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Introduction
The Ratiu Forum has successfully concluded the 2026 edition of the Journalism 
Mentorship Programme.

The programme aims to stimulate 
the development of outstanding 
reporting skills among early-career 
journalists from Romania and the 
wider region, including Moldova, 
Bulgaria, Hungary, and Ukraine. 
Through individual mentorship, 
structured learning activities, and peer 
exchange, it provides a professionally 
rigorous framework in which emerging 
journalists can develop ambitious, 
high-quality work under the guidance 
of experienced European-based 
journalists. 

The 2026 edition brought together 
15 participants from Romania, 
Moldova, Hungary, and Ukraine who 
produced work of exceptional quality 
— investigative pieces and cultural 
journalism that shed light on some 
of the most pressing issues facing 
Romania and Eastern Europe today. 
This year’s cohort tackled systemic and 
underreported subjects: the struggles 
of migrants navigating hostile systems, 
the conditions faced by women giving 
birth in Romania, the frozen conflict in 
Transnistria, and more. Several pieces 
were published in prominent outlets 
including The Hill, The Washington 
Times, New Eastern Europe and 
Euronews România.

The programme begins with an 
in-person meeting at the Rațiu 
Conference Centre in Turda, where 
selected participants pitch their 
story ideas to a panel of experienced 
mentors and receive tailored feedback 
to refine their proposals. Each mentee 
is then matched with one of the eight 

programme mentors, with whom they 
work closely over the following months 
— incorporating expert guidance 
into their research, developing their 
editorial judgment, and producing a 
final piece of journalism. This one-to-
one relationship is at the heart of what 
the programme offers: direct, sustained 
access to senior journalists who bring 
decades of experience in investigative 
reporting, foreign correspondence, 
and media leadership.

Alongside the mentoring relationship, 
participants engage in a series of 
webinars designed to deepen their 
understanding of key aspects of 
the profession. This combination 
of individual guidance, collective 
learning, and real-world application 
is what distinguishes the Rațiu Forum 
Journalism Mentorship Programme 
and has established it as a valuable 
platform for the next generation of 
journalists in the region.

This year, The Ratiu Report — edited 
by programme mentors Alison Mutler 
and Dan Perry — was launched as a 
dedicated digital platform showcasing 
articles, event updates, and the body 
of work produced by the programme.

The 2026 edition was made possible 
by the generous support of the Rațiu 
Family Charitable Foundation, CTP and 
The Petrichor Endowment, through 
philanthropist Karen Renée Lane.
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Mentors

Alison Mutler first began her career working with journalists covering communist Roma-
nia after she graduated Romanian literature and language at London University in 1987. 
Her proper debut came during the 1989 anti-communist revolution when she worked for 
Britain’s ITN television channel on the ground in Romania. She moved to Romania to work 
full-time as a journalist after the revolution and freelanced for the Daily Telegraph, CNN and 
the BBC et alia. She then spent 25 years as chief correspondent for The Associated Press, 
reporting on Romania, Moldova and   occasionally Bulgaria. Since 2019, she has been with 
Universul.net and its director since 2021. She occasionally collaborates with Radio Free Eu-
rope, the Financial Times, Times Radio and others. Her book Plecata la Revolutie (Gone to a 
Revolution) was published in 2007. 

Adam Reichardt is the Editor-in-Chief of the New Eastern Europe magazine based in Poland. 
Published since 2011, the magazine is one of the leading publications dedicated to the region 
of Central and Eastern Europe. He is also the co-host of the “Talk Eastern Europe” podcast – 
the official podcast of New Eastern Europe. Adam has also previously worked as the Director 
of the Warsaw Euro-Atlantic Summer Academy (WEASA) which is organized annually at the 
College of Europe in Natolin (Warsaw) and was a member of the executive team of the Three 
Ukrainian Revolutions project run by the College of Europe. Adam was short-listed for the 
European Press Prize in the category of “Editing” for his work on New Eastern Europe and 
was named to the “New Europe 100” list of the region’s top innovators. In 2019 he was a 
Transatlantic Media Fellow with the Heinrich Boell Foundation. In addition to his activities 
at NEE, Adam also leads workshops on journalism, communications, and social media 
for students during international academies and seminars in Poland and abroad. Before 
establishing New Eastern Europe, Adam spent eight years in public policy in Washington DC, 
and a large portion of his studies in Krakow, Poland, where he now permanently resides. 
Adam has an MA in Public Administration in Public and Nonprofit Management from the 
George Mason University in Fairfax Virginia USA. 

