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			Abstract

			AfterLand is a multidisciplinary project that examines various situations and perspectives related to land and water territories by focusing on the ecological aspects of water and land. The project involves artists, researchers, scientists, and cultural professionals who present different viewpoints on land and water territories across ecological, social, and economic dimensions, situating them within specific contexts of time and space. The project employs diverse research methods, including practical explorations, art science collaboration, stakeholder workshops, and artistic representations, to foster positive change in the Danube Delta through the integration of art and science.

			The project’s research and artworks address significant issues such as land use, deforestation, fluids as alternatives to electronics, and the interaction between micro and macro views on wetlands. These efforts emphasize the need for a comprehensive approach to ecological challenges and aim to offer insights for future policy recommendations, socio-economic development, and legal frameworks.
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			AfterLand: integración del arte y la ciencia para la transformación sostenible en el delta del Danubio  

			Resumen

			AfterLand es un proyecto multidisciplinar que examina diversas situaciones y perspectivas relacionadas con territorios terrestres y acuáticos, centrándose en los aspectos ecológicos del agua y la tierra. El proyecto involucra a artistas, investigadores, científicos y profesionales culturales que presentan diferentes puntos de vista en territorios terrestres y acuáticos en dimensiones ecológicas, sociales y económicas, situándolos dentro de contextos específicos de tiempo y espacio. El proyecto emplea diversos métodos de investigación, incluidos exploraciones prácticas, colaboración arte y ciencia, talleres en los que participan los actores implicados  y representaciones artísticas, para fomentar el cambio positivo en el delta del Danubio a través de la integración del arte y la ciencia.

			La investigación y las obras de arte creadas a partir del proyecto abordan problemas significativos como el uso de la tierra, la deforestación, los fluidos como alternativas a la electrónica y la interacción entre las vistas micro y macro en los humedales. Estos esfuerzos enfatizan la necesidad de un enfoque integral de los desafíos ecológicos y tienen como objetivo ofrecer información para futuras recomendaciones políticas, desarrollo socioeconómico y marcos legales.

			Palabras clave

			sostenibilidad; investigación interdisciplinaria; transformación ecológica; colaboración arte y ciencia

		

		
			Introduction

			AfterLand is rooted in the desire to raise awareness of the interdisciplinary approach as a means for artistic creation and social innovation. In line with the priorities of the STARTS GRIN programme, the project aims to unite a group of artist-researchers, cultural producers, scientists, and social entrepreneurs to analyse and address ecological, social, and economic issues in the context of the Danube Delta. The project was developed and organized by the Bucharest-based NGO Qolony – Colonia pentru Arta si Stiinta – which seeks to forge links between arts and sciences by organizing residencies at research institutes and producing installations, often culminating in collective art exhibitions. With AfterLand, the initiative aims to extend its reach beyond the laboratory, exploring scientific research in the field and emphasizing the importance of addressing ecological and social dimensions. Still in the early stages, the project sits at the intersection of research and action, combining a research methodology based on protocols used in natural and human sciences with diverse forms of dissemination ranging from artistic productions to events dedicated to the broader public. This approach has become vital for developing common and relevant solutions in the context of ecological and digital transition, as each stakeholder has its own specific needs and interests, and each territory presents unique social and environmental particularities. Firstly, the interdisciplinary artistic approach provides the opportunity to create spaces for expression dedicated to dissecting the parameters and exploring more deeply the nature of these challenges. Secondly, it enables the highlighting of their entanglement, particularly in the human/more-than-human relationship, while also raising awareness and engaging a wider audience in the dialogue to ultimately find points of convergence. The results of this approach can be complex and varied, ranging from simple speculation on a desirable and sustainable future to policy development advice for local public authorities. With these elements as a starting point, Afterland focuses on the Danube Delta as a practical case study, a region rich in nature, history and a strategic geographical position, but also difficult to access, making it laborious to set up large-scale interdisciplinary artistic projects. Building an ecosystem of local scientific and cultural partners is crucial for the success of the in situ research. Additionally, establishing a transnational and European network of partners specializing in interdisciplinary art science projects is also essential to diversifying the sharing of experiences and perspectives.

