
The art of FOIing the EU
Dataharvest Masterclass
17 November 2021
Stéphane Horel, Le Monde



Chapter 1: Theory



“Any citizen of the Union, and any natural 
or legal person residing or having its registered 
office in a Member State, has a right of access
to documents of the institutions” (Art. 2)

What is a ‘document’?
🧐



“any content whatever its medium (written on 
paper or stored in electronic form or as a sound, 
visual or audiovisual recording) (Art. 3)

• all correspondence (including, but not limited to, emails, 
letters, and/or telephone call notes) including attachments

• the list of meetings with detailed minutes and any other 
reports of such meetings, all documents prepared for the purpose 
of these meetings and issued after these meetings, and documents 
exchanged during the course of these meetings 

• texts and WhatsApp messages 



But there are“exceptions” (Art. 4) 

• Security, defence & military, international relations, financial, monetary 
or economic policies (4.1a)

• Privacy, personal data (4.1b) 

• Commercial interest, court proceedings, investigations (4.2)

• Ongoing decision-making process (4.3)

• Third party / Member States (4.4; 4.5)

(of course there are, what were you thinking? ") 



Reason Initial stage (%)

Security, defence & military, international relations, financial, 
monetary or economic policies (4.1a)

13,5

Privacy, personal data (4.1b) 44

Commercial interest, court proceedings, investigations (4.2) 18

Ongoing decision-making process (4.3) 12

Third party / Member States (4.4; 4.5) 0,36

Exceptions in 2020



Outsmart uberqualified lawyers

* Be precise  —>  time frame

* Be reasonnable —> target and offer priorisation 
as “fair solution”

* Be patient

* Be ready to play with super qualified lawyers



How to pretend you make a compromise

Initial FOI request
(I admit I got carried away)



(I deleted stuff)



– Within 15 working days from registration of the request (+15) 

– Confirmatory application if total/partial refusal or no response

Delays



Postal address 

Reminder



Where to FOI

the European Parliament

the Council

https://ec.europa.eu/transparency/regdoc/index.cfm?fuseaction=fmb&language=en 

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegistreWeb/requestdoc/secured/form.htm?language=EN 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/documents-publications/public-register/request-document/ 

the EU Commission

https://www.asktheeu.org/fr 

https://ec.europa.eu/transparency/regdoc/index.cfm?fuseaction=fmb&language=en
https://ec.europa.eu/transparency/regdoc/index.cfm?fuseaction=fmb&language=en
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegistreWeb/requestdoc/secured/form.htm?language=EN
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegistreWeb/requestdoc/secured/form.htm?language=EN
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/documents-publications/public-register/request-document/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/documents-publications/public-register/request-document/
https://www.asktheeu.org/fr
https://www.asktheeu.org/fr


Chapter 2: Practice
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Grey on Grey (2014) 
European Commission



FOI as a tool to investigate LOBBYING



the law

Scrap

Water down

Divert

Delay

Write

what LOBBYING is



who are the  “LOBBYS”
* Trade associations : 
Business Europe, CEFIC, CosmeticsEurope, EFPIA…

* In-house lobbyists : Bayer, BASF, Microsoft…

* Lobbying and public relations firms :  
 APCO,  Burson-Marsteller, Fleishman-Hillard…

* Think tanks : European Risk Forum…

* Law firms

* Product-Defense firms (science & technical matters)
 Exponent, Gradient, The Weinberg Group,…



diy MAPPING 

Influencers Targets

Council

+ EU Agencies



WHO’s who
https://op.europa.eu/en/web/who-is-who



“Participation: the sooner, the better”



HARVEST time 🚜   



this is your LIFE now 



a FOI 🤓’s best friend  1: OCR



a FOI🤓’s best friend  2: TIMELINE



if you are LUCKY (good old days memories)









if you are NOT lucky (present times ballad)



– Explosion of delays aggravated by the Covid crisis

“An extended time limit is needed due to internal consultations 
and a thorough analysis of your request.”

“potentially a very large number of documents and information.”

"The queries and verifications require indeed a workload that cannot 
be absorbed within the extended time limit.”

“This email is just to inform you that the reply is under hierarchical validation 
and it will be sent to you as soon as signed at the appropriate level.” 



😂



SPEER Suzanne (ВЕРА) 

From: 
Sent: 
To: 

@cefic.be> on behalf of  ,@cefic.be> 
Monday 17 March 2014 16:32 

Cc: 
Subject: 
Attachments: 

ťťťť  ECPA (European Crop Protection Association) 

Review of the WHOUNEP State of  the Science on Endocrine Disrupting Chemicals 2012 

Joint statement from ACC Cefic CLA CLC CLI  ECPA on review of WHOUNEP r....pdf; 

FINAL Report  Critical Review of WHOUNEP 2012 State of  the Science on ....pdf 

Importance:  High 

Dear Sir or Madam, 

Re: Review of the WHOUNEP State of the Science on Endocrine Disrupting Chemicals 2012 

In early 2013 the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) and the World Health Organization (WHO) 

published a report entitled, "State of the Science on Endocrine Disrupting Chemicals2012" which was 

accompanied by a "Summary for Decision Makers".  At the time the general chemicals and crop protection products 

industries both in Europe and the US held significant concerns with the report(s). Our industries therefore jointly 

commissioned a scientific review of the WHOUNEP report which has now been published in the scientific journal 

Regulatory Toxicology and Pharmacology. 

Attached is the scientific review and the joint statement prepared the 6 industry associations who supported the 

review, which includes Cefic and ECPA. 

The scientific review highlights a number of significant short comings with the WHOUNEP report and its 

conclusions.  It particular the review concludes that the WHOUNEP report does not accurately reflect the state of 

the science on endocrine disruption.  As the European Commission continues to develop its policies on endocrine 

disruptors, we felt it important to make you aware of the review and its findings.  We hope that the Commission will 

take this publication into consideration in further preparing these policies. 

If you have any queries regarding this matter, please do not hesitate to contact us. 

Yours faithfully 

Cefic (European Chemical Industry Council) 
Avenue E van Nieuwenhuyse 4, В 1160 Brussels 
Phone: +32 (0)—ИЩРах: +32 (О)Ш··· 

Mobile: +32 (O)jØIBIHfe 
Visit our website: http://www.cefic.orq 

Ref. Ares(2014)3250733 - 02/10/2014

– “Out of scope” 

– Limitations on the number of documents

– Redaction of Commission staff names under Director level



The EU Ombuds(wo)man, 
TRANSPARENCY advocate



horel@lemonde.fr
@stephanehorel
Signal + 33 686 92 77 18

One FOI a day keeps  
the doctor away
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