Diana Oncioiu, currently a reporter working for the alternative publication Dela0, is also a 
member of the Să Fie Lumină project that in 2019 published the first investigations on the 
sexual abuses committed by a local bishop and a monk against high school students. In June 
2024, both of them were sentenced to 8 and 15 years in prison for rape and sexual assault. 
The decision is not final. She has a background in broadcasting, having worked for five years 
for Realitatea TV and Digi24. She covers mainly social topics – domestic violence, education, 
social assistance, extreme poverty, and social exclusion – and is the author of a series of 
in-depth reportages covering topics like the social reintegration of former inmates, life in 
the undergrounds of the Bucharest neighbourhood Ferentari, human trafficking and the 
prosecution of sexual crimes against child victims. She has studied political science at the 
University of Bucharest and has a MA in Holocaust and genocide studies from the University 
of Amsterdam. Diana Oncioiu is the 2020 recipient of the Ion Ratiu Journalism Award.
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Veteran global correspondent Dan Perry is the former chief editor of Associated Press for 
Europe and Africa (from London) and for Middle East (from Cairo). He has also served as 
AP’s bureau chief in the Caribbean (from Puerto Rico) and the chairman of the Foreign Press 
Association for Israel and Palestine. He is currently a world affairs columnist for Newsweek 
and The Forward and publishes a well-read newsletter on Substack, Ask Questions Later. He 
is also widely published in MediaIte, Jerusalem Post, CNN, The Hill, The Atlantic Council and 
Romania’s Universul and other publications, and is a television commentator. He led projects 
that have won numerous prizes (including the 2019 Pulitzer Prize for an investigative all-
format series on Yemen). With his background in technology and entrepreneurship as well, 
Dan has repeatedly served as a delegate at the World Economic Forum in Davos and various 
other global leadership conferences such as the Young Presidents Organization Geopolitics 
Summit, hosting panels with political and business leaders. His array of interview subjects 
range from John McCain, Tony Blair, Mikhail Gorbachev and Benjamin Netanyahu to 
Wikipedia’s Jimmy Wales and U2 frontman Bono.

Emilia Șercan is a Lecturer at the Faculty of Journalism and Communication Sciences, 
University of Bucharest, PhD in Communication sciences, and an investigative journalist 
with over 25 years of experience. As an investigative journalist, she has exposed dozens 
of plagiarism cases in the doctoral theses of prominent Romanian politicians and public 
figures, investigations that led to profound reforms in doctoral studies. Her investigative 
work, turned into a public mission, unveiled a vast, intricate mechanism of trading political 
power and influence through plagiarism and academic fraud. Șercan has received several 
fellowships, both as a professor and a journalist, scholarship holder of the U.S. Department 
of State at the University of Ohio (2016), French State Scholarship at Stendhal University 
Grenoble 3 (2012 – 2013), and Freedom House Scholarship in the USA (2004). Over the 
years, has won several professional and academic awards, such as Journalist of the Year 
(2016), Freedom of Expression Award (2016), “Ion Rațiu” Journalism Award (2016), Bologna 
Professor of the Year (2017), “Nicolae Iorga” Award from the Romanian Society of Historical 
Sciences (2018), European Network for Academic Integrity Award (2019), Social Dialogue 
Group Award (2020), and Timișoara Society Award (2023). She published her doctoral thesis 
– defended in 2013 at the University of Bucharest – under the title The Cult of Secrecy. 
Mechanisms of Censorship in the Communist Press (Polirom Publishing House, Iași). Both 
academic and journalistic interest in the field of integrity has materialized in two books, 
The Doctorate Factory or How the Foundations of a Nation Are Undermined (Humanitas 
Publishing House, Bucharest, 2017), and The Ponta Case. Reconstructing the Most Infamous 
Plagiarism in Romanian History (Humanitas Publishing House, Bucharest, 2022). 