			1.	Background

			This article offers background on why the region was chosen as a key European wetland and details the participants involved in the project design. It then analyses the data collected during this initial research, highlighting the importance of adopting an interdisciplinary approach and engaging art and culture professionals in developing innovative territorial projects that respect local communities and natural ecosystems.

			1.1.	The Danube Delta, a wetland and a territory of vital importance to Europe

			Located in the north of the Dobruja region, straddling Romania and Ukraine, the Danube Delta is regarded as the second largest and best-preserved wetland area on the European continent. Comprising a vast network of rivers, marshes, and lagoons along the shores of the Black Sea, it spans 3,124.4 km² and is home to over 300 bird species and 45 freshwater fish species. It became a nature reserve in 1938 and was designated a Biosphere Reserve in 1979. The entire area was finally recognized as a UNESCO World Heritage Site in 1991. Since then, there have been many European projects aiming at its preservation.

			The delta consists of three main arms: Chilia in the north, which acts as a Romanian-Ukrainian border (except for the mouth, which is entirely Ukrainian), Sulina in the centre, and Sfantu Gheorghe in the south. Other watercourses irrigate the delta, making it a hotbed of interconnected ecosystems that are mainly aquatic; between the canals, streams, lakes, and marshes, marshland dominates over dry land, which is increasingly retreating in this area. The climate is continental, hot and dry most of the time, characterised by winds and periods of drought. These conditions, together with the nearby sea, favour the prosperity of ecosystems unique to the Danube Delta. On one hand, the watercourses host a remarkable variety of species, from fish to mollusks and plankton, and on the other, the stagnant waters support a rich flora, both submerged and floating, which allows the species present (including mammals) to thrive. The marshy, fish-filled area attracts migratory birds from all over the world, some of which are rare and endangered, making the delta a unique meeting place. Its vegetation is also predominantly aquatic, and the region is renowned for having one of the largest expanses of reed in the world, which have adapted over time to the weather conditions. These conditions, combined with the rise in temperatures, cause an increase in the decay of organic matter in the area, which plays a key role in the rise of greenhouse gases as well. However, according to the Ramsar Convention, wetlands are also responsible for absorbing up to 30% of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere, making them an interesting place to understand the concept of sustainability.

			Moreover, the delta is considered to have a sediment deficit, despite efforts to limit this phenomenon. Human intervention has contributed to the erosion of the Danube’s bed and the seacoast over time. Environmental stability has been undermined, with negative consequences such as rising water levels and the deterioration of natural habitats. Water pollution is the primary threat, mainly caused by intensive agriculture and fish farming, the use of river transport, and tourism. Maintaining decent economic standards presents a significant challenge for local communities. These activities are causing significant changes to local ecosystems, and the lack of legislation and funding to address these problems is exacerbating the situation. While they do alter the environmental balance, this is also a relatively recent development, as the history of human activity in the area shows. 

			The earliest traces left by humans in the region date back to the Neolithic era, around 6500 BC, as recent archaeological research indicates. The first inhabitants, migrating from the steppes, already faced environmental challenges such as floods caused by rising Black Sea levels, which compelled them to move and settle in the continental part of Dobrogea. These episodes, however, contributed to shaping a more favourable geological and hydrological landscape for human settlement over time, despite its marshy environment being considered hostile to humans. Situated at a crossroads of civilizations, the Danube Delta has been the site of encounters between Western and Eastern cultures throughout history, making geopolitical instability a constant. Since the time of the first inhabitants, it has been claimed by many peoples, as the Danube and the Black Sea are both vital trade routes and of obvious military and strategic importance. In recent history, the region has seen the arrival of Greeks, Tatars, Romans, Bulgarians, Turks, Ukrainians and, most notably, Lipovens – an ethnic group displaced from Russia in the 18th century who sought to break away from the Russian Orthodox Church to preserve their traditional rites and customs. The presence of these peoples has left its mark on the region in the form of Slavic folk legends (Russalka, Baba Yaga, etc.), Greek legends, and others. Today, unique to the delta, all the creatures and their stories share a common theme: they are linked to water and serve as warnings of its dangers. 

