


A SHORT INTRODUCTION: PAJ

Platform Authentieke Journalistiek (PAJ)

• Dutch journalist collective, founded in 2013

• Specializes in investigating corporate 

lobbying of Dutch multinationals 

• Central focus:  How does the Dutch 

government relate to multinationals and 

their ambitions/projects? 



A SHORT INTRODUCTION: ROGER VLEUGELS

Roger Vleugels

• FOIA and RTI specialist since 1956

• Conducted more than 7500 FOIA procedures

• Taught FOIA/RTI in a dozen countries

• Appointed by the Dutch Minister of Culture as 

external adviser on government archives.



WHERE DID THIS IDEA COME FROM? 

LNG (2017) DTIB (2018) Gas Mozambique (2019)

Strong and successful lobby 

for the refund of LNG excise

duties. 

Plays an important role in the 

DTIB, a platform for public 

private dialogue on 

government support for 

Dutch multinationals 

Dutch embassy in Maputo 

worked extensively with the 

UK and Shell to gain access 

to Mozambican gas. 



WHERE DID THIS IDEA COME FROM? 

Steve Coll Marcel Metze

“Western oil companies are simply dependent on the support of their own government to 

secure their position abroad.”



AND PLENTY OF OTHER REASONS

Historical relationship between the government 

and Shell

Historical controversies: Colonial rule in 

Indonesia, South-Africa.

Recent controversies: 

Fiscal: Dividend Tax and Tax rulings. 

Political: Mozambique and Nigeria

Environmental:  Anti-climate lobby

Civil unrest: Groningen



HOW? 

1. 17 FOI requests to 17 

government bodies (1250 pages)

2. Visitors can follow the progress 

of the investigation and the 

procedures on the ‘Wob

dashboard’



FOIA=TACTICS

Starting FOIA requesters tend to use the FOIA in a technical way

• this is the law à this is a right à A à B à C à etc

• this goes for investigative journalists, other researchers and 

even lawyers

To be successful you have to use tactical skills

• Being right is irrelevant

• Getting your right is the game



BASIC FOIA TACTICS

• Never file for one document; ask for a designated part of the 

paper trail

• Never file ‘at’ a gov. body, but always ‘at and under’ that body

• Use: ‘among which’ [in other words: use a non-exhaustive 

summary]

• Name the requested topics as precise and narrowly as possible [in 

an non-exhaustive way!!!]

• Always be polite, stay on speaking terms, be reachable, etc.



INSIDE THE ENVELOP

1. The FOI request

1.1 List of administrative matters

1.2 Introduction of the Shell Papers project

1.3 Introduction of the board of recommendation

1.4 Explanation of the time-period

1.5 List of departments that have a connection with 

Shell

1.6 Definition of ‘Shell’

1.7 An offer to discuss how to process this request

2. List of Shell companies

3. List of Shell Lobbyists in the Netherlands

4. List of Shell Lobbyists in the EU

5. List of Shell lobbyists in the U.S.

6. List of Shell lobby groups NL

7. List of Shell lobby groups EU

8. List of International Shell Lobby groups

9. Account and PR-Firms working for Shell. 



BASICALLY

All documents regarding or by Shell since 2005



DIFFERENT MINDSET

The Shell Papers project requires exceptional FOIA tactics

• You have to be reasonable. Not only in a civil but especially in a legal way

• Willing to consult

• Willing to negotiate on everything; for starters on the legal time frames

• Use more playing fields than only the legal one. Examples: publicity, politics, 

transparency

• Study your legal opponent or opponents. Use differences between them



WHO? 

Ministry of General Affairs

Ministry of Defence

Ministry of Economic Affairs and Climate Policy

Ministry of Education, Culture and Science

Ministry of Finance

Ministry of Foreign Affairs

Ministry of Infrastructure and Water Management

Ministry of the Interior and Kingdom Relations

Ministry of Justice and Security 

Province of Zuid-Holland

Province of Groningen

Province of Drenthe

City of Amsterdam

City of Rotterdam

City of Groningen

City of Den Haag

City of Assen



WOB-DASHBOARD



WOB-DASHBOARD



WOB-DASHBOARD



YOU NEVER WOB ALONE

Publisher: Follow the Money

Funding: Democracy & Media Foundation 

Lobbywatch

Board of Recommendation: 20 experts and professors. 

https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&url=https://www.uva.nl/shared-content/faculteiten/nl/faculteit-der-rechtsgeleerdheid/nieuws/2018/06/hoe-zit-het-met-shell-en-de-dividendbelasting.html&psig=AOvVaw1zbqCVjzo_CqWBHgI-RJzs&ust=1600787703904000&source=images&cd=vfe&ved=0CAIQjRxqFwoTCJCzs4XF-usCFQAAAAAdAAAAABAL
https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&url=https://www.uva.nl/shared-content/faculteiten/nl/faculteit-der-rechtsgeleerdheid/nieuws/2018/06/hoe-zit-het-met-shell-en-de-dividendbelasting.html&psig=AOvVaw1zbqCVjzo_CqWBHgI-RJzs&ust=1600787703904000&source=images&cd=vfe&ved=0CAIQjRxqFwoTCJCzs4XF-usCFQAAAAAdAAAAABAL


FIRST RESPONSE

• Mailed the FOI requests on 12 April 2019

• Mass Media attention

• Government:  Nothing but silence

• First response: Ministry of Economic Affairs and 

Climate Policy.

