF junior 
world ranking list (-52 kg) in 2014, 
competing at the Rio 2016 Olym-
pic Games, winning bronze at 
the Düsseldorf Grand Slam (-48 
kg), securing eight African titles 
and six Arab championship wins, 
and earning a bronze medal at 

the Mediterranean Games in Tü-
rkiye.

One remarkable detail shared 
during the Academy session 
highlighted the unique dimen-
sion of her current role: among 
the children she trains are the 
children of global football star 
Cristiano Ronaldo. For Hela, this 
represents both pride and res-
ponsibility, marking a significant 
milestone in her coaching career.

When she moved to Saudi Ara-
bia, women’s judo was still in its 
early stages. Through dedication 
and collaboration with the Sau-
di Judo Federation and MAHD 
Academy, she helped lay strong 
foundations for growth. Under 
her guidance, Saudi female ju-
doka have already achieved no-
table success, earning medals 
and gaining visibility on regional 
stages.

Hela credits judo with shaping 
her character, teaching her dis-
cipline, resilience and leadership. 
Today, her mission extends 
beyond competition. She pro-
motes girls’ participation through 
school programmes, talent iden-
tification initiatives and tourna-

ments designed specifically for 
young female athletes.

She also emphasises the impor-
tance of kata in development 
programmes. For her, kata is fun-
damental in teaching discipline 
and technical precision. Introdu-
cing it early allows girls to build 
confidence and master core 
principles from the outset.

Looking ahead, Hela aims to de-
velop a new generation of Saudi 
female judoka capable of com-
peting internationally and rea-
ching the Olympic stage. Proud 
of her contribution so far, she 
continues to serve as a pioneer 
and role model, proving that 
dedication and vision can trans-
form not only a career, but an en-
tire sporting landscape.

From Tunisia to Saudi Arabia

Yuri Alvear

Sets the Example for Women in Judo

At the Abu Dhabi Wor-
ld Championships 2024, 

among federation presidents 
and continental leaders from 
across the globe, one presence 
symbolised both continuity 
and renewal: Kate Corkery, 
recently elected president 

of the Oceania Judo Union 
(OJU). Attending her first wor-
ld championships in this new 
capacity, she described the 
experience as a homecoming.

“It feels like I never left,” she 
said. Corkery previously ser-

ved as president of the Aus-
tralian Judo Federation from 
2016 to 2022 and was active 
internationally, including par-
ticipation in the IJF Gender 
Equity Conference in Baku. 

After time away from the Wor-

Hela Ayari & Slavisa Bradic

Hela Ayari

Kate Corkery
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ld Judo Tour due to Covid and 
professional commitments, 
returning to the global judo 
family felt natural.

Only months into her conti-
nental presidency, Corkery 
has been deepening her un-
derstanding of the vast and 
diverse Oceania region. The 
challenges are considerable. 
“Travel is our biggest issue,” 
she explained.

Island nations are separated 
by thousands of kilometres, 
and connectivity and access 
to technology vary widely. 
These realities complicate 
communication, organisation 
and athlete development.

To respond, the OJU launched 
a small grant programme of 
up to US$5,000 per project. 
More than a dozen federa-
tions have already benefited. 
In Tonga, funding helped se-
cure a permanent dojo after 
years of training in borrowed 
agricultural buildings.

In Kiribati, support enabled 
the federation to clear IJF-do-
nated tatami from customs 
and establish a dedicated 
training space. Such practical 
assistance, Corkery empha-
sises, makes an immediate 
and meaningful difference. 
Her vision extends beyond in-
frastructure.

Performance and unity are 
central priorities. The Paris 
Olympic Games marked a mi-
lestone, with ten Oceanian 
athletes qualifying, including 
one seeded in the top eight. 
Corkery hopes even more will 
reach Los Angeles 2028. “We 
must work together and build 
a new generation of athletes, 
coaches and leaders,” she said, 
highlighting the importance 
of regional collaboration.

Corkery’s belief in sport’s 
unifying power dates back to 
the Sydney 2000 Olympic Ga-
mes. Watching athletes from 
diverse cultures compete on 
one stage left a lasting im-
pression. For her, judo’s stren-
gth lies not only in results but 
in its values.

As one of the few female 
continental presidents in in-
ternational sport, she reco-
gnises the symbolic impact of 
her leadership. “You can’t be 
what you can’t see,” she noted, 
stressing the importance of 
visible role models.

She encourages women to 
pursue leadership with confi-
dence, to learn continuously 
and to support one another.

A lawyer and business owner, 
as well as a mother of four, 
Corkery did not begin her 
journey as a judoka; she dis-
covered the sport through her 
children. Appointed president 
of the Australian federation at 
just 30, she brought fresh pers-
pective and strategic focus. 
“We would lose opportunities 
if we only measured people by 
their belt,” she reflected.

Guided by respect, courage 
and integrity, Corkery repre-
sents a modern, inclusive and 
values-driven leadership de-
termined to expand access to 
judo across Oceania.

For Cathy, the decisive factor 
in her journey was the sense 
of family she found in judo, 
along with lasting friendships 
and unwavering support that 
continue today.

Kate Corkery
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As International Women’s Day 
approaches, three names 

resonate strongly within the in-
ternational judo community: Dr 
Lisa Allan, IJF Secretary Gene-
ral since 2023, and her close col-
laborators Marine Stroobants 
and Anastasia Parusova. To-
gether, they represent not only 
leadership within the Internatio-
nal Judo Federation but also a 
shared commitment to inclusion, 
competence and diversity that 
extends far beyond sport.

For Dr Allan, judo has shaped 
her entire life. Raised in a family 
deeply rooted in the sport, she 
was influenced by both her pa-
rents. Her father, a highly ranked 
judoka, instilled discipline and 
commitment in her. Her mother, 
with a very different personality, 
taught her to see the world from 
multiple perspectives. Another 
key influence was Loretta Doyle, 
whose humility and kindness left 
a lasting impression. “For me, she 
embodies what a true champion 
should be,” Lisa explains.

Professionally, IJF President Ma-
rius Vizer played a decisive role 
in her journey. She describes him 
as a mentor who often believes 
in her more than she believes in 
herself. By pushing her beyond 
her comfort zone, he has helped 
her grow into one of the most in-
fluential administrators in inter-
national sport.

Working closely with Lisa are 
Marine Stroobants and Anasta-
sia Parusova. Marine, one of the 
secretary general’s assistants, 

acknowledges her admiration for 
Lisa and for Larisa Kiss, Direc-
tor of the Olympic Games and 
Olympic Movement for Judo. 
“They are role models,” she says. 
She appreciates the way they 
carry their responsibilities and 
the determination they have 
shown to reach their positions. 
For Marine, their example proves 
that leadership is built through 
perseverance and competence.

Anastasia Parusova, who also 
serves as one of the IJF’s safe-
guarding officers, draws inspi-
ration from inside and outside 
sport. She cites Simone Veil, Ho-
locaust survivor, former president 
of the European Parliament and 
tireless advocate for women’s 
rights, as a powerful example of 
courage and commitment. Wit-
hin judo, she finds daily inspira-
tion in the athletes themselves. 
Working behind the scenes at 
major events, she witnesses their 
victories and defeats, their joy 
and disappointment. “We see 
their daily fights,” she explains, 

emphasising how inspiring their 
resilience can be. French cham-
pion Clarisse Agbegnenou, both 
on and off the tatami, is a parti-
cular role model for her.

For Anastasia, fundamental-
ly, inclusion is about respecting 
human rights. Diversity, she be-
lieves, is a strength. “In judo we 
all wear a white judogi,” she says. 
The uniform symbolises equa-
lity: individuals from different 
cultures and backgrounds unite 
under shared values. Differences 
are not erased but embraced 
as part of a collective identity 
grounded in respect, solidarity 
and friendship.

Marine approaches inclusion 
from a complementary perspec-
tive. She does not favour quotas 
for their own sake. “I want the 
right people in the right place 
because they are competent,” 
she states clearly. She wants to 
hold her position because she 
deserves it, not because she is a 
woman. At the same time, she 

We Will Continue to Diversify

Yuri Alvear

Lisa and Marine with the IJF Refugee team in 2019

Lisa, Marine, Anastasia
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supports equal opportunities. 
No-one should be excluded be-
cause of gender, race or origin. 
She notes significant progress 
in judo in recent years, particu-
larly in the representation of fe-
male athletes. Countries that 
once placed little emphasis on 
women’s participation are now 
investing in it, demonstrating a 
broader cultural shift.

Since 2007, when Marius Vizer 
became IJF president, the fede-
ration has undergone substan-
tial transformation. Judo is more 
inclusive and diverse than ever 
before. Women are increasingly 
visible not only as athletes but 
also as referees, coaches and 

administrators. However, pro-
gress remains ongoing. The Wor-
ld Judo Tour may reflect strong 
gender equity objectives but the 
global judo community extends 
far beyond elite competition. 
Inclusion must also reach grass-
roots levels and address broader 
issues, including opportunities 
for people with disabilities.

The three leaders agree that 
meaningful change takes time. 
Transforming an historically 
male-dominated environment 
into a balanced, values-driven 
discipline cannot happen over-
night. It requires advocacy, edu-
cation and patience. Yet they re-
main optimistic. With each new 

generation of female referees, 
coaches and leaders, the culture 
evolves further.

Judo, they emphasise, is more 
than a sport. It is an educatio-
nal tool that teaches respect, 
courage and responsibility. By 
continuing to diversify and open 
doors, the judo community stren-
gthens its own structures while 
also contributing to society.

Their message is clear: inclusion 
is not a trend but a long-term 
commitment. Step by step, 
through competence and shared 
values, judo will continue to di-
versify and in doing so, become 
even stronger.

Inspiration and Inclusion

As International Women’s 
Day approaches, the spot-

light falls on inspiring inclusion 
and investing in women to drive 
progress. Sabrina Filzmoser em-
bodies this spirit. A former world 
number one, four-time Olym-
pian, world medallist and Euro-
pean champion, she also served 
as chair of the IJF Athletes’ Com-
mission. Always seeking new 
challenges, she has even pursued 
a helicopter flying licence.