			From the 15th century onwards, it came under the control of the Ottoman Empire, where it remained for nearly four centuries. During the 19th century, the Turks initiated major works to expand the waterways and build new canals. The Russo-Turkish wars also influenced the fate of the delta, leading to the division of the territory between the Russian Empire and the Kingdom of Romania, which had been newly and officially united since 1859. Around the end of the 19th century, the Romanian monarchy commissioned Grigore Antipa, a renowned Romanian oceanographer and ecologist, and a former student of Ernst Haeckel, to develop the delta’s economy while safeguarding its resources and ensuring fair wealth distribution among fishermen and other local traders. Bridging scientific expertise with the traditional knowledge of local inhabitants, Antipa established a management system for the delta’s ecosystems, along with a network of cooperative fisheries, which made Romania the leading global producer of caviar in the 1930s.

			Nevertheless, Romania and Russia never ceased fighting over the territory. After WW1, the entire delta was Romanian, but from 1940 onwards, the Russians regained the northern part (Chilia) as well as the nearby islands in the Black Sea. At the end of WW2, Romania became a communist state under the influence of the USSR, and the methods introduced by Antipa were abandoned. The cooperatives were now centralized and decisions were made directly by the Ministry of Agriculture and Fisheries, which ordered the canals to be dammed up, drained almost 15% of the delta, and set very high catch quotas. The disruption to biodiversity led to a rural exodus of the local population, and the region became a cluster of forced labour camps for political prisoners. That said, even then, part of the area remained protected by its nature reserve status, which limited the damage caused during the Communist period. After the break-up of the USSR in 1991, the Chilia Arm and the islands off the Black Sea reverted to what is now Ukraine, and the borders as we know them today were drawn. As for the management of the delta’s resources on the Romanian side, nationalization has given way to privatization, and local fishermen to multinationals. Scientists campaigned for ecological reconstruction, backed by the international community, including Jacques-Yves Cousteau, and the entire site was included in the Ramsar Convention (Wetlands of International Importance Especially as Waterfowl Habitat), but it was not until 1994 that redevelopment work commenced. However, problems remain: poaching is widespread, even at the highest levels of Romanian politics, and Ukraine began the redevelopment of the Bystroe Canal in 2004 for economic reasons, which was strongly criticized by environmental groups and was officially opened in 2007. In 2022, Russia again invaded Ukraine, jeopardizing the future of the northern part of the delta, the islands off the Black Sea, and, by extension, all the nearby territories and their populations, both human and natural.

			The Danube delta is an incredibly well-preserved stretch of nature, considering the delicate situations it faces: war, global warming, trade, corruption, etc. Water is the central, unifying element, and the fight to preserve it is echoed in many projects around the world. Its future depends on our ability to re-establish the good practices and balance of the old days, while guarding landscapes where time seems to have stood still. With these elements as a starting point, it was clear that the region is rich enough in history and paradoxes to make it a fertile territory for art science research and exploration.

			2.	Establishing local collaborations for contextualized art-driven research

			A key challenge in conducting transdisciplinary research within complex socio-ecological systems – such as the Danube Delta – is securing access to reliable scientific data and fostering meaningful communication with local communities. These objectives are seldom achievable without the involvement of credible and trusted local partners who can act as intermediaries, facilitate dialogue and contextualize the research process.

			Following a preliminary mapping of relevant stakeholders, the AfterLand project established strategic collaborations with two locally respected institutions: the Danube Delta National Institute for Research and Development (DDNI), based in Tulcea, and the Ivan Patzaichin Association, headquartered in Mila 23. These partnerships were initiated several months before the start of the fieldwork and were developed through a series of exploratory meetings, on-site visits and collaborative planning sessions.