Nick Thorpe is a writer, filmmaker and award-winning BBC journalist, specialising in Eastern 
Europe and the Balkans, born in England in 1960. He studied Modern Languages at the 
Universities of Reading (UK), Dakar (Senegal) and Freiburg (Germany), graduating in 1982. 
He has lived in Budapest since 1986 and is married with 5 sons. He reported on the fall 
of Communism throughout Eastern Europe and the break-up of Yugoslavia for the BBC, 
Independent, Observer, and Guardian newspapers, including the wars in Croatia, Bosnia, 
Kosovo and Macedonia. He has been a Central Europe Correspondent for the BBC since 
1996. With BBC colleagues, he won a Peabody award for his coverage of the Refugee crisis 
in 2015, and a Lovie award for best internet reporting in 2018.
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Ovidiu Vanghele began his journalism career in 2002, when he was hired by Mediafax 
news agency at the end of his first year at university. He developed a strong interest in 
investigative journalism, rising through the ranks from reporter to editor, special reporter, 
and senior reporter. After a decade at Mediafax, Ovidiu joined the Pro TV news team, 
where he contributed to the network’s flagship show, România, te iubesc! In 2013, he 
left mainstream media to establish the Center for Investigative Media (CIM), an NGO he 
continues to lead. Ovidiu has uncovered numerous high-profile investigations, revealing 
the misuse, theft, and illegal expenditure of millions of euros. His most notable work has 
exposed abuses in mental health centers, as well as various corruption, organized crime, and 
money laundering schemes. In 2022, Ovidiu, alongside his colleague Bianca Albu (formerly 
of Buletin de București and Rise Project), investigated a series of state-funded care homes 
for vulnerable people, run by associates of Gabriela Firea, former mayor of Bucharest and 
a leading figure in the Social Democratic Party. The appalling conditions uncovered in these 
facilities sent shockwaves through the country and significantly diminished Firea’s political 
standing. In 2023, Ovidiu partnered with Recorder to reveal a major corruption and money 
laundering scheme involving Vlad Oprea, the influential mayor of Sinaia and a prominent 
member of the National Liberal Party. Ovidiu also taught investigative journalism at the 
Faculty of Journalism and Communication Sciences at the University of Bucharest from 
2016 to 2023. Since 2017, he has co-directed the Let There Be Light (Să Fie Lumină) project 
with Vlad Stoicescu. Through this initiative, he published the first-ever investigation that 
led to the prosecution of an Orthodox bishop for the rape and sexual abuse of seminary 
boys. Former Bishop Onila was sentenced to eight years in prison, with the appeal pending. 
Ovidiu’s investigative work has earned numerous national and international awards. His 
reporting has been featured by prominent international media outlets, including Associated 
Press, Reuters, NPR, The Guardian, ARTE, and Le Monde, among others. 

Luiza Vasiliu studied literature and became a journalist by contagion. In 2016 she co-
founded Scena9, a platform for the young generation of artists and thinkers, where she 
edited over 1000 pieces. In the meantime, she discovered the thrill of investigative journalism. 
She published a series about one of the most famous Romanian doctors, who performed 
unauthorized experimental procedures which killed children or left them crippled. This 
investigation led to the doctor’s arrest and was a finalist for the European Science Writer 
of The Year Award. She wrote about astrophysicists studying micro black holes, a teacher 
chastised for showing her students a movie about Verlaine and Rimbaud, a communist 
dissident setting Stalin’s statue on fire. Her latest work involves the Tate brothers and their 
ties to Romanian organized crime. Areas of interest: human rights, gender based violence, 
human trafficking. 
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Ruth Novacovici is a Romanian journalist 
mainly covering political affairs. For the past 
four years, she has worked with HotNews 
and Euronews, reporting extensively from 
inside the Romanian Parliament. 2026 has 
been a turning point for her, as she started 
easing into investigative journalism, a field 
she’s been drawn to for a long time and is 
now gradually building into her work.

Whether it’s a breaking update or a longer 
investigative piece, Ruth’s main passion stays 
the same: figuring out what’s actually true 
and turning it into stories that could help 
us make sense of the world; and hopefully 
understand each other a little better. 

Her winning piece, In the Path of Waters (În 
Calea Apelor) by Euronews România, is an 
investigative report examining how the 
Romanian state authorises construction 
projects in flood-prone areas. The story 
follows the tension between development 
and responsibility, exploring how permits 
are issued for buildings that end up exposed 
to significant flooding risks. Hence, broader 
questions are being raised: about protection 
of vulnerable people and how effectively 
environmental risks are considered within 
the Government’s decision-making process.
Through extensive field reporting, interviews 
with affected residents, local authorities, 

and the Ministry of Environment, the 
documentary paints a clear picture of how 
there are different layers of neglect, while 
also offering insights into the lives of those 
affected. Importantly, Ruth chose to place 
the personal stories of flood survivors at the 
heart of the investigation, giving a human face 
to the consequences of decisions that might 
otherwise remain abstract or bureaucratic. 
Their experiences of loss, displacement, and 
rebuilding make clear what is at stake when 
vulnerable communities are left exposed to 
recurring disaster.

