[EF: Can I record this interview to make a transcript?
CI: Yes I have] Recording begins
CI: Seen that you mention this in the in the in the email.
EF: So first question, can you please describe Vacaersti Nature Park in your own words?
CI:  I don't know, how is your knowledge about the history of Vacaresti? I have some maps and some additional papers. OK one moment to share the screen. I can't share, OK share the screen. OK you have to enable the participant screen sharing in order to show you something.
SK: It should be fixed now sorry about that.
CI: OK OK OK share OK. This is a paper published two years ago in the Urban Forests and Urban Greening that tries to point out the evolution of wetlands in Bucharest. The Vacaresti area is here in the Southeastern part of Bucharest and it's a new wetland is not an old one, like other like other waters in Bucharest. What is interesting related with this area… We have here is not… So, I have also some details related with the Park Vacaresti in this area. Before the 1980s here was not in wetlands. Here was agricultural land and Ceausescu wanted to have in Bucharest the Olympic Games. That needs a big lake to organize different aquatic sports. [He] decides to have this lake to have this lake inside the city because that lake have two functions. One is related with the sport activities, different recreational activities and the second one is related with the flood control. Starting in the 1930s, before the Communists, Bucharest started to organize a network to protect the city against the flood. For example, this small lake here, not like small for Bucharest it is over 100 hectors, is one of this one in the system and also the Vacaresti have to be the second one that close the system. What is interesting that the water and I will show you… I tried to use the Google Maps because is not [scrapable?]. Have you seen my laptop or not? Google map or I have to share again? You don't see it.
AM: I don’t see it just yet.
CI: One moment because I have to go to the control meetings, new share and to give the share screen. Share screen, now it's OK. Here is Bucharest, in this part [is the] Vacaresti area. What is interesting that Ceausescu and engineering, not Ceausescu, wanted to take water from area. It's also a big lake organized to protect the Bucharest from the flood. [He wanted to] take the water using a channel and to keep it in the Vacaresti area. So, I don't know, there are over 60 kilometers to transfer the water to Bucharest. Of course, the project was not successful and when they start the supply of the lake of course the engineering understand that the project is not suitable. In 1986 [they] decide OK, we give up this is not a suitable project and the area was abandoned in 1986 or 88, in the Communist time. After started an interesting ecological succession. You asked me about what means this area in few words. In a few words, this area means a failure of planning. The failure of planning is not related to the conservation, nothing was related with wetlands lasting, nothing was related with the interest to, I don't know, to develop habitats for biodiversity. It was related or the failure of planning first related with the organization of this lake and after with the failure of different plans. After the 1990s, I also was involved in the six plans to reorganize this area and to organize here for example [a] sport area, an aquatic area, and others project. All these projects failed because it's quite impossible with huge area, is over 160 hectors. It is a huge area [and] in the same time is very difficult to manage the diplomatization of this area. It's completely crazy to destroy all the embankment or to destroy the lake. So, in a few words in terms of planning means the failure of planning. In terms of biodiversity it is an interesting area but is not the yeah… It's also quite a problematic area because in terms of conservation we have to be careful. In this area you can see that it's like a like an island but it's like an island that doesn't have a nice surrounding. If you look here for example here, we have the highest electrical power plant in Bucharest where we have a lot of electrical fences and a lot of electrical lines in this area. We have a greenhouse this area not far away. In this area we also have the one of the biggest landfills of Bucharest and the wastewater treatment plant. So, if you consider the southeastern part, this area is impermeable for different species especially for the mammals, for the birds, [and] for the amphibians. It is very difficult to cross into this area so because of that, in terms of conservation, I consider that the area is like a gap. It's like a trap, not like a gap, like a trap for the animals. OK.
EF: Thank you, that kind of moves us into the second question. In the chapter you provided, which was very helpful, a variety of uses were proposed for the park. In your opinion which is the most feasible?