			Founded in 1970, the DDNI is a research institution dedicated to conducting both fundamental and applied ecological studies aimed at supporting sustainable management practices in the Danube Delta Biosphere Reserve and other wetlands of national and international significance. Its interdisciplinary research teams work on biodiversity monitoring, hydrological modelling for ecological restoration, conservation strategies for endangered species, and the integration of socio-economic needs with environmental protection – principles rooted in the legacy of Romanian ecologist Grigore Antipa. Senior representatives from the DDNI have shown a strong openness to artistic collaboration by engaging directly with the AfterLand team and facilitating initial presentations within the institute.

			Complementing this scientific partnership, the Ivan Patzaichin Association brings a community-centred approach to environmental and cultural preservation. Established in 2010 by Olympic canoeing champion Ivan Patzaichin and architect Teodor Frolu, the association promotes sustainable development through the revitalization of aquatic heritage, traditional livelihoods and participatory governance models. Their initiatives blend cultural programming with social entrepreneurship, employing inclusive methods such as public consultation and collaborative design to shape locally informed development strategies. In 2024, the association launched the Ivan Patzaichin Museum and Centre for Community Innovation in Mila 23, a site dedicated to celebrating the heritage of the Lipoven community and to advancing biodiversity protection through creative and educational interventions.

			Although the AfterLand research team was primarily based in Letea (northern Danube Delta), visits to both the DDNI and the Ivan Patzaichin Museum were integral to establishing trust, aligning objectives, and expanding mutual understanding between artists, researchers and local institutions. These engagements not only enabled access to critical ecological data and local narratives but also helped frame the project within an existing ecosystem of knowledge and community-led practices, thereby reinforcing its potential for long-term impact.

			2.1.	Theoretical and methodological foundations

			The design of the AfterLand project was supported by a diverse set of theoretical and methodological frameworks that emphasize collaboration, situated knowledge and interdisciplinary exchange. At its core, the project draws on Etienne Wenger’s concept of communities of practice (Wenger, McDermott & Snyder, 2002), which highlights how groups of practitioners create shared meaning and informal learning through ongoing interaction. This framework guided the project’s aim to build trust and shared expertise among artists, scientists and local communities in the Danube Delta.

			In parallel, Pierre Lévy’s (2003) theory of collective intelligence provided an intellectual foundation for structuring workshops and collaborative encounters. Collective intelligence highlights that knowledge develops through the pooling of diverse perspectives, a principle operationalized through AfterLand’s participatory methodologies and its collective intelligence sessions. Similar insights are echoed by André Boder (2006), who identifies collective intelligence as a cornerstone in knowledge management, and James Surowiecki (2004), who demonstrates how “the wisdom of crowds” can surpass individual expertise under the right conditions.

			The methodological approach was further influenced by Otto Scharmer’s (2009) Theory U, which emphasises the ability of groups to suspend routine patterns, co-sense emerging futures, and co-create innovative responses. This perspective aligns with AfterLand’s aim to develop transformative ecological imaginaries that are both rooted in lived experience and receptive to speculative futures.

			Equally important were the frameworks and practices developed through the STARTS (Science + Technology + Arts) programme of the European Commission. The STARTS Collaboration Toolkit (European Commission & STARTS, 2020) and the GRIN initiative explicitly promote art science technology collaborations as drivers of systemic innovation in ecological and digital transitions. AfterLand applied these resources by using world café methods, prototyping cycles, and iterative field-based residencies, adapting them to the specific socioecological conditions of the Danube Delta. Importantly, the project also benefited from contributions by Artshare, which provided methodological guidance through STARTS practices and the GRIN project framework, offering both validation and an infrastructural model for transdisciplinary collaboration.

			Collectively, these theoretical and methodological foundations enabled AfterLand to develop a flexible framework for interdisciplinary research: one that is attuned to local ecologies, inclusive of community voices and scalable across broader European cultural and environmental contexts. By positioning itself within and building upon these frameworks, AfterLand not only exemplifies best practices in art-science collaboration but also contributes to the ongoing improvement of methods for ecological and cultural sustainability.