In 2022, Filzmoser climbed Mount 
Everest, carrying judo’s values to 
the highest point on earth. For 
her, sport is inseparable from 
personal growth and responsi-
bility. She credits her mother as 
her earliest inspiration, whose 
steady support shaped her resi-
lience and ambition.

As a young athlete, she admired 

Austria’s winter sports cham-
pions, but in judo it was Ryoko 
Tani, double Olympic champion 
and seven-time world champion, 
who influenced her most. Tani’s 
speed, discipline and consistency 
showed what dedication could 
achieve.

Beyond sport, Filzmoser found 
role models in science and ex-
ploration. While studying phy-
sics and mechanical enginee-
ring, she looked to Marie Curie, 
whose perseverance and groun-
dbreaking achievements rede-

fined possibilities for women. 
Amelia Earhart’s courage and 
independence also left a strong 
impression, as did mountaineer 
Gerlinde Kaltenbrunner, whose 
resilience and respect for com-
munities reflected values close 
to judo’s philosophy.

For Filzmoser, inspiration and in-
clusion are inseparable. Inclusion 
means creating real opportuni-
ties and ensuring diverse talent 
is welcomed and supported. Ju-
do’s moral code, built on respect, 
courage, sincerity and friendship, 
provides a powerful framework. 
On the tatami, differences fade 
behind shared values. Inspiring 
inclusion, she believes, requires 
daily commitment, enabling wo-
men to lead with confidence and 
purpose.

Sabrina Filzmoser
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In 2023, Azercell Telekom, in 
partnership with the Azerbaijan 

Judo Federation, launched a so-
cial initiative named ‘White Suits 
Girls!’ The campaign aimed to 
encourage girls across Azerbai-
jan to take up sport, strengthen 
their self-confidence and sup-
port their physical and mental 
development.

This new phase of collaboration 
focused on teenage girls par-
ticularly, promoting judo as a 
pathway to wellbeing, discipline 
and empowerment. Beyond 
sport, the project also sought to 
address wider social challenges, 
including the issue of early mar-
riage, by offering young girls op-
portunities for personal growth 
and independence.

Rashad Rasullu, General Secre-
tary of the Azerbaijan Judo Fe-
deration, emphasised that one 
of the federation’s core objec-
tives is to further develop and 
popularise judo nationwide. He 
explained that the organisation 
is equally committed to contri-
buting to broad social progress, 
supporting education and youth 
development particularly. Accor-
ding to Rasullu, the partnership 
with Azercell aligned perfectly 
with these goals and is expec-
ted to increase interest in sport 
while boosting the confidence of 
young girls.

The federation has identified the 
development of women’s judo as 
a priority and intends to continue 
promoting inclusive programmes 
that enable women to engage in 

sport confidently, representing 
Azerbaijan on the international 
stage.

As part of the campaign, the 
first 1,000 girls aged 7 to 14 who 
registered for judo received a ju-
dogi as a gift. Through this ini-
tiative, organisers hoped to see 
a new generation wearing the 
white suit and stepping forward 
as strong, confident role models 
for the future.

White Suits Girls

Yuri Alvear

On the opening day of the 
2023 Dushanbe Grand Prix, 

a 15-year-old Tajik judoka step-
ped onto the tatami for her very 
first IJF event. Still a cadet at the 
time, with no previous internatio-
nal experience at cadet or junior 
level, Madina Qurbonzoda em-
braced the challenge of compe-

ting on the World Judo Tour. For 
her, it was an opportunity too 
important to refuse.

Competing in the -48 kg cate-
gory, Madina finished in seventh 
place, notably defeating the rei-
gning African champion along 
the way. After such an impres-
sive debut, she went on to com-
pete at the Cadet World Cham-
pionships in Zagreb that summer 
and has since won medals at 
continental cups at the cadet 
and junior level and took her first 
grand slam medal in Dushanbe 
in 2025.

Her journey has already been ex-
traordinary. In regional compe-
titions across Central Asia, she 
has won remarkable prizes, inclu-

ding two cars and even a horse. 
Often competing against boys 
due to the limited number of gir-
ls in the sport, she has emerged 
victorious frequently. One of the 
cars she won in Uzbekistan was 
proudly given to her father. 

Judo conditions vary greatly 
around the world. In Central Asia, 
while the sport enjoys popularity, 
it remains largely male-domi-
nated. Cultural expectations still 
influence participation, particu-
larly for girls. Yet change is slowly 
taking place and Madina is part 
of a new generation determined 
to inspire progress.

Invited by the national team to 
compete in Dushanbe in 2023, 
she accepted without hesitation. 

Madina Qurbonzoda

Madina Qurbonzoda

In Azerbaijan



P L A N T I N G R E S P E C T G R OW I N G P E AC E   I N S P I R I N G G E N E R AT I O N S

PAGE 17

AS ROLE MODELS IN JUDO
White Suits Girls

Cathy Arnaud
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Just Changed the World

For decades, it was widely ac-
cepted that when female 

athletes chose to start a family, 
their elite careers would be over. 
Pregnancy was seen as a natu-
ral and final chapter. The physi-
cal demands, the recovery, the 
emotional adjustments, all were 
considered incompatible with 
a return to the highest level of 
sport.

Then came Doha, May 2023. 
Less than a year after giving bir-
th to her daughter Athena, Cla-
risse Agbegnenou stepped onto 
the world stage and claimed her 
sixth world title. Her baby was 
present in the arena. It was more 
than a sporting victory; it was a 
powerful statement and from 
that moment, something shif-
ted.

Doha marked a tur-
ning point; the narra-
tive changed. What 
had long been viewed 
as impossible sudden-
ly became visible, tan-
gible and real. Clarisse 
did not just win a gold 
medal, she dismant-
led a barrier that had 
stood for generations.

After Doha, no fe-
deration, no coach, 
no athlete could au-
tomatically assume 
that motherhood 
meant the end. Doors 
opened. Expectations 
evolved. Young gir-
ls saw a future that 
included both family and spor-
ting ambition. Clarisse proved 
that motherhood and excellence 

are not opposites. From Doha 
onwards, things were different 
and they will never be the same 
again.

Competing at home, under bri-
ght lights and in front of a pas-
sionate crowd, required signifi-
cant courage, especially against 
opponents almost twice her age. 
The pressure to represent her 
country added further weight to 
the experience.

“I know I train hard,” she explains. 
“But there is also a spiritual ele-
ment. I have faith and carry that 
with me onto the tatami.”

One of her most memorable 
contests was against a strong 
Mongolian opponent. Although 
she lost, she viewed the match 
as a valuable opportunity. Her fi-
nal bout, against Serbia’s Stoja-

dinov, was physically demanding. 
Despite her youth, Madina was 
not intimidated by her more ex-
perienced rivals. Those contests 
formed pivotal moments in her 
understanding of the elite end 
of the sport and have fuelled her 
progress ever since.

Her introduction to judo came 
through her older brother. As a 
young girl, she followed him to 
training sessions and became 
the first girl to join her local club. 
Initially hesitant, her mother 
eventually supported her pas-
sion, encouraged by her father’s 
belief in her determination.

Living in Dushanbe and training 

away from her family, she is no 
longer the only girl at her club. 
Her initial solitude never discou-
raged her but strengthened her 
resolve. Training alongside boys, 
she believes, has made her stron-
ger.

Her message is simple: parents 
should encourage their daugh-
ters to practise sport and stay 
healthy. “Women can do any-
thing,” she says confidently and 
she is already proving it.

Clarisse Agbegnenou

Clarisse



P L A N T I N G R E S P E C T G R OW I N G P E AC E   I N S P I R I N G G E N E R AT I O N S

PAGE 18

GIRLS AND WOMEN

In March 2023, Maria Portela 
made one of the most difficult 

decisions of her life. After nearly 
two decades representing Bra-
zil’s national team, three Olympic 
Games, 14 world championships 
and 18 World Judo Tour medals, 
she chose to retire. At 35, still 
ranked among the world’s best 
and in a direct qualification po-
sition for what could have been a 
fourth Olympic Games, in Paris, 
she walked away, not because 
she could not continue but be-
cause she felt complete. Years 
later, that decision stands as one 
of the most courageous acts of 
her career.

At the time, many questioned 
her timing. Why step aside when 
Paris 2024 was within reach? 
Why leave while still competi-
tive? Maria’s answer was deeply 
personal. After years of relent-

less commitment, 
of structuring her 
entire life around 
training, recovery 
and performance, 
she realised so-
mething had shif-
ted. The urgency 
that had always 
driven her was no 
longer the same. 
A minor knee sur-
gery in 2022 had 
forced her to slow 
down and for the 
first time, returning 
to full intensity did 
not feel natural.

There was also her 
family. During the 
Tokyo Olympic Ga-

mes, her mother became unwell. 
Competing while carrying that 
emotional weight changed her 
perspective. Maria had always 
given everything to judo, physi-
cally, mentally, emotionally, but 
she began to question the cost. 
“I owe them some time now,” 
she said in 2023, speaking about 
her family’s unwavering support 
through victories and defeats. 
Looking back, it is clear that her 
retirement was not an end but a 
transition.

Maria had always competed 
with visible courage. Whether 
in marathon golden score bat-
tles or against legends such as 
Lucie Décosse, she fought with 
authenticity. She was not de-
fined solely by medals. In fact, 
she often emphasised that her 
career was about far more than 

podium finishes. Ten losses at 
world championships taught her 
as much as her victories. She 
learned resilience, responsibility 
and leadership, qualities that 
would shape her next chapter.

One of her strongest values 
has always been a responsibi-
lity toward the next generation. 
In 2023 she explained that ste-
pping aside early in the Olym-
pic qualification cycle was also 
about fairness. Younger Brazi-
lian athletes deserved a genuine 
opportunity to build their cam-
paigns. Waiting until the final 
year would have compromised 
their chances. That awareness 
reflected her maturity as both an 
athlete and a leader.