Ruth Novacovici was mentored by Adam 
Reichardt.

Ruth Novacovici 

In the Path of Waters (În Calea Apelor)

“It was God’s will. There was nothing we could do…”
These are words we’ve heard time and again from people left devastated after floods swept 
away everything they owned. In the whirl of the moment, it’s the only explanation many can find 
to come to terms with disaster and ease their pain. God takes when He wants, gives when He 
wants. No one can oppose it.

co-winners
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Lili Anna Lempek is an aspiring Hungarian 
journalist currently studying Philosophy, 
Politics, and Economics at the Corvinus 
University of Budapest. Her work focuses on 
Central Europe, with particular attention to 
right-wing populism and memory politics. 
Over the course of the mentorship, she 
has written op-eds on the 2026 Hungarian 
parliamentary election for The Washington 
Times and The Hill, examining how the 
election’s outcome resonated with the MAGA 
base in the United States. After completing 
her studies, she hopes to pursue a career in 
investigative journalism in Hungary. 

The recent victory of Péter Magyar in Hungary 
suggests that Budapest’s pro-Russia policies 
are coming to an end. This closeness with 
Moscow has a long legacy that is ultimately 
related to how Hungarians have viewed 
their relationship with the state over many 
decades. Lili Anna’s work over the course of 
the mentorship is an ambitious examination 
of Hungary’s political transformation and its 
implications for Europe.

Rather than approaching this political 
moment through a single narrative, Lili 
developed a body of work that examines 
Hungary’s transformation from several 
complementary perspectives. Her first 
article, published in The Washington Times, 
examined the significance of Hungary’s 
election and argued that Prime Minister 
Viktor Orbán’s long tenure in power could 
finally be coming to an end.

Lili Anna’s work over the course of the 
mentorship is an ambitious examination of 
Hungary’s political transformation and its 
implications for Europe.

Her final mentorship project, published in 
New Eastern Europe, stepped back from 
the immediate political developments to 
examine the deeper historical forces behind 
Hungary’s relationship with Russia. Entitled 
The Mouse’s Revolt Against the Lion, the article 
asks a fundamental question: how did a 
nation shaped by Soviet domination and the 
legacy of the 1956 Hungarian Uprising come 
to tolerate, for so many years, a government 
whose foreign policy was closely aligned 
with Moscow? Combining historical analysis 
with contemporary reporting, the piece 
traces the evolution of Hungarian public 
opinion and explores the long-term forces 
that have shaped the country’s relationship 
with Russia.

Lili Anna Lempek was mentored by Dan 
Perry.

Lili Anna Lempek 

The mouse’s revolt against the lion – are Hungary’s pro-Russian days 

over for good?
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Also cited by the judges for excellence was 
David Manolache, an investigative reporter 
at Centrul pentru Investigații Media, and a 
SciencesPo Paris graduate with minors in 
North-American politics and Sociology.

Each year, tens of thousands of immigrants 
join the Romanian workforce. Many of them 
end up scammed and helpless due to a 
severe lack of regulation and protections for 
immigrants. 

Manolache’s investigation follows Osman, 
a migrant worker from Sri Lanka whose 
search for economic opportunity led to 
exploitation. The investigation transforms 
this individual experience into a broader 
examination of systemic failures affecting 

thousands of vulnerable workers, standing 
as an excellent example of accountability 
journalism.

Supported by extensive  documentary 
evidence, including employment contracts, 
financial records, text messages, and 
documentation of working and living 
conditions, the investigation was praised by 
mentors for its meticulous documentation 
and compelling narrative structure.

David Manolache was mentored by Ovidiu 
Vanghele.

Photo Credits: Simina Băcilă

David Manolache

Broken Down by Romania (Sfărâmat de România)

Maria Angele

The Great Street (Ulița Mare)
Journalist and cultural worker, Maria Angele 
studied philology and journalism, and is now 
working as a freelancer. She is interested 
in deep dives on topics such as culture, 
community and media. 