			3.	Ecoresearch methodology for the artistic-driven collaboration

			The methodological framework of AfterLand was further developed by applying European art science collaboration models, especially those developed within the STARTS (Science + Technology + Arts) programme (Figure 1). Besides its focus on interdisciplinarity, STARTS offers practical methods for structuring collaboration, mainly through the Collaboration Toolkit (European Commission & STARTS, 2020) and the GRIN initiative, which show how artists, scientists and technologists can cocreate meaningful and sustainable research environments. 

			[image: ]

			Figure 1. Artistic interests – points of entry (STARTS Methodology)Source: STARTS Collaboration Toolkit

			These frameworks differentiate between various modes of art science engagement. The art-influenced science (Figure 2) methodology highlights how artistic inquiry can catalyze the reframing of scientific questions, uncover blind spots, and broaden research agendas. In contrast, the art-driven technology (Figure 3) schema illustrates how artistic exploration can anticipate unintended consequences of emerging technologies and suggest alternative trajectories for their development. Both approaches emphasize the value of speculative scenarios – ranging from utopian to dystopian – as tools to critically examine the societal and ecological implications of innovation before they materialize.
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			Figure 2. Methodology for art-influenced science Source: STARTS Collaboration Toolkit
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			Figure 3. Methodology for art-driven technology Source: STARTS Collaboration Toolkit

			In the context of AfterLand, these methodological orientations were translated into dialogic and iterative processes, with workshops, residencies, and field encounters serving as experimental laboratories for co-creation. Instead of imposing predefined outputs, the project favoured open-ended protocols, allowing participants to collaboratively define issues, test speculative approaches, and adapt strategies according to the specificities of the Danube Delta. This flexible application of STARTS methodologies not only enabled the project to align with European best practices but also to extend them into the realm of wetland ecologies and community-led research.
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			Figure 4. AfterLand’s community-based research framework Source: own creation

			 The selection of artist-researchers and cultural professionals for this project is also significant (Boder, 2006); it was in the project’s best interest to engage individuals who value collaborative and interdisciplinary work. This asset enables them to listen and better understand the needs of their interlocutors, facilitating communication with local partners and allowing them to position themselves according to their respective professional experience. While each individual has their own artistic practice, it was also vital for the group to share aligned values. Experience in the field, particularly with aquatic environments, scientific expertise – specifically working with research institutes – and human experience, especially when engaging with local communities, were also desirable qualities. Furthermore, since expertise is essential, we needed to turn to individuals who had organized or participated in large-scale interdisciplinary arts programmes hosted by recognized institutions in the past, to legitimize their presence with local partners. Participants had to be selected with care, rigour and relevance.

			Seven artists have been invited. Robertina Sebjanic (SI), whose work focuses almost exclusively on the human impact of aquatic ecosystems, the human and more-than-human relationship with these environments, and the development of empathic strategies. Over the course of her career, she has developed a variety of scientific collaborations based on the themes and locations of her research, and has integrated the notion of the Aquatocene into both the artistic and scientific landscape, having collected enough underwater sound data to document noise pollution and its effects – a subject little known to the general public. Mark IJzerman (NL) is also interested in water as a subject study, with a broader focus on the human footprint and its ecological consequences. Additionally, a winner of the STARTS4Water programme, his peer pressure project highlights the complex entanglement between preserving biodiversity and maintaining local economic standards, particularly in the port of Rotterdam. He creates a dialogue between art, ecology, technology and communities, questioning the impact of certain human practices on the future of both natural and urban ecosystems. On certain projects, he works with Sébastien Robert (FR/NL), also a guest in AfterLand, who studies the sounds that are disappearing due to climate change, human and natural disasters, particularly in remote regions and around indigenous populations. He records and deconstructs the sounds in a way that encrypts them through tangible works of art that he creates from endemic materials. Clara Boj and Diego Diaz (ES), or the Lalalab collective, focus on the impact of technology on human behaviour, particularly in public spaces. In 2018, they embarked on a four-year research project to explore landscape changes and the impacts of mass tourism on the biodiversity of the Mar Menor lagoon, as well as on local comamunities. Ioana Vreme Moser (RO/DE) is interested in memory and alternative forms of technology through scientific theories and processes left behind in favour of the development of new technologies. Since 2019, she has been researching fluidics and its potential for computational systems, focusing on aquatic cycles and the information they can transmit. Floriama Candea (RO), who is also organizing AfterLand, blurs the boundaries between the definition of an object and the mental image we have of it, by focusing on the living world and its biological components. Her work concentrates on cellular organisms, and more recently on aquatic and atmospheric ecosystems.