Since retiring, Maria has re-
mained deeply connected to 
judo. True to her word, she re-
turned to the tatami with a 
“white belt mindset,” ready to 
learn again. Coaching became 
a natural pathway. She also pur-
sued further education, exploring 
mentoring and the psychological 
aspects of performance, an area 
she had come to appreciate pro-
foundly during her own career. 
Mental organisation, emotio-
nal regulation and authenticity 
were themes she now wanted to 
transmit.

In recent years, her influence has 
grown in quiet but powerful ways. 
She has worked with young ath-
letes, shared her experience in 
seminars and supported Brazil’s 
new generation as they navigate 

A Courageous Career & What Comes Next

Yuri Alvear

Madina Qurbonzoda

Maria Portela
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Clarisse Agbegnenou

the pressures she once carried. 
Those who once looked up to her 
as a teammate, now look to her 
as a guide.

Maria’s competitive identity was 
intense. She described judo as 
“literally the way.” Growing up wi-
thout her father, facing personal 
challenges, in the Brazilian team 
she found a family, a structure 
and a purpose. Judo gave her 
friendship, travel, cultural disco-
very and education. It gave her 
the tools to fight not 
only on the mat but 
in life.

Her fighting style re-
flected who she was. 
Competing at -70 kg 
despite often being 
smaller than her 
opponents, she re-
fused to conform to 
expectations. Many 
suggested she drop 
to -63 kg but after 
trying it once she 
knew it was not her 
path. Instead, she 
adapted her system, 
adding left-sided 
attacks, developing 
strong ashi-waza 
and counters, buil-
ding a style that fit 
her body rather than 
forcing her body to 
fit a category.

Former rivals even admitted she 
was difficult to face because she 
was different. That authenticity 
has become one of her most 
important legacies. In a sport 
where physical prototypes often 
dominate conversations, Ma-
ria demonstrated that success 

can be built on individuality and 
integrity. She showed younger 
female judoka that they do not 
need to reshape themselves to 
match an ideal. They can refine 
their strengths, protect their 
identity and still compete at the 
highest level.

Maria’s words about courage 
remain powerful. Courage, for 
Maria, was not only attacking an 
opponent. it was attacking self-
doubt, facing transition and ac-

cepting vulnerability. In 2023 she 
admitted feeling “a little scared” 
about starting a new chapter. 
After doing one thing for so long, 
beginning again required humi-
lity. Yet she embraced that un-
certainty.

Today, that bravery has proven 
justified. While the intensity of 

Olympic preparation has been 
replaced by different challenges, 
she continues to apply the same 
principles: sincerity, responsibi-
lity and effort. Her family, once 
spectators to her sacrifices, now 
share more of her daily life. The 
time she promised them has 
been honoured.

Brazilian judo has also evolved. 
A new generation has taken the 
spotlight, athletes who grew up 
watching Maria fight through 

golden scores and difficult 
draws. They saw that per-
sistence mattered. They 
saw that leadership was 
not loud but consistent 
and many still cite her as a 
reference.
Republishing her story now 
is not about nostalgia, it is 
about perspective. Retire-
ment is often portrayed as 
disappearance but in Maria 
Portela’s case, it was trans-
formation. The competi-
tive arena shaped her; the 
time since has expanded 
her influence.

Her career reminds us that 
greatness is not measured 
only by Olympic medals. 
It is measured by courage 
to step away at the right 
time, by generosity towar-
ds teammates, by authen-

ticity of identity and by willin-
gness to begin again.
 
In 2023 she said she had no sad-
ness, only pride. Three years later, 
that pride feels justified. Maria 
Portela’s career was courageous 
and her life after competition 
proves that courage was never 
limited to the tatami.

Maria Portela
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During the Tokyo Grand Slam 
2024, Croatian Judo Fede-

ration President Sanda Corak, 
Editor-in-Chief of the IJF scien-
tific journal and chair of the IJF 
Gender Equality Commission, 
visited the Kodokan, judo’s his-
toric home. There, she met Ak-
yama Hinako, one of the few fe-
male instructors in an institution 
traditionally dominated by men.

Within the IJF Gender Equality 
Commission, Corak works to 
promote equal opportunities in 
all areas of judo, particularly in 
leadership and coaching roles. 

Coaching remains one of the 
most influential but also most 
demanding positions, often re-
quiring extensive travel and long 
hours, factors that can make it 

challenging for women to pur-
sue and sustain such careers.

Akyama Hinako represents an 
inspiring example of perseve-
rance. She began practising 
judo at the age of seven, despite 
having no family background 
in the sport. She continued 
throughout junior high school 
before studying judo at Hiro-
shima University.

After spending three years in 
Jordan, she was invited to beco-
me a Kodokan instructor, a role 
she embraced as her life mission. 
Her goal is simple yet powerful, 
“to make people happy through 
judo.” While much of the modern 
judo scene focuses on compe-
tition, Akyama emphasises the 
deeper values of the discipline. 

She believes judo offers life les-
sons that extend beyond medals 
or rankings, regardless of age, 
level or gender. In doing so, she 
embodies not only the role of 
instructor but that of a true edu-
cator.

Kodokan Judo Instructor

The global movement towar-
ds gender equality has made 

clear progress, yet true fairness 
remains an ongoing mission. In 
sport, visible and invisible bar-

riers still limit opportunity. Few 
understand this better than 
Ryoko Tani, double Olympic 
champion, five-time Olym-
pic medallist and seven-time 
world champion, whose career 
reshaped expectations for wo-
men in elite judo.

Tani was among the first top 
judoka to start a family while 
continuing to compete at the 
highest level. She went on to win 
an Olympic medal and a world 
title after becoming a mother, 
challenging long-held assump-
tions about motherhood and 
performance sport. For her, this 
represented an important evo-
lution in mindset.

“Today there is a real possibility 
for athletes to have children and 
remain in high-level sport,” she 
explains. Her vision is simple: 
sport should be ‘gender-free.’ 
Whether married or single, with 
children or without, every ath-
lete deserves equal opportunity 
and support. Achieving this, 
she believes, requires mutual 
understanding and shared res-
ponsibility.

Tani also points to wider global 
inequalities. In many countries, 
social and economic barriers still 
prevent access to sport. Rooted 
in Jigoro Kano’s philosophy, judo 
was created to contribute to so-
ciety. Through voices like Tani’s, 
that mission continues, promoting 
equality and opportunity for all.

The Importance of Judo for Women and for All

Akyama Hinako

Ryoko Tani
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AS ROLE MODELS IN JUDO

Clarisse Agbegnenou

On 31 December 2022, my 
first judo career, in the field 

of judo competition, finished.

With those words, Tina Trsten-
jak closed an extraordinary 
competitive chapter. Her career, 
built alongside her coach, fede-
ration and parents, brought her 
two Olympic medals, four wor-
ld championship medals and 
seven European medals. At her 
peak, she simultaneously held 
Olympic, world and continental 
titles — a rare and remarkable 
achievement.

But in judo, a career is never 
defined solely by medals. The 
journey extends far beyond the 
spotlight of major arenas. For 
Trstenjak, retirement from elite 
competition did not signal an 
end, but a transition.

“My second judo career just 
started,” she explained. “With 
the same discipline and moti-
vation, I’m beginning to unders-
tand why and how a judoka can 
become a champion.”

Through an initiative supported 
by IJF President Marius Vizer, 
Trstenjak embraced educatio-
nal opportunities with the IJF 
Academy. There, she deepened 
her understanding of the 100 
Kodokan-classified techniques 
and explored the technical foun-
dations that underpin high-level 
performance.

At the same time, she embar-
ked on a refereeing pathway, 
earning both the IJF continental 
and IJF international refereeing 

licences, stepping onto the ta-
tami in a new role, with fresh 
responsibility.

Central to her studies was kata.

At the IJF Academy, students 
must demonstrate Nage-no-
Kata and Katame-no-Kata, 
collectively known as Rando-
ri-no-Kata, which represent the 
essential principles of throwing 
and groundwork. For Trstenjak, 
this marked the beginning of an 
intensive three-year educatio-
nal journey.

She progressed to Ju-no-Ka-
ta, expressing flexibility and 
the efficient use of energy, and 
then to the self-defence forms 
Kime-no-Kata and Kodokan 
Goshin-Jutsu, both emphasi-
sing decisiveness, awareness 
and the practical application of 
judo principles. Finally, she com-
pleted Itsutsu-no-Kata, sym-
bolising natural forces and mo-
vement, and Koshiki-no-Kata, 
which preserves classical tech-
niques rooted in judo’s samurai 
heritage.

By the end of 2025, after exami-
nations in Slovenia and at Ko-
dokan seminars in Europe, she 
held certification in all seven 
Kodokan kata.

“On 31 December 2025, I reflec-
ted on my three years of study. 
It was a great feeling,” she said. 
“From winning Olympic and wor-
ld gold to earning my refereeing 
licence, I’ve always been proud 
of my work. Completing these 
kata examinations brought 

Her Lifelong Exploration of Judo Continues

another new and special sense 
of achievement.”

That same day, she shared the 
moment with her parents, pre-
senting her seventh certificate 
as a symbol of gratitude for their 
unwavering support throughout 
both of her judo careers.

It is possible that Tina Trstenjak 
is the first Olympic, world and 
continental champion to hold 
certification in all seven Ko-
dokan kata alongside such com-
petitive success. Whether or not 
history confirms that distinc-
tion, her journey embodies the 
true spirit of judo: continuous 
learning, humility and growth.

For Trstenjak, judo has never 
been simply about winning. It is 
a lifelong path of education and 
self-improvement and her ex-
ploration is far from over.

Tina Trstenjak

Tina Trstenjak
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In 2025, the IJF Strong Girls 
Judo initiative marked a si-

gnificant step forward in the 
development of women’s judo 
in Saudi Arabia. The launch 
weekend was both dynamic 
and meaningful, reflecting a 
clear ambition: to strengthen 
female participation in a 
country where judo is experien-
cing rapid growth.

Across the Kingdom, the ex-
pansion of judo has been re-
markable. Within this broa-
der development strategy, 
increasing opportunities for 
girls and women remains a 
key priority of the national 
federation. 

The introduction of Strong 
Girls Judo formed part of 
this vision, offering a safe, 
structured and encoura-
ging environment in which 
young women could disco-
ver the sport, its values and 
its practical benefits.

