Best Hotter Than July 2026 Moments and Why Community Leadership Matters
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Celebrate resilience: Hotter Than July returned to Highland Park this summer under the watchful eye of a new generation of leaders, showing how long-running Black LGBTQ+ festivals can survive health crises, mentor-driven succession and community-first programming. Here’s what changed, what stayed the same, and why it matters for attendees and activists.
Essential Takeaways
Leadership continuity: Longtime organiser A. Nzere Kwabena stepped back during recovery, and mentees kept the festival running with confidence and care. 
Curated experience: Attendees noticed a tight, pre-planned programme that felt smooth and joyful, with less behind-the-scenes strain. 
Generational hand-up: Younger staff treated leadership as answering a call, not a takeover , practical, respectful stewardship. 
Community-first programming: Events and services continue to centre happiness and wellbeing, from economic support to arts and entertainment. 
Why Hotter Than July still feels like home , even with new faces in charge
Hotter Than July has a soft hum to it: the low, steady buzz of people who know one another and a programme that’s been honed over decades. That sense of belonging paid off this summer when A. Nzere Kwabena, the festival’s co-founder and a longtime executive director, had to step away for health reasons. His absence could have left a gap, but instead it revealed how thoughtfully the organisation has invested in people as much as events.
Kwabena described experiencing the festival as a guest for perhaps the first time, noting relief and gratitude. According to festival staff, that trust from leadership made it easier for the team to press on, and the result felt calm, curated and celebratory. If you’ve been to community festivals that wobble when a founder leaves, this one reads like a template for doing succession well.
How mentoring turned into a practical succession plan
This summer’s steady performances weren’t an accident. For nearly 30 years Kwabena has built not just a festival but a pipeline of talent , people who know the logistics, the politics and the culture. Staff like Christopher Sutton and Joseph Hunter said the handover was more “answering a call” than a dramatic passing of the torch, which matters: it keeps institutional knowledge intact while letting new leaders bring fresh energy.
That model , mentorship over mystery , is useful for any community group. Instead of a single figure holding all the threads, distribute responsibility, run inclusive training, and let successors lead small projects first. That way, when life happens, the work keeps going.
What attendees noticed: smoother events, familiar warmth
Festival-goers picked up on how everything felt pre-planned and intentional. When organisers have rehearsed contingency plans and shared duties, the public-facing programme wins: lines move, acts start on time, and volunteers don’t look frazzled. For visitors, the result is emotional , a relaxed, joyful day rather than a frenetic scramble.
That matters beyond comfort. A well-run festival can deliver services, raise funds and spotlight issues without distracting organisational drama. In practice, that means more meaningful conversations, better turnout for workshops and a stronger signal that the community is thriving.
Programming that puts happiness and wellbeing first
Kwabena and his team emphasise that Pride and allied events aren’t only parties; they’re platforms for wellbeing. Whether someone needs economic resources, health information or simply a safe space to dance, the programming aims to be useful as well as festive. That approach keeps the festival rooted in community needs, not just spectacle.
For organisers, the practical takeaway is obvious: balance celebration with services. Schedule chill zones, resource booths and drop-in consultations alongside performances. Attendees leave with memories and practical help, and organisers build trust that lasts year-round.
Looking ahead: what Hotter Than July’s example teaches other groups
There’s a lesson here for any grassroots organisation: invest in people, plan for unexpected absences, and treat leadership as collective. As Kwabena recovers, his relief at seeing the festival succeed was also a nod to the legacy he’s cultivated , one where younger leaders feel empowered to carry on.
In the near term, expect Hotter Than July to keep blending arts, advocacy and care. Longer term, the festival’s resilience suggests a healthier ecosystem for Black LGBTQ+ organising across the region, where events are sustained by capabilities, not personalities.
It's a small change that can make every summer celebration safer and more joyful.
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