			The artists share a common approach in their practices, which are rooted in visual and sound arts, involving performance as a lively way to showcase research, similar to workshops, presentations and other hybrid formats. While some, like Lalalab and Mark IJzerman, deal with down-to-earth subjects linked to ecology and society, others, such as Ioana Vreme Moser and Floriama Candea, delve into speculative paths meant to inspire human imagination and empathy. However, no artistic creation has yet been initiated; instead, the focus has been on gathering the group’s various perceptions to envisage potential wider projects and assess their feasibility and impact. Consequently, the participation of cultural professionals, including managers, organizers and producers, was also crucial to the process; there were four of them. 

			4.	Methodology and outcomes of the collective intelligence workshops

			The collective intelligence workshop marked a pivotal moment, translating insights gathered during fieldwork into structured dialogue and actionable directions. Rather than functioning as a conventional seminar, the workshop was designed as a cocreation arena, where diverse perspectives – artistic, scientific and community-based – were brought into direct exchange.

			The process unfolded in carefully staged phases that balanced reflection with structured problem-solving. Initial sharing sessions allowed participants to articulate key learnings and personal observations, creating a collective knowledge map of the Danube Delta experience. This was followed by issue-identification exercises, where ecological, cultural, and infrastructural challenges were prioritized through open debate and collaborative grouping. Finally, rotating thematic discussions generated short-, medium-, and long-term objectives, which were synthesized into a shared set of strategies for cultural, political and artistic engagement.

			Central to this approach was the use of participatory techniques – such as world café rotations, collaborative mapping, and consensus-building – that enabled individuals from different backgrounds to contribute equally. These methods not only structured the conversation but also ensured that outcomes were grounded in both scientific expertise and local lived experience. Importantly, the workshop was not an endpoint but a platform for future thinking, positioning the Delta as a site where ecological knowledge, artistic speculation, and community needs could intersect in ways that inform future research and policy conversations.

			By focusing on process rather than predetermined outcomes, the workshop demonstrated how interdisciplinary gatherings can become sites of both knowledge integration and imaginative projection. The resulting framework of issues and strategies continues to guide AfterLand’s subsequent initiatives, confirming the value of structured, participatory methodologies for addressing the complexities of fragile ecological territories. In preparation for the fieldwork phase of AfterLand, the organizing team compiled and shared extensive documentation to all participants, including background information on the region, relevant ecological and socio-cultural data, and logistical details. This material aimed to provide a shared foundation and stimulate critical reflection prior to arrival. The research journey formally commenced with a preparatory meeting in Bucharest, which functioned as a logistical and intellectual staging ground before travelling to Tulcea, the last mainland access point to the Danube Delta.

			4.1.	Scientific collaboration

			At the Danube Delta National Institute for Research and Development (DDNI), the project team engaged in a structured exchange with local researchers. This session opened with an overview of AfterLand’s objectives and was followed by a presentation of the institute’s scientific agenda. Artists and cultural professionals then introduced their practices, initiating dialogue on potential synergies between the arts and environmental sciences. Researchers, including ornithologists and entomologists, expressed interest in future collaborations, affirming the potential for interdisciplinary engagement.