The seminar was led by 
Larisa Kiss, IJF Director for 
the Olympic Games and 
Olympic Movement for 
Judo. She was joined by 
Gabriela Mueller Mendoza, 
leadership and communi-
cation trainer, professional 
certified coach and founder of 
Women Lead Sports.

Technical guidance was provi-
ded by Hedvig Karakas (HUN), 
three-time Olympian, world me-
dallist and European champion, 
alongside Denisa Deliu, several 
times Romanian national cham-

pion in judo and kickboxing and 
assistant to the IJF president.
Held on 1st and 2nd June 2025 
at Princess Nourah bint Ab-
dulrahman University in Riyadh, 
the event brought together 32 
young women, none of whom 
had practised judo previously. 
The objective was clear: to in-
troduce the fundamentals of 
the discipline in a safe and sup-

portive setting. Participants 
were taught breakfalls (ukemi), 
basic throwing techniques and 
essential defensive skills, ensu-
ring that confidence and safety 
were prioritised at every stage.
Each day was divided into two 
complementary parts. Morning 
sessions focused on empower-

ment masterclasses, addressing 
themes such as self-awareness, 
leadership fundamentals, team 
dynamics, communication 
styles and key tools for building 
confidence. These discussions 
encouraged participants to re-
flect on their potential not only 
within sport but in wider aspects 
of life.

In the afternoon, atten-
tion shifted to the tatami. 
Through carefully struc-
tured sessions, the parti-
cipants explored practical 
self-defence applications 
and developed physical 
awareness.

The approach was delibera-
tely inclusive and non-com-
petitive, emphasising re-
silience, composure and 
self-belief. For many, it was 
a transformative first en-
counter with martial arts.

During her opening remarks 
in June 2025, Larisa Kiss un-
derlined the broader signifi-
cance of the initiative. She 
reflected on the evolution 
of sport from traditionally 
male-dominated environ-
ments towards more inclu-
sive structures grounded in 
merit and fairness.

She reiterated the IJF’s ongoing 
commitment to expanding op-
portunities for women both on 
and off the tatami, describing 
Strong Girls Judo as a pro-
gramme centred on empower-
ment, self-confidence and the 
understanding that strength 
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manifests in many forms.

Gratitude was also extended 
to the Saudi Judo Federation 
and its president, Dr Abdulaziz 
Al-Bassam, for their vision and 
support. The collaboration with 
Princess Nourah bint Abdulrah-
man University was particu-
larly significant, representing 
progress and leadership within 
the Kingdom’s educational and 
sporting landscape.

The technical sessions, guided 
by Hedvig Karakas and Denisa 
Deliu, were delivered with deep 
respect for local culture and tra-
ditions. Beyond techniques, the 
emphasis was placed on pos-
ture, awareness and inner stren-
gth. The aim was not to teach 
judo skills in isolation, but to 
provide tools that participants 

could apply confidently in eve-
ryday life.

Saudi Arabia continues to wit-
ness dynamic social and spor-
ting development, driven largely 
by the energy and ambition 
of its young generation. Initia-
tives such as Strong Girls Judo 
align with this transformation, 
demonstrating how sport can 
contribute positively to personal 
growth and social progress.

As this article is republished, 
the essence of that June 2025 
launch remains unchanged. 
Strong Girls Judo is about far 
more than physical training. It 
is about equipping girls with re-
silience, discipline and belief in 
their own capabilities. By lear-
ning how to fall safely and rise 
again, participants internalise 

lessons that extend well beyond 
the tatami.

The impact of that inaugural 
seminar endures; empowerment 
begins with opportunity and 
through judo’s moral code of 
respect, courage and integrity, a 
more inclusive future continues 
to take shape.

PAGE 23



PATH TO GENDER EQUALITY

P L A N T I N G R E S P E C T G R OW I N G P E AC E   I N S P I R I N G G E N E R AT I O N S

Launched in 2021, the Judo 
for Women Empowerment 

initiative was created by Judo 
for Peace South Africa (JFPSA) 
in response to the low partici-
pation and retention of women 
in judo. The programme was 
designed with a clear objective: 
to attract more women and gir-
ls to the sport while creating an 
environment that encourages 
them to remain and grow wit-
hin it.

The first women’s event or-
ganised under the initiative 
took place in Brixton, West 
Johannesburg, bringing to-
gether women and girls from 
different dojos. The day com-
bined judo practice, motiva-
tional talks and opportuni-
ties for social connection. For 
many participants, the expe-
rience proved not only educa-
tional but also deeply restora-
tive, offering a supportive space 
in which to address everyday so-
cial challenges.

To strengthen its impact and 
structure, JFPSA formalised a 
partnership with Women Win, 
a Netherlands-based non-profit 
organisation funded by Nike, a 
long-standing partner of JFPSA. 
This collaboration enabled the 
implementation of a detailed 
action plan and reinforced the 
programme’s sustainability.

Since its inception, the initia-
tive has organised twelve wo-
men-only events across South 
Africa: five in Berea, three in 
Brixton and one each in Alexan-
dra, Soweto, Orange Farm and 

Parys. The results have been 
tangible. Two female judoka 
have progressed to brown belts, 
while 31 women have developed 
as competitors, with four also 
stepping into coaching roles. 
At the 2023 Judo for Peace 
Grand Gala Awards, Warda, now 
a brown belt, competitor and 
coach, received recognition as 
the most consistent woman in 
training, inspiring other girls to 
remain committed to their jour-
ney.

Initially, the events focused 
strongly on self-defence, re-
flecting the urgent context of 
gender-based violence in the 
country. As the programme 
evolved, its scope expanded. 
JFPSA introduced judo as both 
a sport and a tool for personal 
development, while body confi-
dence seminars developed by 
Nike were incorporated into the 
curriculum. Professionals from 
safety and security sectors, in-
cluding representatives from 
the Alexandra Police Station 
and the Kwanele App, were in-
vited to share practical advice 
on staying safe within local 
communities.

UNHCR, another long-standing 

supporter of JFPSA, has also 
contributed actively, by hosting 
round-table discussions par-
ticularly centred on women’s 
empowerment, including during 
World Refugee Day activities.

Beyond training and competi-
tion, the girls involved in the pro-
gramme are active contributors 
to their communities. They par-
ticipated in the Berea Cleaning 
Campaign, helping to restore a 
park behind the main dojo and 

learning about environmen-
tal responsibility. They also 
joined the ‘Big Pack’ initiative 
at Linden Police Station, fil-
ling food jars with soup mixes 
to support families in need.

Demonstrations at schools, 
family markets and public 
events have further extended 
the programme’s visibility and 

reach. Partnerships with orga-
nisations such as Kwanele App 
NGO, Phola NGO and Gun Free 
South Africa reflect a growing 
network committed to social 
development.

The impact of the initiative 
continues to expand. By challen-
ging stereotypes such as “judo is 
a man’s sport” and integrating 
safeguarding, mentoring and 
anti-bullying frameworks, JFPSA 
is helping to create conditions 
for a more equitable society. 
The Judo for Women Empower-
ment programme stands as a 
powerful example of how sport 
can build confidence, leadership 
and lasting social change.
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In April 2025, judo clubs around 
the world united for an inspiring 

online initiative: the Judo Ski-
pathon. Held from 21st March 
to 21st April 2025, the event was 
led by Judo Club Golovec in 
Slovenia, as part of the global 
#G100JumpForChange cam-
paign, organised by the G100 
Sports Empowerment & Cham-
pionship Alliance.

Hosted across social media 
platforms, the Judo Skipathon 
invited clubs to challenge one 
another in a symbolic and en-
ergetic display of solidarity. The 
aim was clear: to promote em-
powerment, resilience and gen-
der equality through the shared 
values of judo. More than 200 
participants, representing 20 
organisations, joined the move-
ment, demonstrating how sport 

can serve as a powerful vehicle 
for social change.

The initiative brought together 
clubs from 12 countries, inclu-
ding Slovenia, Romania, Bosnia 

and Herzegovina, Italy, Germany, 
Spain, Pakistan, Croatia, Türkiye, 
Serbia and Brazil. Alongside judo 
clubs, a taekwondo club, a youth 

centre and a fitness centre also 
participated, highlighting the in-
clusive and collaborative spirit of 
the campaign.

The Skipathon received strong 
support from prominent 
members of the judo commu-
nity, including Ms Neli Lorenzo, 
president of the Madrid Judo 
Federation, Olympic champion 
Tina Trstenjak and European ID 
judo champion Azra Dedić.

Nuša Lampe, CEO of Judo Club 
Golovec and a member of the 
IJF Education & Coaching Com-
mission, emphasised that initia-
tives such as the Judo Skipathon 
strengthen global connections 
and reaffirm judo’s core values of 
respect, discipline and empower-
ment, contributing to a more in-
clusive sporting community.

For Women’s EmpowermentJudo Skipathon

In March 2025, the Sierra Leone 
Judo Association (SLJA) mar-

ked a significant milestone with 
the launch of its Gender Equa-
lity Initiative and the country’s 
first female judo seminar and 
training camp. Held from 15th 
to 17th March at the SLJA Trai-
ning Academy in Bo City, the 
landmark event was supported 
by the International Judo Fede-
ration (IJF) and aimed to stren-
gthen the role of women in judo 
nationwide.

Aligned with the IJF’s commit-
ment to gender equality and 
the principles of the Olympic 
Charter, the initiative reflects a 
broader effort to ensure inclu-

sive opportunities within sport. 
A key highlight of the ope-
ning ceremony was the esta-
blishment of the SLJA Gender 
Equality Commission, created 
to advance female participa-
tion and leadership in judo. The 
event welcomed leading figures 
from the sporting community, 
including SLJA President Idris-
sa Massaquoi and Mrs Permala 
Williams, Women in Sport Com-
missioner from the National 
Olympic Committee. Represen-
tatives from various sporting or-
ganisations attended, demons-
trating a collective commitment 
to empowering women in Sierra 
Leonean sport. The three-day 
training camp, delivered by ex-

perienced coaches and interna-
tional judo experts, combined 
technical skill development, 
tactical sessions and leadership 
workshops tailored specifically 
for female judoka. Participants 
were encouraged to exchange 
experiences and discuss the 
challenges they face, foste-
ring solidarity and confidence. 
Beyond the tatami, discussions 
addressed the importance of 
increasing women’s represen-
tation in sport governance. 
Through this initiative, the 
SLJA aims to create sustainable 
pathways for female athletes, 
strengthening opportunities at 
both national and international 
levels.