CI: I think in this moment to realize an ecological park. A park that means control of biodiversity but control of biodiversity in terms of native species, in terms of also experimental area like gardening agriculture. Some agricultural activity, not intensive agriculture but experimental agriculture, could be interesting for this area. In this moment I think one of the main challenges related with the exotic species, with the alien species, some of these species are becoming very aggressive for human health. I don't know if you are familiar with the case of Ailanthus altissima. It is a species that is from China, Heaven Tree [is] the common name. Ailanthus altissima [has] become one of the most present species in abandoned areas in Bucharest and also in this area. Also, Ambrosia artemisiifolia that is a strong allergenic plant. So, in the Vacaresti area you can find this kind of species and the impact on human health is very high. Also there are some mosquitos and some others smaller invertebrates that can affect the safety of the humans, so you need to control this. Not 100% control, because it is impossible, but you have to orient the planning in this area in the more ecological way. Ecological for also controlling the benefits and services of this biodiversity for the citizen. So, it's important to orient the area for other kinds of recreation, [for] ecological recreation, [for] nature experience recreation. This is a chance [for] Bucharest to have [these] kinds of activities. Not wild or uncontrolled biodiversity because, I don't know if you have seen that there are some foxes… There are some small mammals, carnivores or others, that are not problematic. Sometimes, you know that foxes are can transmit [rabies], can be a vector of [rabies]. You have to control that because we have not far away a residential area, so you have to control this contact with the human activities. To have an answer to your question, I think that an ecological park that is oriented to natural experience activities for children, for people and also in our area for urban agricultural experiment, like allotment garden and community garden in Western Europe, could be an interesting start for this area. If the area became attractive I think the built up areas would be extended very fast.
EF: Thank you. I think that kind of also answers the follow up questions of would you consider that the best and why, unless you consider a different path for the park to be the best path. So, question three, your research green infrastructure and ecosystem services. How would you describe the infrastructure currently in place in Vacaresti?
CI: I think it's an infrastructure in evolution. Before 2010, I think the area was not interesting for nothing. It was only for planners. Planners wants to realize something here but for people, for researcher, for in general, for the national authorities it was not an interesting area. We [didn’t] know that you had this in the city. There are many people that don't know that you have these 200 hectares in our city before but now will become more and more attractive because it's interesting. It is cool to go there to do cycling activities, for example, and to use the area for fishing. Not to eat fish, because it is not recommendable to eat fish from this area because there are many pesticides in the soil and in the water because of surrounding area, but to enjoy the nature. So, your question was related to the infrastructure. We have an emerging natural infrastructure. We have wetlands that could be conserved in this area because they are interesting in terms of landscape but need in same time restoration in order to decrease the level of some contaminants. [They] need the restoration in order to reduce the organic waste that are also in the lake, to reduce the [eutification]. In same time ecological infrastructure, it needs to control, not to completely eradicate, the invasive species. You have to control the invasive species and also to encourage the development of some native species in this area. So, in terms of this ecological infrastructure you need to improve the state of the biodiversity and to try to have natural ecosystem to orient the succession of the area to the natural composition that is specific to the Bucharest area and not to the inversive one. Another side, in terms of social infrastructure, I think you need development but not so much development. I don’t agree to realize here amusement parks or something like that because you have not far away we have other park I think that it's connected with this Vacaresti area and is connected in terms of planning with this area where you have this kind of activities. You need here some organized path in the nature to discover the nature, some games, some infrastructure to keep the visitors safe, [and some] to inform the population. You need this kind of to observe the nature, we need this kind of social infrastructure, but this infrastructure has to be limited. Also I find that is most important to have dominant ecological infrastructure and this social infrastructure to be discrete or limited in terms of surface but very efficient in terms of the target. The main targets of the urban protected area is to offer social benefits. If it’s an urban protected area only conserve the biodiversity, I think only the time can decide when will disappear this biodiversity. The people want to experience this biodiversity and if you don't organize the framework for that you have the risk that the population can destroy the biodiversity. So, the target in this type of protected area is, in the proper way, connect the human and the nature and I think in the evolution of the society is in this direction. Also, in an urban environment, because people want to understand how the biodiversity works and how the biodiversity lives, you need to have these kind of laboratory like Vacaresti to offer a chance for the people to experiment the nature. So, for ecological infrastructure I think you need intervention especially to control invasive spaces. For social infrastructure, you need also intervention especially to organize some safe and attractive route into the ecological area, to biodiversity observation points like laboratories or something like that when you can experiment different interesting attraction of the area. In the case of Vacaresti, you need more safety and also more cleanliness because the area now is not safe, I think, for the children. For example, if you have small children and you want “OK go in this area and we meet at six o'clock in the evening,” it is not possible to do that because it is dangerous. There are many gaps, there are many poor areas when you can get hurt. It is completely crazy to [leave] the children there. In same time there are some people that live there especially in the in the summertime, in the wintertime it is not possible because like in your country we experience cold winters. Also in some new areas, especially in the Western part of the nature protected area, there are some activities not so nice like prostitution, like different kind of criminalities so the area has to be safe but not only inside but also outside and in same time have to be clean. Now it's not clean, there is a lot of glass in the area, glass waste, there is a lot of construction waste disposal and you need to clean this first and after use [the area] for recreation and also for biodiversity conservation of course.