I wondered if we could rebuild community 
cohesion at a time when it seems we are 
becoming increasingly divided. I found a 
possible answer in a small community in a 
village in Romania.

Ulița Mare is an informal group of residents 
in Bonțida, a village in Transylvania, that 
organizes events open to anyone who 
wants to participate. Maria spoke with 
organizers and participants to understand 
what motivates them to contribute to a 
shared future. In a world increasingly shaped 
by polarization, isolation, social media 
algorithms, and the lack of accessible shared 
spaces, Ulița Mare offers a compelling model 
of community and resilience.

Maria Angele was mentored by Luiza Vasiliu. 

2026 Mentees
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As a prescriptive investigative journalist-
to-be, a media researcher, and a PhD 
candidate at both Babeș-Bolyai University 
and CY Cergy Paris Université, in a EUTOPIA 
co-tutelle programme, Iulia Mureșan writes 
from the obscure pits where truth is buried 
and silenced. 

With a penmanship that aims to interweave 
both empathy, narrative creativity and the 
fierce rigour of data, I want to metamorphose 
systemic issues and phenomena into 
unforgettable, poignant personal stories of 
those who suffered at the hands of the power-
fuelled and were left in despair. For me, 
journalism is not just a career, but a passion, 
a reckoning for accountability and a sanctuary 
for human dignity and solidarity.

This chilling and devastating investigative 
article exposes a troubling pattern of 
negligence, malpractice, and abuse in 
Romanian private maternity hospitals, 
focusing on the case of Armonia Hospital in 
Constanța. Through patients’ experiences 
and the aftermath of medical tragedies, it 
reveals how delays, inadequate care, and 
institutional silence can turn childbirth into 
a life-threatening ordeal. Therefore, the 
narrative feature inquiries into a systematic 
collapse, in which what is supposed to be 
a sacred and miraculous journey of birth 
becomes a fearful strain for safety.

Iulia Mureșan was mentored by Luiza 
Vasiliu.

Iulia Mureșan

Whose Body, Whose Birth? Burying Systemic Tragedies 
and Abuse in the Romanian Maternities
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Ana Pisarenco

In Transnistria, Sentences Stop Before They Reach the End 

At Europe’s edge, control is exercised through 
language, repetition and adaptation, shaping 
the texture of everyday life.

Ana Pisarenco is a journalist from the 
Republic of Moldova covering Eastern 
Europe, European affairs and regional 
security. Her work explores how geopolitics, 
identity and democratic change shape 
everyday life, with a particular focus 
on Moldova, Romania, Ukraine and 
Transnistria. She is especially interested in 
stories where major political developments 
are experienced through individual lives.

In Transnistria, political control is measured 
not only in laws or institutions, but in the 
words people choose, the silences they keep 
and the identities they struggle to preserve. 
Through the stories of teachers, parents 
and former pupils, this feature explores how 
decades of pressure on Romanian language 
and identity have shaped everyday life far 
beyond the classroom. 

Ana Pisarenco was mentored by Adam 
Reichardt.

Viktoriia Saienko

Ukrainian theatre director Mires Peniushkevych: “I get a lot of hate 
about how you can put on plays about war during the war”

Viktoriia is a journalism graduate (BA) 
from Borys Grinchenko Kyiv Metropolitan 
University and a member of the National 
Union of Journalists of Ukraine. During 
her internship at Radio Promin (Suspilne 
Ukraine), she produced a podcast exploring 
the role of artificial intelligence in music.

This feature follows the making of 
Railroad, the first American-Ukrainian 
theatre production staged in Ukraine. 
Written by American playwright Bryan 
Reynolds and directed by 22-year-old Mires 
Peniushkevych, the play comes to life amid 
air raid alerts and blackouts while tackling 
themes of war and the Holocaust.

The story explores why one of Ukraine’s 
youngest directors continues to choose 
difficult histories despite ageism. Following 
rehearsals and conversations with his 
collaborators, the feature examines 
how theatre becomes an act of cultural 
resistance, showing why these stories 
matter more than ever during wartime. 

Viktoriia was mentored by Luiza Vasiliu.
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Adela Cioruta

Between Entertainment and Violence: Can Social Media Explain 
Rising Aggression Among Youngsters?