Gender Equality InitiativeSierra Leone Launches 
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In May 2024, Margaux Pinot 
completed one of the most 

powerful chapters of her career. 
On 19th May, she stepped back 
onto the world stage and, with 
determination, precision and 
heart, claimed the world title, 
exactly ten years after her first 
senior world championship ap-
pearance.

Her journey to gold was far from 
straightforward. In 2021, already 
a European champion, Paris 
Grand Slam medallist and world 
bronze medallist, Pinot repre-
sented France at the Olympic 
Games. An early defeat was a 
heavy blow, but the challenges 
in her personal life proved even 
more difficult. For more than six 
months, she disappeared from 
the judo scene, focusing on re-
building herself.

“I needed time to heal,” she ex-
plained. “I only came back to 
the tatami in Paris in 2022. I had 
to change clubs and reorganise 
my life. I felt lonely at times and 
lost people I thought were close 
friends. It wasn’t easy but I had 
to keep my head up.”

Over the past three years, Pinot 
has worked tirelessly, not only 
on her judo but on managing 
her emotions and regaining sta-
bility. “This is a very good mo-
ment to celebrate my personal 
and professional victories. I’m 
really proud of me.”

She credits her club PSG, her 
sponsor and her family for their 
unwavering support, as well as 
her partner, Alpha Djalo. “May-
be this medal shouldn’t be a 
surprise, I’ve worked hard since I 
was seven years old.”

So, with peace of mind regar-
ding Olympic selection and 
clarity about her path forward, 
Pinot shared a message for 
other women facing hardship, 
“Be strong enough to remove 
negative influences from your 
life. Don’t hesitate. That’s how 
you find the real you.”

Margaux Pinot stands today not 
only as world champion, but as 
a symbol of resilience and re-
newal.
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I’m at PeaceMargaux Pinot 

As the Olympic Movement 
continues to prioritise gen-

der equality in sport, increasing 
the number of women in elite 
coaching remains a major ob-
jective. The WISH programme 
(Women in Sport High-Perfor-
mance Pathway), supported by 
Olympic Solidarity and co-ordi-
nated by the University of Hert-
fordshire in the UK, was created 
to empower and support wo-
men coaches with the ambition 
of reaching the highest levels.

Among its participants was 
Olympic and double world me-
dallist Automne Pavia (FRA), who 
completed the programme in 

July 2024. Reflecting on the ex-
perience in 2025, she described it 
as a significant step in her coa-
ching journey. “The programme 
helped me think differently about 
my work, especially about rela-
tionships with athletes,” she ex-
plains. “It’s not only about what 
happens in the coaching chair 
during competition, but about 
the daily environment we create.”
Nominated by the French federa-
tion, Pavia embraced the oppor-
tunity. Now a national coach for 
cadet girls in France and working 
with young seniors at INSEP, she 
has transitioned fully from elite 
athlete to committed coach. “I 
love sharing what I have expe-

rienced. With cadets, everything 
is about learning. They absorb 
so much.” She admits that coa-
ching has brought unexpected 
emotions. “When I walk to the 
mat with them, I feel stress again, 
almost like competing. I have to 
control myself, especially during 
the ‘mate’ moments.” For Pavia, 
coaching mirrors athletic deve-
lopment with constant evolution 
and learning. “I’m still at the be-
ginning. I want to keep improving 
so I can truly benefit the athletes 
I work with.” From competing at 
world championships to guiding 
athletes at them, Automne Pavia 
continues to grow, now shaping 
the next generation.

Making a WISHAutomne Pavia
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In March 2024, inspired by the 
International Judo Federa-

tion’s celebration of Interna-
tional Women’s Day during the 
Upper Austria Grand Prix in Linz, 
Judo Club Liberty Oradea in 
Romania brought the initiative 
from the international stage to 
the local dojo.

At club level, coaches Loredana 
and Bianca, joined from afar by 
coach Alina, prepared a special 
surprise for their judo commu-
nity. Parents and children were 
also involved, creating a shared 
celebration that reflected the 
family spirit of the club.

As the young judoka and their 
mothers entered the dojo, they 
were welcomed into a warm and 

festive atmosphere. A photo 
session was organised to cap-
ture the moment and create las-
ting memories. IJF posters were 
first presented by the children, 
girls and boys alike, before the 
celebration continued with the 
mothers gathered on the tata-
mi.

The initiative was closely lin-
ked to a Romanian tradition. 
The beginning of March marks 

‘Mărțișor,’ symbolising the ar-
rival of spring and renewal. A 
week later, International Wo-
men’s Day offers the opportu-
nity to honour the women who 
shape everyday life, at home, at 
school and in the dojo.

Notably, Judo Club Liberty Ora-
dea is led entirely by women. 
The three coaches, all mothers, 
emphasise care, trust and edu-
cation as central pillars of their 
work. This supportive environ-
ment is reflected in the strong 
participation of girls across all 
age groups.

Through events like this, the 
club continues to promote ju-
do’s values of respect, unity and 
shared celebration.

From Linz to Oradea

In August 2023, following the 
successful organisation of 

the Lima Pan-American Tour 
2023, Judo Peru reinforced its 
commitment to inclusion by 
hosting the first Gender Equity 
Commission Seminar of the 
Pan-American Judo Confede-
ration (CPJ), entitled ‘Let’s Talk 
About Gender Equality.’

Held at the Novotel Hotel in San 
Isidro, Lima, the seminar gathe-
red key figures from across the 
continent. Among them was 
Daima Beltrán (CUB), Chair of 
the CPJ Gender Equity Commis-
sion. CPJ President Carlos Ze-
garra Presser opened the event 
with a message of unity and 

recognition, highlighting the 
importance of creating real op-
portunities for women based on 
professional merit and capacity.
One of the most impactful in-
terventions came from María 
Martínez, president of the Peru-
vian Judo Sports Federation. 
Speaking openly about her jour-
ney, she addressed the challen-
ges women continue to face wit-
hin Peruvian society and sports 
leadership platforms. Her testi-
mony resonated strongly with 
attendees, underlining the need 
for perseverance and structural 
change.

Contributions from Karen Ar-
tavia (Costa Rica), Johanna 

Orozco (Colombia) and Kim-
berlie Rivera Tello (Peru), among 
others, enriched the discussion 
with diverse perspectives and 
practical experiences.

Participants agreed that while 
progress is visible, women are 
still too often offered roles wi-
thout real decision-making 
power. The seminar represented 
an important step towards ge-
nuine equity. Both the CPJ and 
Judo Peru reaffirmed their de-
termination to drive lasting 
change and strengthen female 
leadership across the region.

With Gender Equality Initiatives
Peru Continues to Make Strides 
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In March 2023, the IJF Gender 
Equality Commission orga-

nised its second online round 
table dedicated to advancing 
gender equality in judo. Fol-
lowing the success of the first 
meeting held on International 
Women’s Day, this new session 
provided a platform for open 
dialogue and the sharing of 
concrete initiatives among na-
tional federations and conti-
nental representatives.

Dr Sanda Corak, Chair of the IJF 
Gender Equality Commission, 
opened the session by reaffir-
ming that gender equality is, not 
only a strategic objective but a 
fundamental right. “Women and 
girls represent half of the world’s 
population and therefore half of 

its potential,” she reminded par-
ticipants, underlining that em-
powerment must be supported 
by structured action.

IJF Vice-President and 
Pan-American Judo Confe-
deration (PJC) President Car-
los Zegarra Presser expressed 
strong continental backing. He 
praised the creation of a space 
where women and men can en-
gage together in meaningful 
discussion and reaffirmed that 
the Pan-American region is fully 
committed to promoting female 
participation and leadership in 
judo.

Larisa Kiss, now the IJF Direc-
tor for the Olympic Games and 
Olympic Movement for Judo, 

highlighted the progress already 
achieved while acknowledging 
that challenges remain. She 
identified two main barriers limi-
ting female participation: social 
constraints in certain societies 
and the persistence of male-do-
minated environments in sport. 
Nevertheless, she emphasised 
that judo has made significant 
strides in a relatively short time, 
particularly in ensuring equal 
conditions for men and women 
at the highest competitive level.
Kiss encouraged federations 
not to be modest about these 
achievements. “Judo is made for 
women,” she insisted, pointing 
to encouraging developments in 
countries where women’s parti-
cipation has expanded rapidly. 
She also stressed that the next 
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frontier lies in leadership roles. 
Real transformation, she ar-
gued, happens when women are 
present in decision-making po-
sitions.

The IJF’s strategic recommen-
dations were recalled during 
the meeting, including the pro-
posal that governing bodies of 
national federations 
and continental 
unions should aim 
for at least 25% re-
presentation of the 
under-represented 
gender. Establishing 
a Gender Equality 
Commission wit-
hin each federation 
was described as 
only the first step. 
Research, planning, 
implementation and 
monitoring must follow in order 
to create sustainable change.

Concrete examples from natio-
nal federations illustrated how 
strategy can translate into ac-
tion. Veronika Jakl of the Aus-
trian Judo Federation presented 
the findings of Austria’s first di-
versity report, published in 2020. 
At that time, 28% of Austrian 
judoka were women, along with 
27% of referees and 25% of exe-
cutive board members. By 2023, 
female representation on the 
executive board had increased 
to 36%, demonstrating mea-
surable progress.

Austria also introduced gen-
der-sensitive language in offi-
cial documents and achieved 
parity within its recurring com-

mittees. Through a transparent 
recruitment process, Yvonne 
Snir-Bönisch was appointed 
head coach for both men and 
women, reinforcing the principle 
that competence and inclusion 
go hand in hand. A nationwide 
survey conducted among clubs 
revealed that female judoka felt 
highly respected, with an ave-

rage rating of 4.4 out of 5.