EF: Thank you, the other major part of the chapter you sent us was balancing the needs of different stakeholders. Do you believe that with the aforementioned plan it is possible to strike a balance between human activity in the park and ecosystem conservation?
CI: To have the both? Also human activity and also biodiversity conservation?
EF: Yes, with the proposed infrastructure do you think it would promote acceptable uses like biking or walking along sort of like a specific path opposed to venturing into damaging the ecosystem?
CI: I think, at this moment, it is not possible to damage the ecosystem because now there is something there, but the level of activities is not so high. Also, I think the now the ecosystem needs intervention to be restored. So, in the future what you want to have depends on what kind of conservation biodiversity you want to promote this area. It is very clear that you cannot promote the same strategy like in the natural protected area. Is completely different, imagine that you have 200 meters away the residential area. It is quite impossible to isolate the natural protect area or urban protected area and the human in the urban function. So, I think here the conservation has to be for the conservation of the biodiversity, have to be oriented to the social youth and to control also the species especially in terms of [reportive] between services and benefits. Because if you don't control the species you can have there is a species that [stork] and affect human health. In fact, the human urban function in this moment I think it is game over in this area for conservation because it's not enough to have legislation to control the area. I don't know, maybe in in your country legislation is strictly respected, but in our country if the people don’t like something you can solve [indiciculty] the problem. Imagine that you have some mammals, because I explain you that this area is like a trap for the animals, the animals that live in this area it is impossible to go out in the in the other natural ecosystem. The main chance is to go in the city to go on the roads. So, imagine what means that the people don't want to have the foxes in this area, and they go and don’t kill this folks directly, but find different solution to eradicate the fox from this area. It is easy to do that, it is very easy to do that and I think the main idea is trying to find solution to keep all of the foxes is in this area because they are interesting for human environment. Also educate the people to what is the best behavior with these animals with the plants there. Sometime this is problematic because wild animals are not pets. It is not like a pet, they are more aggressive sometimes, are more [impressible] and the people have to know that in order to reduce the level of aggressive contacts. So, if you saw this awareness of the population, if you saw the controls of the different populations you can have in the future, I think, also conservation and also social activities in the area. But it is impossible to have only conservation or only social. It is quite impossible because you are in the urban area and we cannot isolate this protected area from the urban cities.
EC: Thank you, are there any steps that should be taken to clarify the position of Vacacresti Nature Park in Bucharest urban planning?
CI: OK in this moment Vacaresti area is natural park. It was designated natural park I think in 2016 or 2014, I don't know exactly, but not more than five years ago. The Minister of Environment gave an order that this area is nature protected area, not urban protected area, but nature protected area like natural park. If you are familiar, it is the same line as IUCN, International Union for the Conservation of Nature, category 5. This is the type of management that is allowed in the Vacaresti area and it is mandatory for Bucharest city to include in the master plan in adequate measures for this area. Unfortunately, Bucharest has no updated plans. Now we work, for example, we work to finish a plan we started to realize in 2010. We start to realize a new plan or master plan for Bucharest and now everything is blocked because there are many interests. Of course, a city that doesn't have a master plan can be easily manipulated by the private investors and that is the main idea. I think when this master plan and different strategies are realized for the urban area, all these strategies have to consider this a protected area. It's impossible to avoid. In same time this protected area started to realize management plan to manage only the conservation aspects and aspects that are related with the relationship between the human and biodiversity. This management plan was not approved by the ministry of environment because in 2016 we have a change in terms of the management of the protected area. The ministry of environment decided to change how we manage the protected area in the country. Before, for example, the ministry of environment could transfer the responsibility of the management of the protected area to different private companies, to NGOs and others. Vacaresti area had the management of the NGO. This NGO, non-governmental organization, took the responsibility to manage the protection and conservation activities in this area. But after 2016 everything was stopped. The Ministry of Environment took the responsibility to manage this area and stopped all activity, all efforts to realize a management plan. So, there are two directions, it is not two directions I think its many directions. One direction is related with the spatial planning, is related with the master plan of the Bucharest that is related with how we think of the position of this area into the city. The second is related to the conservation. We do the conservation of the biodiversity and the use of the resources in this natural protected area, and we have also the water management that is separated, we have also safety management, and other. The main areas are conservation and spatial planning. So, all of these are ongoing. I don't have a vision about what will happen in the future. I'm involved in the different documents, in the elaboration process of different documents but I don't know when will be finishing and approved by the government. At this moment, because of the status of nature protected area, the area is safe. It's impossible to build up area inside, it's impossible to realize different huge investment in this area. You can do only small intervention and that it's OK for biodiversity.