			4.2.	Local on-site visits

			Following the initial meetings, the group visited the Delta by boat, where on-site visits were planned to promote observation, local interaction, and experiential understanding. The participants recorded ecological dynamics such as the reintroduction of wild horses, the increase of invasive species (e.g., jackals, mosquito varieties), interspecies collaboration (e.g., cormorants and pelicans), and notable botanical adaptations (e.g., reed morphologies and the expansion of the Letea Forest on sandy soils). Discussions with local residents highlighted urgent concerns about depopulation, the erosion of cultural heritage, and the decline of traditional livelihoods, with many villages now largely abandoned. The linguistic skills of Romanian- and Russian-speaking participants played a key role in enabling nuanced dialogue.

			4.3.	Collective intelligence workshop

			The culmination of the field research was a collective intelligence workshop held at the Ivan Patzaichin Museum in Mila 23, guided by Aurélien Krieger. This structured session aimed to synthesize insights gathered during the expedition and codevelop future directions for the project (Wenger, McDermott and Snyder, 2002). The workshop was organized into three phases:

			1. Sharing experiences. Participants were invited to articulate key learnings from the field, identify emergent questions, and reflect on how their expectations had evolved (Surowiecki, 2004). This created a collective knowledge base and an emotional map of the experience.

			2. Identifying issues and challenges. A structured brainstorming session followed, in which individuals proposed ecological, social or infrastructural issues observed in the Delta. These were grouped and prioritized through participatory voting and discussion, leading to a consolidated set of themes.

			3. Defining operational objectives. Working in rotating thematic groups modelled on the World Café methodology (Brown, Isaacs and The World Café Community, 2005), participants articulated potential short-, medium-, and long-term strategies to address the identified issues. Objectives were later synthesized and validated through plenary discussion.

			Three overarching questions emerged from this process:

			a.	How can the issue of rural depopulation be addressed through cultural and interdisciplinary interventions?

			b.	How can knowledge of water systems and transboundary environmental issues be shared across different European contexts?

			c.	How can we reconceptualize our position within hydrological and ecological cycles to foster more sustainable behaviour?

			The responses were classified into three interconnected domains – political, cultural, and artistic.

			1)	Political strategies include advocacy for cross-sector projects (e.g., the EU-funded DivAirCity initiative) that bring together municipalities, researchers and cultural actors.

			2)	Cultural strategies emphasize knowledge-sharing platforms, memory-keeping initiatives (archives, podcasts, radio), and community-engaged education.

			3)	Artistic strategies include residencies, public programming, and site-specific events designed to stimulate awareness and inspire behavioural change.

			The viability of cultural and artistic solutions can be achieved by establishing smaller, targeted projects and creating a network to build bridges between fields, provided that each party contributes to sharing resources, research, and results. This also involves the essential need to diversify the types of activities: 

			•Documentation: encouraging archive projects and promoting memory, through artistic creation, literary projects and radio (performance, podcast, publication, etc.).

			•	Field residencies: supervising and supporting art science research by creating local and international collaborations, resulting in artistic productions.

			• Education: fostering exchanges and dialogue through workshops and similar programmes for local communities, as well as skill exchanges for cultural professionals on a European scale. 

			•	Events: one-off (exhibition, conference) or recurring (festival) events, to encourage the sharing of ideas and perceptions through the prism of an artistic discipline (music, film, visual arts, etc.) and communicate them to the general public. 

			However, the group noted the limitations of cultural responses in addressing structural challenges such as depopulation, especially without sustainable economic models. Participants also acknowledged the risks of overexposure and mass tourism, emphasising the importance of context-sensitive interventions. The need to embed projects within existing community frameworks and collaborate with Romanian-based partners was reaffirmed as vital for long-term legitimacy and impact.

			The session concluded with a call to further investigate how insights from the Danube Delta could be transferred, adapted, or scaled across other European wetland regions. Notably, the theme of hydrological interconnection emerged as a unifying motif with both poetic and practical importance.

