
MONEY TO BURN
Behind the scenes of a 

cross-border investigation



16 journalists from 8 countries





Impact

● 27 publications in 8 countries

● 1 million unique European readers

● 2 mentions in national parliaments + European 

Commission

● 3 prize nominations

● 9 news articles about our project

● A close team that is already working on new 

story ideas and investigations



Part 1 | How it all started

● Cross-border & collaborative journalism 

programme by German Toepfer Foundation;

● Raw topic with cross-border potential;

● Onboarding Dutch colleagues and VPRO;

● 50K grant from the IJ4EU fund. 

● Working time: Sept 2020-Dec 2020.



What did we find out?

● Tree felling in Estonia’s protected areas is 

increasing;

● More than half of the raw material for pellets comes 

from roundwood;

● Burning woody biomass for energy is heavily 

subsidised by Western European countries;

● Estonia’s land sector is expected to switch from 

storing to emitting carbon by 2030;

● The certifications system of the sector is vague.   



Estonia - pellet producers’ paradise

● A lot of mature forest full of “low quality” 

wood;

● Peaking felling volumes;

● 80-85% of felling volumes comes from 

clear-cutting;

● From 2015 Estonia has loosened the rules in 

protected Natura 2000 forests, so that more 

and more clear-cutting is allowed there too.



Europe’s Pellet King
Graanul Invest 

● Europe’s no. 1 and world’s no. 2 pellet producer;

● Estonia’s 2nd biggest private forest owner;

● 85% of its raw material comes from Latvia and Estonia;

● 54.4% of the raw material is roundwood. 

Raul Kirjanen

● The main owner of Graanul Invest; 

● One of the richest Estonian; 

● Head of the wood sector lobby.



How we worked in Estonia

● Statistics, legislation, reports;

● Land register: mapping Graanul Invest’s forests 

(+satellites);

● Interviews;

● 1 week sprint in Tallinn; 

● Visiting clear-cut Natura 2000 forests; 

● Following Graanul Invest’s pellet ship (vesselfinder.com, 

vesseltracker.com).



The Pellet King got offended

● They went after our sources;

● Raul Kirjanen returned his business award to one of our Estonian publishers.

● But the boom continues, Graanul Invest plans a new factory to Latvia ...



Part 2 | How we collaborated across borders



First, you need money

● Investigative Journalism for Europe (IJ4EU): 
https://www.investigativejournalismforeu.net/

● Journalismfund.eu
https://www.journalismfund.eu/

● Opportunities based around your topic
https://docsociety.org/climate-story/

https://www.investigativejournalismforeu.net/
https://www.journalismfund.eu/
https://docsociety.org/climate-story/


How to (safely) organise a cross-border investigation

We used a suite of open-source, encrypted tools.

● Nextcloud:  https://nextcloud.com/
● Docuwiki: https://www.dokuwiki.org/dokuwiki
● Rocketchat: https://rocket.chat/
● Signal: https://signal.org/en/ 

https://nextcloud.com/
https://www.dokuwiki.org/dokuwiki
https://rocket.chat/
https://signal.org/en/


What is a docuwiki?



How to organise your time

Psychology of limitations:

We had three months of IJ4EU money, so we organised our time (and money) 
over three months

● Month one: country-specific research and reporting
● Month two: cross-border research and reporting
● Month three: putting it all together



How to find a publisher

● Start talking to publishers early – as soon as you can
● Use your relationships
● Offer something new
● Be flexible on the date
● Don’t worry about it!



Image?

Part 3 | How we pulled it all together



Believe it or not, we were inspired by Google









Add 3 months of 
research +  16 
journalists



Image?

Preparation: Team A, B and C



Image?

Presentations





Image?

Voting on most important parts of story



Image?

Create a storyboard



Image?

Voting on best visualisations of the story



Image?

Made one collective storyboard



Image?

Prototyping



Image?

Reporting



And weeks of editing...

Missing picture of a determined Hazel 
editing our 10.000 word interactive



Thank you. 
preiljan@gmail.com

t.gijzel@vpro.nl
hazelsheffield@protonmail.com

Questions? Or interested in collaborating? 