EF: Along the lines of just trying to cement the place with the park in the Bucharest master plan, are there any changes that can be made to the operation of the park, park infrastructure such as walking paths or observation towers, or the way the park portrays itself on social media and its website to help promote their place in this master plan?
CI: Can you repeat the question because…?
EF: You spoke about this master plan that's being made for the city of Bucharest. Is there anything that the park can do either through how the park operates, or by improving infrastructure such as walking paths or observation towers, or by how they promote themselves on social media or on their park website to help cement their place in this master plan?
CI: I think now in the master plan team there are people that are involved with and some conservationists that are involved in the activities of this management plan. I think the master plan can clarify a lot of things related with this area. Also, when the master plan will be finished, it's mandatory that the master plan to be entered in the public debate. In this public debate it's quite impossible to try to change the status of this area in the master plan in order to do other things in this area without the reaction of the people of the NGOs especially. What is interesting is here, I don't know if you know, the image of the area in the eye of the Bucharest citizen is not very good. The people don't like this area because it is completely different, is not safe, and etc. I explain you about this and if Bucharest citizens are asked, “What do you think that is perfect in this area?” I think the answer is maybe it's interesting to have a park, maybe it's interesting to have a luxury houses here, maybe it's interesting to have like stadium or something sport activities but they are not so many that want to have a protected area. So, because of that, for the City Hall it is not so easy to promote investment here. One, because having the public support is related to the NGOs. There are some NGOs that are not so friendly with the public authorities and because of that the authorities are afraid to promote some projects that can affect this area. I think now the area is safe. To promote social infrastructures [social media can be used] but social media is not so is not connected with the master plan. The people that work for the master plan don’t look to the social media to take the idea. In Romania, for example, if you want to influence the decision you have to elaborate reports and to send officially these reports to the authorities. If you want to change the decision, or if you want to stand up to something that’s not good, you need to do a report. If you have this report that is scientifically sound, is perfect, but this report has to be officially given to the authorities. The authorities need to give you an answer of this documents. Is not OK if you have only a social media reaction or something like that. Is not enough, I think, in this moment. The area is not in danger to be changed. In same time, if you want to organize something there, if you want to do something in this area, and you have an idea about how it need to look in this area you need to have a report. After, send this report to the authorities and it is impossible to neglect because you sent officially. It is impossible to neglect the contents of this document and after to transfer your idea to transfer in the master plan. Yeah, I hope that I answered the question.
EC: Yes, thank you…
CI: Because it’s not enough to impress the authorities using social media. Using mass media is not enough because our politicians are immune to this kind of activities.
EF: Yes, that was more geared towards changing the opinion of the public towards the park. Since you said the public really doesn't have a say in the overall land usage, because of the national protected status, it's yeah…
CI:  The main idea is that the people don't have the… In Bucharest, for example, the Bucharest residents had no problem related with the status, that it is protected area. All the things are like in the past. Nothing changed accessing this area of the people is not changing, the level of activities is not changing. I do not know if you know that I think 2 weeks ago was a huge fire in the Vacaresti area. It is not clear who did that but in Romania, in the rural area, there are many people that consider that if you [burn] the wetlands, you clean them. In the next year, the mosquitos will not have the consistent population and something like that. We have also in Bucharest, we have a post you can find in the social media page of Vacaresti Nature Park about this fire. It's recipes and nothing changes in the area related with how is managed. Maybe appear some rules, some ecological path maybe appear, some two, I think, bird observatories but in terms of the behavior of the people nothing changed in this area. The majority of people don't like this area because it's not organized. For example, I have been there many times. It is perfect for practical activities with the students. It is the perfect area because you can do many activities related to water monitoring, biodiversity monitoring, environmental disturbance monitoring, and others. You can do different things but I have been with my family. For the first time, last year, with my children and my children after conclude that, “I hope that this is the last time when we come here.” There is nothing spectacular there and if you want to have to the contact with nature you go in the mountains, it is not far away, or you go in the forest. In my mind, this area can be changed like in [Zucalande]. I don't know if you are familiar with this case study, in the Southern part of Berlin was a rural area and that was converted into a natural park. This is wonderful but it is also with some forest, with also some graffiti area, and this is very nice. If it is possible to have something not similar, because we have different kind of climate and different type of ecological