Adela Cioruță is a reporter and the social 
media manager at Snoop.ro. Previously, 
she worked as an editor for the fashion 
magazines Modic and Vous and has 
published with Școala9. She has also 
coordinated several editions of the Feeric 
Fashion Week festival in Sibiu. Passionate 
about writing, sports and social media, her 
work focuses on stories that explore social 
issues and their impact on society.

Following several high-profile cases of 
youth violence in Romania, the article 
examines whether social media can explain 
the rise in aggressive behaviour among 

children and adolescents. Drawing on police 
statistics, academic research, interviews 
with psychologists, policymakers and media 
literacy experts, it explores the complex 
interaction between digital platforms, family 
environment, education, peer influence and 
mental health. Rather than presenting social 
media as a single cause, the article argues 
that online environments amplify existing 
vulnerabilities and highlights the need for 
stronger digital literacy, family support and 
evidence-based public policy. 

Adela was mentored by Diana Oncioiu.

Raluca Cristea

Can a camp keep boys away from the manosphere? 

When I was little, I used to say with a lot of 
confidence that I will become a judge. I thought 
that was how I could bring justice to the world. 
As I grew older, I realized that justice is far 
more complicated than that — and that before 
justice can exist, someone has to ask the right 
questions. That’s how I became a journalist. 
When I’m not reporting or writing, I most enjoy 
setting off on long trips, spending time with my 
cat, working out, and cooking. 

In her piece published by Școala 9, Raluca 
Cristea follows fifteen young men between 
the ages of 17 and 26 who spent three days 
at a camp organised by the FILIA Centre, 
designed to challenge and distance them 
from the narratives of the manosphere. 

The piece combines on-the-ground reporting 
with a broader reflection on     masculinity, 
radicalisation, and the limits of educational 
initiatives in the age of social media. 

Raluca was mentored by Alison Mutler.
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Mihaela Stegărescu

A Dream, or Housing’s Garden of Gethsemane

Young journalist, still feeling her way through 
the branches of this field in search of where 
she fits best. A devourer of stories, who knew 
since childhood that she would tell them - 
written, spoken, or lived. Words are weapons 
that can shackle or set free, and their power 
lies in the hands of whoever wields them. 
Through journalism, I try to bring a little light, 
something that shows there are people behind 
the numbers and the data. I live in a rented 
apartment that I share with two friends, juggle 
several jobs, and dream, like so many other 
young people in Romania, of a place of my 
own. 

From this everyday experience, Mihaela 
built an analysis of the youth housing 
situation, grounded in Eurostat and OECD 
data. Romanian young people leave the 
parental home only after 27 years of age, 
far later than their Finnish counterparts, 
while the country’s public housing stock 
sits at a dismal 0.17% — last place in the 
European Union.  Through interviews with 
young people from Timișoara and the voice 
of sociologist Irina Zamfirescu, she framed 
painful figures and data that, in the end, 
translate into the deferred dreams of young 
people hoping for a home of their own.

Mihaela was mentored by Diana Oncioiu.

Cristina Popescu

Rahova, after the explosion: temporary rents, anxiety and an un-
clear future

Cristina holds a degree in History and is 
currently pursuing a master’s in Philosophy, 
Politics and Economics, a combination that 
blends curiosity about the past with interest 
in the present. She loves stories and actively 
engages with causes she believes in. This 
interdisciplinary background gives her a 
broader perspective on social phenomena, 
which she puts into practice through 
communication and journalism projects.

Seven months after the explosion in the 
building on Vicina Street (Rahova, October 
17, 2025), dozens of families remain in a 
state of uncertainty, evacuated from their 
homes, with no clear timeline for returning. 
The article follows the story of Maria, a 
former resident whose 75-year-old husband 
subsequently suffered two strokes, 
becoming permanently dependent on care. 

On the technical and legal side, a preliminary 
INSEMEX report points to a probable cause 
of a gas leak from a cracked external 
pipe, possibly triggered by an electrical 
short circuit in a shared underground 
duct. The criminal investigation remains 
ongoing: prosecutors are investigating 
four individuals and three legal entities, 
with decisive technical assessments not 
expected until August 2026. 176 people 
have joined the case as civil parties, and 
authorities have ordered an asset freeze of 
over 53 million euros.  