• Meeting on the 4th of June. 



FIRST MEETING AND DEMAND

• EZK claims to talk on behalf of all 

government bodies. 

• During the meeting we discover 

otherwise.

• First demand:
- Reduce the documents to only official documents

- Reduce the 1590 Shell entities to three

- Reduce government subsidiaries to two. 

This comes down to a reduction of 90%.



FIRST CRACKS IN THE COALITION

Northern administrations go their own way in FOI 

request Shell Papers

ASSEN first to react to investigation in the influence 

of Shell on government bodies



MEANWHILE THE WORK GOES ON: ABDUP



OUR METHOD IN THE NORTH

• - Subjects lists 

• - Confidential access

• - Documents lists:  Traffic 

Light System



ZOEKEN

Met de query

is gezocht

NAM , Nederlandse aardolie maatschappij , Gasterra , Groninger Bodem Beweing, Exxonmobil , de olies 

, energy valley , Industrie- werkgroep industriecluster , New energy coalition , Shell

Gevonden aantal 

bestanden

Promis (oude zaaksysteem) 20.598

KIWI (huidige zaaksysteem) 16.618

Afdelingschijven, emails etc. 14.016

Analoog archief (gescand) 42.549

Totaal (dataset 2019) 93.781

in

IPO

Greenpeace

Milieudefensie

* en “Nederlandse Aardolie Maatschappij” en “N.A.M.”. Er zijn veel documenten in de dataset beland omdat ze ‘nam’ als werkwoordsvorm bevatten…

AND aardbeving/bodemdaling/energie/Exxonmobil/gas/gaswinning/olie/Shell 

AND aardbeving/bodemdaling/energie/Exxonmobil/gaswinning/ 

mijnbouw /Shell/RWE



DATASET 2020

93.781 bestanden

Dataset 2019

In de e-tooling

Stap 1: elk container 

bestand wordt 

uitgepakt

168.085 

documente

n

Stap 2: de 

‘slimme dingen’

Dataset 2020

23.714 documenten

24

Zip

Mail

etc



‘SLIMME DINGEN’ VAN 
DE E-TOOLING

Check op 

datumbereik

Wob-verzoek

Werkwoordsvorm 

elimineren:

NAM - ik nam

Check op de 

afspraken 

over Infra-

dossiers *

Combineren 

zoektermen

Alles wordt gelogd
* Alleen ‘infra-dossiers’ met informatie over schadevergoedings-

regelingen met NAM ivm gaswinningschade (bodemdaling)
25

- 82k

- 7k

- 18k

- 23k

Zoektermen

- 14k

161k 78k 60k 37k

23.189

Dataset 2020



DASHBOARD GOES TWO WAYS



SECOND DEMAND: EZK DECIDES THEY WANT TO 
BE OUR EDITOR

VVOJ and NVJ: Ministry of Economic Affairs doesn’t take FOI 

seriously



LAST AND FINAL DEMAND: ADMINISTRATIVE 
MATTERS 

• New argument : administrative matters are not specific enough. 

• Never happened before

• The Ministry is of the opinion that a company such as Shell is not in itself an 

administrative matter.

• The Ministry acknowledges that our request does identify administrative matters, 

but they are not specific enough.  According to the ministry, our administrative 

affairs "good governance" and "the correct use of public funds" would be so broad 

that this could easily be understood to include any administrative matter.

• We decide to edit the ‘broad’ administrative affairs and to specify our list to each 

government body individually. 



DENIED

On 2 December 2020 thirteen government 

bodies decide to deny our Shell Papers 

request. 



13? 



SO JUST GIVE UP? 



FOI THE FOI!

2000 PAGES



FOI THE FOI!

“Is it wise to stop lending out officials to Shell because of this request?"  

- HR Director – Ministry of Economic Affairs



SETTING UP TO FAIL

- Ministry of Economic Affairs used the first two months to form a 

coalition.

- Core group: Ministry of Economic Affairs, Ministry of Finance and 

Ministry of Infrastructure

- In possession of detailed document lists. 

- Hired our nation’s top law firm to find a legal loophole. 



MOVING FORWARD



FIRST OBJECTION HEARING