conditions. Something similar in terms of maintenance of activities would be perfect for the area and also for the biodiversity, especially for the bird species. The species in this moment does not have a safe condition in in the Vacareati area. It is very easy to hunt if you want to eat, like I don't know, an aquatic bird, I don’t know, a swan you can catch it. It is not so complicated to do that in the area. Fish poaching and bird poaching is in the Vacaresti area because the animals cannot escape. They cannot go in the in the in the outside area because surrounding is main road. Imagine that it is like a rectangle and all of this rectangle is roads that is intensely circled, so we don't have connection. The other idea related with this area that you try to solve in the future is to connect the area with the outside of the city. To realize ecological corridors for species in order to have a chance to survive. If you want to go out from the city, for the people it is very easy but for the for the animals it is quite impossible. It is important to realize this connection and it is very complicated to realize this connection. We have an electrical power plant, it is a huge industrial area. You have greenhouses, we have landfills, we have many activities that are not so friendly with the biodiversity. In the Communist time, the whole Southeastern part of Bucharest was like a sacrifice area. There are transferred all of pollution, all activities that have a high impact on the environment and it is very complicated to change that in the 10 years or in short term. You need to take small steps to profit. We have this this Vacaresti area let's try to introduce this area in the city, and to have a smarter use of this area, not to destroy. It is a stupid idea to destroy it, to transform it into the sport area. We have other sport area in the city but it is very interesting to realize in this area, first the permeable area. It is very important because in the Communist time, the lake, of course you need to have concrete. It is not permeable. You need to solve this, it is a huge intervention that you need to do in this area and after you need to connect the area to the city.
EF: OK, so our final question. Your paper ends with recommending participatory planning. How do you locate engaged individuals who are also educated in ecosystem services and what should be done if residents don't favor conservation?
CI: How to engage the people for participatory planning? It is a difficult question but people also in Bucharest have become more green. The new generation, especially the young people have the chance to have a completely different education. If I compare the what they do in the school of my daughter or my son, it is completely different than what I learned in the school. I learned in the Communist time that you need to control the nature, you need to use all the resources from the nature, you need to assure the progress of the society. Now the idea is you need to be careful with the insects, you need to be careful with the birds, you need to be careful with the plants. The behavior is, I think, completely changed and because of that I think positions to the biodiversity is step-by-step changed. I think it is difficult now to promote large scale participatory planning but what we do, related with different kinds of groups, we have some play roll games. In the University, you organize these play role games with small teams, eight people. Sometimes we have five or six groups, each group has facilitators and we try to find a solution for it. For example, with the Vacaresti area we do that with different students, with normal people. We have this kind of play role games and you try to find a solution for this area. Each person has a role. For example, someone can be the city mayor, another can be a director of the Environmental Protection Agency, or normal people. What is interesting is for these people to start to think differently, like a public institution. We need them to be the director of the Health Department so they need to be responsible for human health in the city. Of course, their mind is changed because they understand that not only their individual position is unique but there can be other positions. The main idea of the participatory planning is to have consensus, to have to have final decision that is agreed by all people. I think in this case we can’t do this kind of activity. It is impossible to use, maybe you can use the social media for that, but participatory planning also means to develop some platforms where the people can signal different kind of problems. I think the participatory planning give these kind of societies, like Romanian society and like Bucharest… because I consider that Bucharest is like a zoological garden of Romania, we can find all categories of behavior in the in the in the cities in terms of humans. We can promote this participatory planning for small groups in offering a special framework for that.
EF: Thank you so much for speaking to us this morning. We really appreciate your help.
CI: I hope that was helpful. If you need, I can recommend you two papers related with the Vacaresti area and Bucharest. One where you can have a perspective for the evolution of the blue infrastructure in Bucharest and the other one is related with planning. The name of the author is Yanosh… and planning… so this one “Inquirance of Urban Planning Urban Policy in Bucharest It’s Potential for Land Use Conflict” where you can find out so some information related to Vacaresti lake and what means the passive planning in this area. Here you have different information that could be useful for you.
EF: Thank you so much. I'm very sorry to kind of cut this off now, but we actually have another meeting with the professors who are advising this project and some members of the Vacaresti Nature Park Association to fill them in on what we've been doing for this past week. Thank you so much again for speaking to us, we greatly appreciate it.
CI: Bye bye.
EF & SK: Bye.