Cristina was mentored by Emilia Șercan.
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Max Mihailovici

How the Ukraine War is heating up Russia’s longest forgotten sepa-
ratist conflict 

Max Mihailovici is a UCL (SSEES) History 
graduate specialising in Central-Eastern 
European political and economic history 
of the 20th and 21st centuries. He takes 
keen interest in how developments on the 
Eastern Flank intersect with the histories 
and the geopolitics of the region. 

Far too little is understood of Russia’s longest 
separatist project, a communist time capsule 
of the Soviet Union run by a monopoly, and 
Russian aid. Even fewer people know that 
it houses a munitions depot so large, its 
explosion would be more powerful than the 

Nagasaki nuclear bomb. As tensions reach 
levels not seen since 1992, why are both 
Moscow and Kyiv suddenly so keen to divert 
their attention towards a tiny strip of land with 
fewer people than Liverpool?

Max was mentored by Dan Perry.

Robert Olteanu

Rivers of garbage flow under the eyes of the authorities. Who pays 
and who profits from the pollution of the rivers in Giurgiu

Robert Olteanu is a young journalist and 
master’s student specializing in international 
cooperation and development. With a 
background in political science and civic 
engagement, he works as an independent 
reporter, focusing on institutional structures, 
public governance, and community issues.

His investigation exposes how rivers across 
Giurgiu County have been turned into 
illegal dumping grounds. Residents and 
private waste haulers avoid disposal fees 
by dumping construction debris, tires, and 
agricultural waste along riverbanks, creating 
a profitable cycle of pollution.

The investigation reveals a broader failure of 
institutional accountability: local authorities 
often fail to enforce their responsibilities, 
environmental agencies lack the capacity to 

monitor the sites effectively, and companies 
accused of illegal dumping continue to 
receive public contracts. Legal loopholes 
and the absence of clear mechanisms 
for calculating environmental damage 
further allow cases to stall, leaving polluted 
waterways and vulnerable communities 
largely unprotected.

Robert was mentored by Ovidiu Vanghele.
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Vanessa Mathe

Pata Rât. How hundreds of people came to live for decades in an 
area experts describe as deeply toxic

When you don’t find me in the middle of an 
investigation, I’m most likely out in the field 
working on a socially focused narrative piece. 
When I was little, I never missed an issue of 
DoR and dreamed of working with them. I 
grew up, the magazine closed, so now I carry 
a little bit of that longing —and DoR— with 
me in everything I write. People are my main 
source of energy, and holidays are my source 
of inspiration. So there’s a good chance I’ll be 
planning my next one while you’re reading this.

In Pata Rât, the community built next to the 
landfill on the outskirts of Cluj, residents are 
simultaneously exposed to multiple sources 
of air, water, and soil pollution. Data 
collected by researchers and testimonies 
from residents point to an unusually low 
presence of elderly people, raising serious 
questions about the health effects of long-
term exposure to pollution. Official analyses 
have identified levels of hydrogen sulfide 
above permitted limits, as well as soil 
contamination with heavy metals such as 
lead, cadmium, and nickel. The community 
was formed following successive relocations 
and evictions carried out by local authorities 
more than 20 years ago. For people like Mrs. 
Lola, the woman at the center of Vanessa’s 
story, who is living with cancer and has lost 
several members of her family, pollution 
is not an abstract concept but a tangible 
reality that directly affects their health and 
lives. 

Vanessa was mentored by Emilia Șercan.
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EVENTS

Delia Lungu

A Degree Built on Sacrifice. How Seasonal Labor Became the      
Survival Strategy for Romanian Students

Delia Lungu is an emerging journalist, 
editor-in-training, and dedicated storyteller. 
After graduating the Journalism programme 
in Iași, she is now based in Bucharest and 
specializing in Publishing. She focuses on 
social and cultural features, fueled by a 
passion for literature and a sharp eye for 
the details that need explaining.

Her article exposes the invisible reality 
of many Romanian students who endure 
grueling, often exploitative seasonal labor 
abroad just to afford basic necessities during 
the university semester. With insufficient 
state funding and recently slashed 
scholarships, these students are forced to 
sacrifice their health, academic progress, 
and personal time, challenging the public 
narrative that they are a “lazy generation.” 
The piece argues that Romania’s systemic 
underfunding of education is driving a cycle 
of inequality and dropout that threatens the 
country’s future. 

Delia was mentored by Alison Mutler.

Saving up for university is hard work: 
picking blueberries in Germany.

Illustration by Cătălina Țofei.
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