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October 3, ICIJ and 150 media outlets 
unveil the Pandora Papers

During several months, more than 600 journalists 
worked in secrecy on 11.9 million records arrived from 
14 different offshore services firms in a jumble of files 
and formats.
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Yet it wasn’t ICIJ first project on 
offshore dealings

❏ Offshore Leaks (2013)
❏ Luxleaks (2014)
❏ Swiss Leaks (2015)
❏ Panama Papers (2016)
❏ Paradise Papers (2017)
❏ Luanda Leaks (2020)
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A huge impact 💥
As investigations still 
continues, authorities already 
recovered 1 billion and 360 
million dollars in back taxes 
and penalties as a direct result 
of the Panama Papers.
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All these investigations have yet one 
thing in common:
They are all based on a massive trove of documents.

All together, they cumulate 
nearly 40 millions documents.
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ICIJ grows along its investigations
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The nature of those project shaped ICIJ as it is today.

Our small organization puts data and technology at 
the center of the newsroom.
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How did 
we get there 



Let’s go back in time
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It all started in 2013 when Gerard Ryle
initiated the Offshore Leaks 
investigation at ICIJ. 

For the very first time, dozens of journalists all 
around the world investigated together owners of 
anonymous companies in tax havens.



Offshore Leaks (2013)
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At that time, journalists had to access the documents 
directly from a computer located in the US.

ICIJ had no proper tech team and 
used a proprietary software 
called Nuix to search into the 
documents.



And it worked 💪
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Dozens of journalists 
managed to identify key 
findings in this leak and 
reveal ICIJ very first 
exposé about the shadow 
economy of offshore 
jurisdictions.



More and more leaks

ICIJ methodology was paying off. Journalists from all 
around the world started to share confidential 
documents with ICIJ.
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All projects follow ICIJ methodology

This methodology articulates hover 5 pillars:

❏ a team of regional coordinators ;
❏ a tool to coordinate with reporters securely ;
❏ a tool to search into documents ;
❏ a training and support team ;
❏ a fact-checking pipeline for data and stories.
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As projects got bigger, ICIJ had to 
industrialize operations

Our first strategy was to build platforms that last. 
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https://www.oxwall.com/


But they didn’t last long

After the Paradise Papers, we started to realise ICIJ 
needed more robust tools to handle the upcoming 
projects.

So when the 2.9 TB of leaked documents from the 
Pandora Papers arrived, ICIJ was ready.

15



What made the Pandora 
Papers possible
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Project life cycle
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1. ICIJ receives documents and make them available for search

2. ICIJ creates a “country list” and contact partners to join the project

3. Partners are onboarded and trained to use ICIJ platforms

4. Partners share findings  and ICIJ works on extracting structured data

5. Stories and data are fact-checked and submitted to legal review

6. ICIJ and partners reach out for comments

7. Publication



1. Getting the leaks

In the case of the Pandora Papers, ICIJ knew about the 
existence of the source since a few years. We finally 
managed to get in touch with them and, after several 
months, we received the data. 

From the beginning they made it clear that:

❏ they wanted to stay anonymous ;
❏ they wanted the stories to be known to everyone.
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1. Getting the leaks

It took us approximately 2 weeks to upload the data 
to our servers and make it available for search 
though Datashare, our homemade search engine.
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1. Getting the leaks

Inside the leak, it was in 
fact 14 different leaks, 
coming from 14 different 
offshore services 
providers.
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2.  Creating the “country list”

ICIJ reporters and data team build a “country list” to 
know in which country we might start to create 
partnerships.

At this point, ICIJ asks partners joining the project to 
sign a non-disclosure agreement.
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2.  Creating the “country list”
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3. Partners are onboarded and trained 
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ICIJ asks all its partners to:

❏ Set-up a PGP key to encrypt communications ;
❏ Set-up their ICIJ account ;
❏ Follow trainings with ICIJ training manager.



One password is good,
two is better.
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4. Partners share findings
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ICIJ develops the concept of “radical sharing” 



4. ICIJ extracts structured data
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5. Stories and data are fact-checked
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Don’t tell anyone, but fact-checking is our secret 
sauce at ICIJ. Every fact and every data point are 
checked by a team of fact-checkers and data 
journalists. 

This is probably the reason why ICIJ never get sued 
despite its revelations about activities from very 
wealthy people.



5. Stories and data are fact-checked
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6. ICIJ reach out for comments
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1 month before publication, ICIJ sent comment letters.



7. Publication day week 🚀 
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After (tough) negotiations with all the partners, we 
decided to publish this story on October, 3rd.

As always we publish on Sunday evening to maximize 
the visibility of international stories, and to 
accommodate the rollout of most publications.



7. Publication day week 🚀 
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Each day of the week comes with a series of 
embargoed stories.

October, 3: 
International Stories

October, 4: 
USA tax havens

October, 5: 
Legion of Christ stashed 

millions overseas 



Impact
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2 weeks after publication, Pandora 
Papers shakes the world already

 Czech Republic Prime Minister Andrej Babis’ party 
narrowly lost re-election over the weekend, only a 
few days after his secret property deals were exposed 
in the investigation.
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2 weeks after publication, Pandora 
Papers shakes the world already

 Chilean President Sebastián Piñera will be 
criminally investigated due to a contract uncovered in 
the records, and faces the possibility of impeachment.
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2 weeks after publication, Pandora 
Papers shakes the world already

 U.S. lawmakers cite the Pandora Papers in 
introducing the Enablers Act, bipartisan legislation 
that experts say would be the most significant reform 
of anti-money laundering rules since 9/11.
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2 weeks after publication, Pandora 
Papers shakes the world already

 The European Union says it plans new rules 
against tax avoidance after the Pandora Papers 
revelations, with European Commissioner for 
Economy Paolo Gentiloni saying proposals will be 
presented by the end of the year.

36



2 weeks after publication, Pandora 
Papers shakes the world already

🌐 A number of politicians around the globe are facing 
demands for answers over their offshore activities.

Officials worldwide pledge probes into people named 
in the Pandora Papers documents.
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Find me on Twitter @pirhoo 
Or promera@icij.org

Any
questions?
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