Additional measures include a 
dedicated budget for gender 
equity initiatives, the appoint-
ment of designated ‘persons of 
trust’ to address safeguarding 
and respect concerns, and the 
integration of gender equality 
and the prevention of sexual 
violence into coach education 
programmes. The federation 
has also strengthened its licen-
sing system to ensure accoun-
tability and uphold safeguar-
ding standards.

Martin Poiger, president of the 
Austrian Judo Federation, rein-
forced the importance of shared 
responsibility. He explained that 
when forming his leadership 
team, diversity was a clear ob-

jective. “It is not only about 
being a woman, but about 
competence,” he stated, while 
acknowledging that confidence 
gaps and structural habits can 
prevent women from seeking 
leadership roles. He admitted 
that while he once opposed quo-
ta systems, he now recognises 
that they may be necessary 

tools to accelerate 
systemic change. 
“We need to change 
our mindset,” he 
said, emphasising 
that men must also 
support inclusion 
actively.

Throughout the dis-
cussion, it became 
clear that gender 
equality in judo is 
not merely symbo-

lic. It requires policy, education, 
transparency and cultural evo-
lution. Participants, including 
representatives from various 
national federations, and ath-
letes, recognised that judo has 
positioned itself as a leader in 
promoting equity within sport.

The round table concluded with 
a strong sense of collective de-
termination. The progress achie-
ved so far demonstrates that 
change is possible when there is 
commitment and co-operation. 
Yet the journey continues. As 
the discussions showed, where 
there is a will, there is indeed a 
new way and judo is determined 
to lead by example.
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In March 2023, Prisca Awiti Al-
caraz (MEX) found herself at a 

pivotal moment in her career. 
Living in the United Kingdom, 
with a Kenyan father and a 
Mexican mother, she embodies 
a truly global identity. Rooted 
across three continents, she 
carries with her a blend of 
cultures that shape both her 
life and her sporting journey.

Judo was not her first passion. 
Until the age of 12, Prisca com-
peted in gymnastics at national 
level and also trained in swim-
ming. “I realised I was too tall 
for gymnastics at the highest 
level,” she explains. Judo began 
modestly, with just one weekly 
session at her local club, but it 
gradually became her calling.

In Mexico, opportunities for wo-
men in high-performance sport 
have not always been readily 
accessible. However, over the 
past 15 years, female athletes, 
particularly in judo, have pro-
duced outstanding results. Pris-
ca highlights Vanessa Zambot-
ti’s career as a turning point for 
Mexican women’s judo. A four-
time Olympian in the +78kg 
category, Zambotti’s interna-
tional success demonstrated 
that Mexican women could 
compete and succeed at the 
highest level. “She ignited the 
flash point for women in judo to 
be recognised,” Prisca says.

Today, support for women’s 
sport in Mexico is stronger than 
ever. Through CONADE, the 
national commission for physi-
cal culture and sport, funding 
is allocated based on perfor-
mance and federation nomina-
tions. Prisca benefits from this 
system, supported not only by 
her own results but also by the 
collective success of her team.
In Tashkent, she secured her 
first grand slam medal after 12 
previous attempts on the Wor-
ld Judo Tour. At 27, the break-
through came at a crucial time, 
with qualification points for Pa-
ris 2024 carrying immense im-
portance. “We plan each quar-
ter carefully,” she explains. “My 
result improves our position as 
a team. It’s a real family effort, 
we all need each other to do 
well.”

That collective spirit aligns per-
fectly with judo’s philosophy of 
jita-kyoei, mutual welfare and 
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benefit. Prisca speaks warmly 
of the unity within the Mexican 
squad. “I’ve never experienced 
discrimination in judo. The 
team is united and I feel fully 
supported.”

She acknowledges that this has 
not always been the reality eve-
rywhere. In Mexico, traditional 
gender roles have long shaped 
society but change is visible. 
“We are in a mid-phase,” she re-
flects.

“Step by step, things are be-
coming more equal.” Combat 
sports, she believes, are parti-
cularly empowering spaces for 
women, challenging outdated 
stereotypes.

Prisca had the option to repre-
sent Kenya, reflecting her dual 
heritage, but Mexico felt like 
home. She joined the natio-
nal team in 2017 and has em-
braced the journey ever since. 
“I grew up immersed in Mexi-
can culture through my mum. It 
made sense.”

Her success in Tashkent was the 
product of resilience and men-
tal strength. After withdrawing 
from a previous planned event 
due to illness, she arrived in Uz-
bekistan in the Spring of 2023 
determined to deliver her best. 
“My draw wasn’t easy but I be-
lieved I could beat them. I kept 
my focus and stuck to my tac-
tics.”

The semi-final was especially 
emotional. Having finished fif-

th twice on the World Judo Tour 
previously, she knew she had to 
break that barrier. “When I won, 
it was almost disbelief, like, ‘Oh 
my, I’ve done it.’”

The atmosphere within the 
team made the moment 
even more meaningful. Amid 
concerns about funding linked 
to performance, her medal was 
celebrated as a shared achie-
vement. “We win and lose to-
gether,” she says.

Reaching the final felt overwhel-
ming. Used to working behind 
the camera with Fighting 
Films and observing others in 
those moments, she suddenly 
found herself centre stage. Yet 
through it all, humility remains 
at the core of her perspective.

“My story isn’t about being a 
woman in sport,” she concludes. 
“It’s about being a judoka. And I 
look forward to it being like this 
for all women.”

For Prisca Awiti Alcaraz, that 
sense of belonging, of being 
able to focus purely on perfor-
mance without fighting for ac-
ceptance, is, as she describes it, 
“a wonderful place to be in.”

Since the original article was 
published, Prisca Awiti-Alcaraz 
made history for Mexico on a 
whole new level, winning a silver 
medal at the Paris Olympic Ga-
mes in 2024.
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In March 2025, the Irish Judo 
Association marked Inter-

national Women’s Day with a 
series of initiatives designed 
to encourage greater female 
participation and celebrate 
the progress of women in judo 
across the country.

Throughout Ireland, clubs em-
braced the occasion by creating 
welcoming spaces for women 
and girls to engage with the 
sport. Trinity Judo Club, in colla-
boration with Trinity’s Women’s 
Health Society, organised a de-
dicated women’s taster session, 
offering newcomers the oppor-
tunity to step onto the tatami 
for the first time, in a supportive 
environment. The initiative re-
flected a broader commitment 
to accessibility and inclusion. To 
further strengthen development 
pathways, a women’s open mat 
training session was also held, 
providing both beginners and 
experienced judoka with addi-
tional time to refine techniques 
and practise randori together. 
On the competitive front, the 
Intervarsity Judo Competition 
at University College Cork de-
livered another highlight. The 
Trinity women’s team secured 
gold in the team event, underli-
ning the growing strength and 
confidence of female judoka at 
university level. These initiatives 
demonstrate Ireland’s proactive 
approach to inclusion, develop-
ment and excellence. By com-
bining grassroots engagement 
with competitive achievement, 
the Irish Judo Association conti-
nues to reinforce its commitment 
to empowering women in judo.

IWD In Ireland
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In March 2024, while the Upper 
Austria Grand Prix was taking 

place in Linz, another meaning-
ful gathering of the judo family 
unfolded in Tokyo. At the French 
Embassy, French and Japanese 
representatives, bound for Pa-
ris 2024, came together to ce-
lebrate International Women’s 
Day in a ceremony highlighting 
friendship, equality and shared 
ambition.

Among the distinguished guests 
were Japanese judo legend Ryo-
ko Tani and members of the 
French and Japanese women’s 
teams, alongside the French 
ambassador to Japan. The 
evening focused on the strong 
bond between the two nations, 
the journey from Tokyo 2020 to 
Paris 2024 and the role of judo 
as a powerful tool for women’s 
empowerment. Discussions 
also touched on equality at the 
Olympic Games and the healthy 

rivalry between France and Ja-
pan, particularly in the mixed 
team event.

Ms Atsuko Nakamura, vice-
chair of the Japanese national 
team, underlined the unique 
relationship between the two 
countries, describing it as a pri-
vilege to celebrate women’s judo 
together in such a symbolic set-
ting. For athletes such as Miku 
Takaichi (-63kg), the evening 
was also personal. Speaking 
about her long-standing rivalry 
and friendship with Clarisse 
Agbegnenou, she emphasised 
the mutual respect that exists 
beyond competition. Agbe-
gnenou echoed this sentiment, 
noting that the spotlight was 
placed entirely on the women’s 
teams and on their perspectives 
regarding gender equality. She 
highlighted the opportunity to 
interact with students and to 
reflect on motivation, ambi-

tion and progress. Christophe 
Massina, then head coach of 
the French women’s team, ex-
pressed pride in leading a group 
that demonstrates the poten-
tial of women to excel at the 
highest level in sport and in life. 
He stressed that while rivalry 
exists on the tatami, friendship 
and shared values prevail off it.
As preparations intensified for 
the world championships and 
the Paris Olympic Games, the 
ceremony offered a moment 
of unity. It illustrated how judo 
transcends competition, fos-
tering respect, solidarity and a 
common commitment to ad-
vancing women’s sport.
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Celebrate IWDJapan and France  

In March 2025, the Mantapala 
Judo for Peace programme in 

Zambia joined the global ce-
lebration of International Wo-
men’s Day with a meaningful 
event dedicated to women’s 
strength and resilience, and 
equality.

International Women’s Day 
highlights the ongoing fight for 
gender equality and women’s 
rights worldwide. Within the judo 
family, the occasion was marked 
by initiatives that promoted in-
clusion, empowerment and op-

portunity. In Mantapala Refugee 
Camp, located in the Nchelenge 
district of Luapula Province, the 
celebration reflected these shared 
values. Judo for Peace has been 
active in Zambia for several years, 
already established in the Mehe-
ba and Mayukwayukwa refugee 
camps. Since the launch of activi-
ties in Mantapala in August 2024, 
the programme has continued to 
grow, offering young refugees and 
members of the local community 
structured sporting opportunities. 
The Women’s Day event included 
friendly team matches, a symbo-

lic tree-planting ceremony and 
judo demonstrations performed 
by junior judoka. The tree plan-
ting represented growth, unity 
and hope for the future, while the 
demonstrations showcased disci-
pline, respect and perseverance. 
Through sport, the Judo for 
Peace initiative empowers girls 
and young women, strengthening 
confidence and fostering com-
munity spirit. The celebration in 
Mantapala stood as a powerful 
reminder that judo can be a mea-
ningful tool for equality and posi-
tive social change.