			Ultimately, the methodology used – combining field immersion, participatory observation, and collaborative foresight – allowed a layered exploration of ecological and social realities. It also foregrounded the human / more-than-human entanglements that characterize the region and provided a framework for interdisciplinary research that is locally rooted yet globally resonant.

			5.	Latest developments 2025-2026

			Since the initial fieldwork and collective intelligence workshop, the AfterLand project has continued to evolve through new research and artistic iterations. In June 2025, a reduced team of artist-researchers (Ioana Vreme Moser, Mark IJzerman and Floriama Candea), alongside project manager Diane Pricop, returned to the Danube Delta for Coding Drops, a follow-up residency that explored fluidic technological processes through speculative narratives shaped by water. This site-specific project was built directly on the knowledge and relationships established during AfterLand, highlighting the importance of iteration, continuity, and deep community involvement in art science collaborations.

			The residency yielded three new installations showcased across exhibitions, translating ecological insights into technological and aesthetic forms. By continuing partnerships with the Ivan Patzaichin Museum and the Danube Delta National Institute, and engaging new collaborators, Coding Drops demonstrated how interdisciplinary residencies can foster both artistic innovation and sustainable community engagement.

			Looking ahead, the project is entering a highly strategic phase with ties to broader European frameworks for ecological innovation. STARTS Aqua Motion – a European Commission-funded initiative prominently blending artistic experimentation with cutting-edge technological innovation – provides a compelling parallel for AfterLand’s ecological vision. This 24-month project supports artist residencies and the creation of Water Innovation Labs across Europe’s major water basins, including the Danube-Black Sea region. The objectives of Aqua Motion – fostering sustainable water management through art and participatory co-creation – resonate with AfterLand’s trajectory and present a fruitful point of conceptual connection.

			Similarly, the TIDAL ArtS initiative, funded under Horizon Europe, bridges art and science to address climate, environmental and biodiversity challenges across aquatic ecosystems. Emphasizing ecosystem protection and citizen involvement, TIDAL ArtS aligns with AfterLand’s commitment to local ecological stewardship and transdisciplinary engagement.

			Furthermore, discussions are underway to establish an annual art science residency hosted at the Ivan Patzaichin Museum. Such a program would embed AfterLand into a long-term structure for interdisciplinary collaboration in the Danube Delta. Parallel efforts are exploring EU-funded initiatives to connect the AfterLand methodology with other wetland regions along the Danube, thus linking local experimentation with transnational ecological and cultural strategies; early contacts with the Natural Park Association of Bucharest indicate further expansion potential.

			These ongoing developments underline the project’s adaptability and long-term ambition: to consolidate a plural framework for interdisciplinary collaboration that is deeply situated in local contexts yet capable of informing broader European discourses on sustainability, cultural heritage and ecological futures.

			Conclusion

			The exploration of alternative development models in socioecologically sensitive regions requires the design of diverse and adaptable frameworks that emerge from interdisciplinary collaboration. At the core of this approach is the active involvement of local communities, whose local knowledge and lived experiences are vital for shaping viable and inclusive futures. The AfterLand project demonstrates the potential of such collaborative efforts by integrating artistic inquiry with scientific research and policy discussions within the distinct context of the Danube Delta.

			As a biologically diverse ecosystem and a site of intricate historical, geopolitical, and cultural connections, the Danube Delta offers valuable insights for rethinking sustainable development and ecological transition. Its apparent temporal stability – appearing largely unaffected by rapid urbanization – provides a unique perspective for examining resilience, vulnerability, and coexistence among human and more-than-human actors.

			Despite the structural challenges the region continues to face – ranging from environmental degradation and depopulation to legislative and economic constraints – the insights generated during the project’s collective intelligence sessions underscore the immediate applicability of certain strategies. These include scalable artistic interventions, localized educational programming, and transdisciplinary collaborations capable of informing both regional and European policy debates. Ongoing and future initiatives inspired by AfterLand have the potential to contribute to a broader and more sustainable epistemic shift – one that recognizes the interconnectedness of ecological systems, cultural heritage and social agency in shaping equitable futures across European wetland territories.
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