·  Firstly, have you been to Vacaresti Park? Can you describe it?
·  I have been to Vacaresti Park, exploring it with my students in 2016. There was little to no visiting infrastructure or observing points for birdwatching, so we kept to the rim of the planned lake. We entered from the top, through a crack in a metal fence, right in front of the delivery area for the shopping mall. There were no surveillance, no information board, no maps. We heard dogs barking below, and there were still several houses  on the left side of the rim, towards the road. Both houses and their fences were of diverse, patched materials - and all of them had yards with hens or sheep. We did not descend to the delta, as we were not properly equipped nor did we want to disturb the ecosystem in any way. There were several marks of human trails - wrappings, garbage sacks and plastic bottles thrown around the rim. The delta however seemed extremely peaceful, although noisy with birds and insects - like a distant world, reminding of The Zone in Tarkovsky's Stalker. Keeping to the rim, we arrived to the Vacaresti towers, and, once more, slid through a gap in the fence to enter the parking lot. This one had both surveillance cameras and an uninterested bodyguard that asked us nothing. In the meantime the Vacaresti NGO set up bike trails and several pavilions, and one of our friends, Marian Stoica, in charge of the Bee Patrol, made a bee sanctuary on one of the islands, where he relocates bees he finds in the city, on balconies  and areas where people may harm them. Also, on the negative side, the communities we saw living there have been chased away, and their land used for building very dense high rise blocks of flats. The whole area is now surrounded by high opaque fences and the entrances guarded by police cars.
·  In your opinion, what is the effect of urban green spaces on the community? 
·  Green spaces in Bucharest are seen and felt as the ultimate public space, for lack of any "by the book" urban squares. They not only offer comfort of shade, fresh air, lack of cars, noise protection but also a variety of possible activities and sports that otherwise are hard to come by in the city. The real question is how does the community use and protect such spaces? What is the real involvement, if any, of the public in maintaining and supporting the maintainance of green spaces?
·  Your website describes working towards a ‘new better Bucharest’. What would that look like? What progress has been made? What still needs to be done?
·  We set up in 2016, although the idea of an NGO that would tackle urban regeneration, education and would link young professionals came up much earlier than that. Intuitively, we all felt the need to get involved in urban research focused on Bucharest, as the city's potential is huge, but its lack of data make it vulnerable to faulty development. Moreover, communities have started to organise themselves as such and claim responsibility in taking part in administrative decisions only in the past couple of years - there was a lot of work and effort done by the Bucharest Community Foundation (Fundatia Comunitara Bucuresti) and CeRe (The Centre for Public Participation Resources). Our first big little project was called Little Improvements, and for us  it was a manifesto in both testing a methodology of architectural intervention, and in stepping into public space, among its users. We all had previous similar actions - an open air cinema garden for Favorit, documentaries involving rural communities, researches, interviews, but this project was our first together. The Little Improvement was a staircase that would link an arched portico to the square beneath, reconnecting two public places that were historically designed to belong together, and who in time got separated by various interventions that de-structured the whole area. The idea and proposal for the stairs came from us - it was a place we often frequented, that many of our friends, relatives, of all ages and interests knew, and somehow, the misconnection always came up in our talks. The bottom of the arched portico held all sorts of improvised access points to and from the square - piled up bricks and small concrete slabs. We consulted the vicar of the church that owns both square and portico, the manager of the English bookshop that made the portico an attraction, the youngsters using the portico as skating grounds, the people walking their dogs and sitting in the park nearby - they agreed on the stairs being needed. We wrote applications for funding and we received the Mobilizand Excelenta grant from Porsche Romania and Fundatia Comunitara Bucuresti in 2016. The implementation process was tedious - bureaucracy made no difference between a public staircase and any other building permit, therefore it was only in late 2018 that we received all documents necessary to start building. In february 2019, after several other interruptions caused by the weather and supply of materials, the staircase was finally inaugurated. This long process however had consequences we had not considered in the first place - the trust we had established in the beginning slowly eroded: too many documents required, too long waiting times, so by the time the staircase was set, it was not as satisfying an event. However, in the past year, the staircase gained its place and fulfilled its role - it is now used as connection, as sitting place, for both young users having their coffee, and old ladies that prefer to sit outside and listen to the sermons. Following this exercise, we shifted towards working with communities, on questions we proposed together, and this brings us to our current project - Bucharest in Details. It follows the ecosystem of the street, as public space that on one hand is being overly territorialized with parked cars, obstacles, private signs, and on another hand is the common ground where all uncoordinated departments of the administration meet. With our first on-site observations we toured the tables of city-development oriented NGOs and fresh political parties (USR, Plus), and gained their support. We continued working with Grupul de Initiativa Civica Kiseleff on several pilot study areas and proposals and have recently received founding from the administration to elaborate and publish our methodology of research and strategic intervention. The lessons we have learned so far is that responding to small crucial elements of disturbance is enough to majorly improve the urban experience of the city's dwellers. This cannot be done without their taking responsibility for their contribution and actions. Moreover, importing methods, projects and ideas from other cities does not work on Bucharest's cultural context - we need to evaluate on site each bit of street, interact with its users and negotiate its development. Big visions lack context, therefore little steps, such like these, may grow into larger scale on-ground consequences, and in a shorter time.  
·  When working on projects, how do you evaluate the local needs of the communities? If there are conflicting opinions, how do you evaluate which opinions/needs are more significant?
·  GIC Kiseleff (Community Initiative Group) gathered around a very specific common goal: the use, maintenance and improvement of Kiseleff Park (a historical garden). The administration in so far had never consulted the public as to events hosted in the park, or the maintenance of the furnishing, the rentals of shopping carts - and the nearby dwellers, that used the park daily with their kids or for sports, took it to their own to claim activities and spaces that were in agreement with the shape and role of the park - refurbishing and reopening the historical building of the toilets, refurbishing the former building of the guards as community meet up place, taking out all parasitic elements and kiosks that sell junk food and beverages, improvement of playgrounds, safe access to water, forbidding the parking blocking the entrances to the park, imposing a 30kmh speed limit around it. Their goals were prioritised already when we got involved into brainstorming sessions regarding possible proposals. It is a very healthy dynamic that thus created - the community does not lack internal conflict, but they do talk it out responsibly and when points are needed to be made, gatherings and trips on site help them decide. We act only as counsellors, the vote is theirs. For instance, earlier this year there was a call for community projects initiated by the district administration, and many ideas were put on the table, debated upon and then voted on> three ideas were afterwards developed into projects together with specialists that were already part of the GIC (landscape architects, urbanists, architects, urban and social economists) and submitted. Some lessons we learned along the way, are that one cannot help the other, if that help is not either fully needed or fully accepted. Also, one cannot satisfy everybody all the time or at the same time, and this is a responsibility to be understood and undertaken with professional maturity and awareness. The professional has the tools to decide, and the empathy to understand the consequences of the decision. In the end, as the cleaning lady of the church said privately to me, with a bit of complicity, that staircase we placed, beautiful for some, ugly for others, made her winters more comfortable (in the literal, concrete sense - the restroom in the portico was easier to get to), and her summers more enjoyable, as she loved seeing the young ones eating and reading while sitting on it. She well knew from all the churchgoers that always disapproved of which saint got more flowers, that one should not lose sleep on insignificant opinions, but discern the important ones. 
 
Hello everyone, 
I, once again, apologise for the late reply - i hope these answers cover part of your research. Should you need more specific details to go over, we can skype/ zoom one of these days. I attach some pics we took in 2016 in Vacaresti. Thank you for the patience and interest, we are looking forward to hearing from you, 
Best, 
 
Maria