Celebrates IWDMantapala Judo for Peace 
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AS LIFE INSPIRATION

In July 2025, during the Kata for All & Judo for 
Security seminar held in Santo Domingo, one 

testimony moved participants deeply, that of 
Tania Cuevas, a veteran judoka from Barahona 
whose journey illustrates resilience, empower-
ment and the healing power of judo.

At 47, Tania has built a distinguished career in 
education, human resources and healthcare. 
Yet beyond her professional achievements lies a 
personal story marked by hardship and renewal, 
with judo as a constant source of strength.

Her connection to the sport began at the age 
of ten, inspired by a school demonstration. Des-
pite her father’s initial reluctance to allow her to 

train, she persisted. Although family responsibi-
lities prevented her from competing internatio-
nally, her commitment to judo never faded.

After years away from the tatami, she returned 
in 2020 during a particularly difficult period that 
followed a serious motorcycle accident involving 
her son. “Coming back to judo gave me stren-
gth again, physically and emotionally,” she ex-
plained. Her involvement in the Dominican Judo 
Federation’s Veteran Programme and later in the 
Judo for Security seminar, organised by the IJF 
Academy and Fedojudo, became a turning point.

In a courageous testimony, Tania shared that 
she had been the victim of a violent assault near 
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her home. The experience left lasting emotional scars. Re-
flecting on the seminar, she noted that the knowledge and 
self-defence skills she gained helped restore her confidence 
and sense of control. “Judo gave me tools not only to defend 
myself, but to rebuild myself,” she says.

For Tania, judo represents far more than physical tech-
nique. It teaches discipline, resilience and self-belief. Today, 
she dreams of becoming a certified instructor and creating 
a safe space dedicated to women and girls where they can 
train, grow and feel empowered. As a physiotherapist and vo-
lunteer within the Dominican Judo Federation, she continues 
to contribute to the sport actively.

Her message is clear, “Never give up. Falling is part of the 
journey. What matters is rising again.”
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Ahead of International Women’s Day 2025, 
Assmaa Niang reflected on a journey that 

has taken her from the Olympic tatami to a new 
mission centred on mental health and social im-
pact.

For more than a 
decade, Assmaa 
was one of the lea-
ding figures of Mo-
roccan judo. A two-
time Olympian, 
grand slam medal-
list, repeat grand 
prix winner and 
five-time continen-
tal champion, she 
dedicated much of 
her life to elite per-
formance. Compe-
ting at the highest 
level until the age 
of 41, she concluded her international career af-
ter the Paris 2024 cycle, proud of what she had 
achieved and ready to embrace a new chapter. 

For Assmaa though, sport has always meant 
more than medals, “I see it every day, many wo-
men are sedentary. Life often dictates their prio-
rities and unfortunately sport is not part of their 
routine. But sport brings so much. It is not only 
useful, it is necessary.” She believes that encou-

It's a Question of Responsibility
raging women to practise sport begins with a 
deeper sense of purpose. “We need to feel res-
ponsible. Since the dawn of time, women have 
carried life. That is not insignificant. We need to 
feel useful to society.”

This conviction was 
reinforced when 
she took part in the 
Sahraouiya raid, 
a demanding trail 
event in the Mo-
roccan Sahara. Her 
teammate, Amélia, 
described herself as 
sedentary and not 
particularly sporty. 
Yet, motivated by 
the opportunity to 
support a charitable 
cause, she comple-
ted more than 100 

kilometres in the desert. “It made all the diffe-
rence,” Assmaa explains. “When you feel useful, 
you can do much more than you imagine.”

For her, this sense of responsibility is one of the 
keys to increasing female participation in sport. 
When women feel that their effort serves a pur-
pose beyond themselves, when it builds confi-
dence and contributes to something meaningful, 
engagement becomes natural and sustainable.



Assmaa is also convinced of sport’s vital role in 
the management of mental health issues. “Phy-
sical effort is a catalyst,” she says. “It has always 
been something I used in my life.”

Today, she no longer needs the goal of becoming 
world number one. Instead, she is driven by im-
pact. “I need a ‘because,’ that is what keeps me 
training, even without competitive objectives.”

Since stepping away from high-level competi-
tion, she has channelled her experience into sup-
porting others. During the Paris 2024 Games, she 
accompanied athletes in their mental prepara-
tion, a field that has become central to her work. 

Now a therapist, mental trainer and speaker, 
she has also created an association dedicated 
to making mental health support accessible, 
without discrimination or borders, particularly 
for athletes who lack the resources available in 
wealthier sporting systems.

JUDO VALUES

P L A N T I N G R E S P E C T G R OW I N G P E AC E   I N S P I R I N G G E N E R AT I O N S

Her path has never been linear. Before fully com-
mitting to judo, she worked as a Parisian fire-
fighter for ten years. She began performing at 
elite level relatively late, at 29, choosing to pause 
her professional career to pursue her Olympic 
dream. Today, she has resumed her professio-
nal life with the same determination she once 
brought to competition.

“The end of my sporting career was not sad,” 
she reflects. “I am fulfilled. Now I want to share.” 
Judo, she says, changed her life. It taught her 
resilience, the ability to fall and rise again with 
clarity and purpose. 

“When I am standing, I know why. I will always 
remain a judoka.” For Assmaa Niang, responsi-
bility is not a burden but a source of strength. 
Through sport, she continues to serve, proving 
that impact does not end with retirement, it sim-
ply takes a new form.

In January 2025, the momentum generated by 
the IJF Academy’s 2024 visit to Sierra Leone 

continued to bear fruit, particularly in the deve-
lopment of women’s judo. During that visit, IJF 
Academy expert Slavisa Bradic led practical ses-
sions and engaged directly with female judoka, 
gaining valuable insight into their experiences 
and challenges.

Training took place in modest conditions, in an 
open-air dojo where a small women’s team de-
monstrated their skills proudly. Conversations 
with four female judoka revealed both the obs-
tacles they face and the strength they draw from 
their practice.In Sierra Leone, being a woman in 
sport can involve social barriers and lingering 
stereotypes. Yet, all agreed that judo provides a 
powerful pathway to confidence, discipline and 
resilience.

For many, judo is not only a sport but also a tool 

Investing in Women
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for self-defence and self-respect. Prejudices that question whether combat sports are suitable for 
women tend to disappear once the athletes demonstrate their technical ability and determination. 
Unanimously, the judoka cited Koroma Mariama, Sierra Leone’s Olympic representative in Paris, as a 
role model who proves that international achievement is possible.

The key challenges remain access to high quality training conditions and educational opportuni-
ties. Nevertheless, ambition is strong. The athletes aim to achieve sporting success and also to gain 
knowledge that can be passed on to future generations.

With around 20 active female judoka, the Sierra Leone Judo Federation is committed to expanding 
participation. Through continued collaboration with the National Olympic Committee and the IJF, 
the federation is investing in women as a cornerstone of judo’s sustainable future in the country and 
the region.

The IJF Academy has been extending its ac-
tivities for more than a decade and this 

self-defence project has huge potential to im-
prove the lives of those at physical risk around 
the world, particularly women 
living in violent regions.

This programme allows the 
judo community to use many 
years of judo training and 
competition as the catalyst to 
create a system of self-defence 
that is accessible, teachable 
and functional; a system to be 
used by everyone, for people to 
be able to protect themselves when it matters 
most. Judo is the base, but self-defence is for all, 
not just sportspeople, martial artists, judoka.

Judo is a very technical sport in the physical 

The IJF Self Defence Programme
sense but much has also been written about the 
judo values and how they can impact all of so-
ciety. Now we have the opportunity to show that 
judo can bring a physical element, alongside 

the judo values, to mainstream 
populations, to people of all so-
cio-economic backgrounds. Com-
bining the values with a physical 
education stream in this way can 
provide vulnerable people with 
the tools to live more confidently, 
even in places where violence and 
risk are present.

The programme has been written 
and the videos are almost ready to be released. 
An IJF Academy course will also be available 
soon, a new arm to the growing educational ca-
talogue of the IJF.

In June 2024, Salima Souakri, who was an IJF 
Development Director and member of the IJF 

Executive Committee (until 2025), visited the Ly-
cée International Alexandre Dumas in Algiers to 
meet students and teachers as part of the initia-
tive ‘Mai des Langues et de l’Année Olympique’ 
(May of Languages and the Olympic Year).

Salima Souakri Encourages the Youth
The event offered students the opportunity to 
hear directly from one of Algeria’s most inspiring 
sporting figures. Salima shared her journey as an 
athlete, a woman and a leader, speaking openly 
about the challenges she faced both on and off 
the tatami.
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“I told the students about my sporting, social 
and professional rise,” she explained. From her 
first steps in judo to becoming a minister in the 
Algerian government and later joining the lea-
dership of the International Judo Federation, her 
story is one of determination and resilience. She 
emphasised how judo played a central role in her 
development, integration into society and per-
sonal success.

For Salima, judo is far more than a sport. It is a 
powerful tool for social integration and educa-
tion. Through discipline, respect and the moral 
code, children learn values that shape their cha-
racter. “We are not born champions,” she told the 
students. “We become champions through work 
and perseverance.”

She recalled how, at the age of nine, she had to 
fight simply for the right to practise judo. In a so-
ciety where combat sports were not considered 
appropriate for girls, she even cut her hair and 
called herself ‘Sali’ to be allowed to train. The 
anecdote brought laughter from the audience, 
but also admiration for her courage.

JUDO VALUES
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Salima stressed the im-
portance of self-belief. 
“The only secrets are 
work and confidence in 
yourself and, above all, 
having a dream,” she 
said.

Through judo, she achie-
ved what once seemed 
impossible, including 
becoming the first Alge-
rian woman to compete 
at the Olympic Games, 
in 1992, at just 17 years 
old. She went on to par-
ticipate in four Olym-
pic Games and won the 
prestigious Paris Grand 
Slam title, a first for the 
African continent, men 
and women combined.

During the meeting, students were able to ask 
questions and even learn basic self-protection 
movements, reinforcing the practical and em-
powering aspects of judo.

The school representatives praised the atmos-
phere of the event, noting how Salima’s presence 
helped students conclude their academic year 
with motivation and inspiration.

Feedback from parents and attendees reflected 
the impact of the visit. Many described Salima 
as generous, humble and deeply inspiring.

By the end of the day, it was clear that the stu-
dents had not only met a champion but disco-
vered new ambitions of their own. Through her 
words and example, Salima Souakri demons-
trated how judo can empower the next genera-
tion to dream bigger and move mountains.
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On 23rd May 2024, while elite competition 
was taking place at the Mubadala Arena in 

Abu Dhabi, the International Judo Federation 
organised its first-ever Self-Defence for Women 
event at La Sorbonne University Abu Dhabi. The 
initiative marked an important step in the IJF’s 
ongoing commitment to gender equality and 
women’s empowerment.

Larisa Kiss, the project co-ordinator and now Di-
rector Olympic Games and Olympic Movement 
for Judo, introduced the programme, “The IJF 
promotes gender equality through various initia-
tives with our member federations. Self-Defence 
for Women is designed to contribute to women’s 
empowerment worldwide and to attract women 
who may not otherwise have contact with judo.”

The event gathered students alongside distin-
guished guests, including IJF Secretary General 
Dr Lisa Allan, Gender Equality Director Dr Sanda 
Corak, IJF Executive Committee members Sali-
ma Souakri and Erdenet-Od Khishigbat, Olym-
pians Hedvig Karakas and Sabrina Filzmoser, 
as well as Denisa Deliu, assistant to the IJF pre-
sident.

Everything Is Possible!
For many students, the session was a first en-
counter with judo. Nicole and Chiara from La 
Sorbonne described the initiative as both neces-
sary and inspiring. “Talking about empowerment 
through sport is important. Beyond theory, it 
shows us that we have power. Hearing real-life 
stories was touching. It makes us believe that 
anything is possible.”

Elenita Merle, former French national team 
member and now a sports teacher at the uni-
versity, emphasised the programme’s relevance. 
“Gender-based violence is a reality. Through 
sport, women gain tools and opportunities. 
In this region, we must challenge stereotypes. 
Self-defence gives women practical skills and 
confidence.”

Shirin, an Emirati participant who already prac-
tises muay thai, admitted initial hesitation. “I 
was afraid of falling but once I allowed myself to 
fall, I felt safe and overcame my fear.” For Shy-
ma, a volunteer with the UAE Judo Federation, 
the session challenged a perception of judo as 
male-dominated. “We have to fight prejudices. 
Today we were inspired to go further.”

The practical session was led by Hedvig Kara-
kas and Denisa Deliu, who guided participants 
through self-defence-orientated judo tech-
niques. Denisa highlighted the transformation 
she observed. “Some girls were shy at the be-
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ginning but became enthusiastic and confident. 
Judo delivers courage and develops self-belief.”

Beyond technique, the event featured powerful 
testimonies. Salima Souakri shared her life story, 
while Sabrina Filzmoser spoke about confronting 
the impossible, drawing parallels between elite 
sport and climbing Mount Everest. Their words 
reinforced the idea that resilience and determi-
nation extend far beyond the tatami.

Hedvig Karakas underlined the programme’s 
philosophy, “Through self-defence-based judo 
practice, women learn physical techniques and 
develop courage, self-control and respect. This 
project connects judo values with practical tools 
for everyday life.”

Alexandre Blaise, Head of Sport at La Sorbonne 
Abu Dhabi, welcomed the initiative enthusias-
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tically. “This is what we need. The interest was 
high, even just after exams. We are proud to 
contribute.”

For Larisa Kiss, the project is deeply personal. “I 
have learned so much from judo, even without 
competing. I live by the principles I see on the 
tatami every day. The stories of women in judo 
deserve to be shared because young girls around 
the world need role models.”

The launch in Abu Dhabi marked just the begin-
ning. By combining judo’s moral code with ac-
cessible self-defence education, the IJF aims to 
create a global platform, empowering women 
with both confidence and practical skills. The 
message resonated clearly throughout the day: 
when women are given tools, knowledge and ins-
piration, everything is possible.

In March 2024, the Judo for Peace South Africa 
(JFPSA) programme demonstrated its strong 

commitment to gender equality and social de-
velopment. Supported by the International Judo 
Federation, in collaboration with UNHCR and 
partners including Nike, Three2Six, Future Fami-
lies,

Grassroots Soccer and Judo South Africa, the 
initiative continues to expand its reach. Today, 
judo activities are delivered across six clubs and 
eleven schools under the co-ordination of IJF 
Academy alumnus Roberto Orlando.

A highlight, that year as every year, was the ce-
lebration of International Women’s Day on 8th 
March. At the main dojo in Berea, the event 
brought together girls from the programme in 
a supportive and festive atmosphere. With the 
support of UNHCR, participants received dignity 
packs, while male judoka offered roses in a ges-
ture of respect and solidarity. The initiative un-
derlined the importance of recognising and em-
powering girls within the community.

JFPSA Is Promoting Gender Equality
The following day, in partnership with the Ja-
panese Embassy, JFPSA organised a seminar at 
the Alexandra Dojo. Young judoka had the op-
portunity to meet two inspiring athletes: two-
time Olympian Marlon Acácio and Paralympian 
Jacque Joubert.

Through open discussion, they shared lessons 
learned from sport, including discipline, resi-
lience and leadership, leaving a lasting impres-
sion on the participants.

JFPSA teams also competed in the Masakhane 
Team Event in Pretoria, earning good results 
across many categories, including podium fini-
shes for men, women and youth teams.

The month concluded with participation in In-
ternational Mother Tongue Day celebrations at 
the French Institute, where JFPSA members deli-
vered an interactive judo demonstration, reinfor-
cing the programme’s role in cultural exchange 
and community engagement.
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During International Women’s Day celebra-
tions in 2024, celebrating the achievements 

of women and girls and reflecting on the conti-
nued pursuit of gender equality was paramount 
in judo communities all over the world. The 2024 
theme, Inspire Inclusion, highlighted the impor-
tance of creating welcoming environments and 
breaking down barriers to participation.

While judo is funda-
mentally a sport for 
everyone, female par-
ticipation at club level 
often remains lower 
than that of men. In 
Scotland, where girls 
have been under-re-
presented in sport his-
torically and frequently 
drop out during their 
teenage years, JudoS-
cotland recognised 
the issue early and ac-
ted decisively. The re-
sult was the launch of the Judo Girls Rock pro-
gramme.

First introduced nearly a decade ago as a pi-
lot initiative supported by local partners, Judo 
Girls Rock was designed to remove barriers and 
create inclusive spaces for women and girls. 
The programme introduced girls-only sessions 
combining time on the tatami with off-mat 
workshops promoting healthy lifestyles and 
confidence. Its early success led to expansion 
across the country and it remains a central part 
of Scotland’s judo landscape today.

Edinburgh University Judo Club is one of many 
clubs engaged with the programme. Under the 
Judo Girls Rock banner, the club runs begin-
ner-friendly sessions led by female coaches, 
aimed at introducing newcomers to judo while 
also celebrating existing female members.

Judo Girls Rock!
On the eve of International Women’s Day 2024, 
the club hosted a successful session that wel-
comed 11 women trying judo for the first time, 
alongside an equal number of current members. 
The session was led by Xavière Hermant, a for-
mer Scottish champion and 2nd dan, and Kirsty 
Marsh, also a 2nd dan and a Scottish represen-
tative at the 2022 Commonwealth Games.

For club president 
Hannah Wilson, fe-
male-only sessions are 
essential, “It’s a great 
opportunity to cele-
brate the women we 
already have and en-
courage new women 
to join. Some of those 
who came today might 
never have tried judo 
otherwise.”

Jess Chen joined 
the club only a mon-

th before the new initiative launched and she 
highlighted the importance of inclusivity, “Eve-
ryone accepted me immediately. I didn’t feel like 
I had to prove myself. Seeing so many girls on 
the mat is amazing. More sessions like this would 
definitely help.”

Role models also play a significant role in encou-
raging women to stay involved. Elsa, who began 
judo in Paris, spoke about the influence of elite 
athletes, “When you see a woman succeeding at 
the highest level, you realise you can do it too.” 
Hannah echoed this, recalling how an older fe-
male judoka at her previous club mentored her 
and made her feel supported.

For first-time participant Thea Moreno, the visi-
bility of female coaches made a strong impres-
sion, “If you don’t see someone like you in lea-
dership, you might not think it’s possible. Seeing 
women leading the session was really inspiring.” 
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She also appreciated the positive framing of the 
programme. “Instead of focusing on disadvan-
tages, it celebrates strength. ‘Judo Girls Rock’ 
sends a powerful message.”

Alex Crane, six months into her judo journey, 
emphasised commu-
nication as key to in-
creasing female parti-
cipation, “We need to 
tell women that this is 
a sport for them. Judo 
builds confidence and 
control. Knowing what 
your body can do is 
empowering.”

A recurring the-
me among partici-
pants was the sense of community judo provi-
des. Emma Wilkes, the club’s women’s captain, 
summed it up, “The best thing about judo is 
the friendships. Some of my closest friends are 
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people I met through the sport.” She also noted 
that university clubs can be ideal environments 
for women returning to judo after teenage drop-
out, offering both social connection and spor-
ting opportunity.

The Judo Girls Rock 
programme has ope-
ned doors for a new 
generation of girls and 
women in Scotland. 
JudoScotland remains 
committed to building 
on this momentum, 
particularly by increa-
sing the number of fe-
male coaches and ex-
panding opportunities 
nationwide. Through 

initiatives like Judo Girls Rock, the message is 
clear: inclusion is not just an aspiration, it is an   
action. In Scotland, women in judo are proving 
that they truly rock!
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we have the duty to sow the seeds of a brighter
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