
their differences can be used to a journalist’s advantage

Tarjei Leer-Salvesen

Use RTI laws across borders



Program for the day

10:00 Introductions are in order
Introduction to RTI and cross-border use (Staffan/Tarjei)
A guide to the world’s national RTI laws and how to make use of them in cross-border journalism (Tarjei)

12:00 Lunch break
13:00 How to access information from the EU institutions (Staffan)

What is the legal framework? How does one approach this practically?

Coffee break
14:30 What’s YOUR problem? 

In this session participants are invited to bring to the table an RTI related problem from their own home 
country or from cross-border work. Using the collective experience in the room, we try to suggest 
solutions. If we fail to find good solution, at least we learn more about how the law works and doesn’t 
work in different countries. (everyone)

15:30 How to use the Aarhus Convention and GDPR as tools to obtain information from private companies 
(Tarjei)





More than 700 men worked for a Norwegian company at 
Guantanmo Bay when the Camp X-ray was established.



SAR vessels from 
my 

neighbourhood
became war 

vessels in Iran



Local Norway newspaper vs US State Department





Can you guess which country has the 
best RTI law in the world?



RTI-rating.org 
ranks the text of
the laws, but not 

their actual
implementation

https://www.rti-rating.org/country-data/


RTI laws are different

Prepare to pay
(a little)

EU institutions care
whether you are a 

citizen or not

Free, fast, 
you can be anonymous



What is required to file an RTI request?

Address the institution holding documents of interest

Refer to the law and your right to access information

Describe what documents you seek

Provide your own contact details



Some issues to be aware of when filing cross-border RTI requests

Do you have to live in that country to file a 
request?

How do they define “a document”?

Does it cost anything?

What appeal systems are in place?

Do you have to tell why you seek information?

What language can you use when filing a request?

How long time does the process take?

What is the scope of the RTI law?



What is the definition of “a document”?
• In Norway: 
• A logically defined piece of information, stored on any 
medium, for later reading, listening, viewing, transferring or 
similar



In 2023:
136 countries

with laws
on ATI/RTI 



Click a country 
for link to law

and some
quick details





AI used in 
welfare fraud

detection
systems



Illegal pushbacks by Frontex in the Mediterrean



Violence, threats and killings of those who protect the land



How does EU countries handle their waste?



United 
States





What can an RTI 
request look 
like?

• Add name and contact 
details.
• In the EU, remember to 
add postal address, even if 
you want documents send 
by email.









https://www.asktheeu.org/en/list/all?utf8=%E2%9C%93&query=Uganda&request_date_after=2020%2F03%2F01&request_date_before=2021%2F11%2F20&commit=Search








Do not forget about…

Costs:
In some countries (e.g Germany) an FOI request may cost a significant fee if it is 
considered to be ‘complicated’ and time-consuming. Consider narrowing or 
dividing your request. When in doubt, you can ask in advance whether your 
request will be free or if you need a budget.

The human element of RTI requests:
There is someone on the receiving end, a person who is overworked, in an 
understaffed archive. 
You might consider reaching out by phone or email in advance. If you ask for 
their guidance to what is available, both of you might save some time. And 
journalists and archivists should make friends more often!

Language:
Not all countries accept requests in English language. Consider using official 
national language

Add contact details:
Email
Phone
and a polite signature



Where do you do 
file RTI requests?

Some governments have their own platform 
for this purpose.

You can usually write letters or emails directly 
to the institution of interest.

There are some really nice portals developed 
by NGOs and newsrooms which can be used.



Norway’s 
system:

• Browse metadata on millions of documents
• Govt must reply within 3 days
• RTI is for free
• Appeals are filed easily by replying to the 

email which contained the rejection

That was the benefits only. There is also:
• no sanctions for those who violate the ATI law
• a lousy, decentralized appeal system 



Norway’s ATI portal www.einnsyn.no has 
metadata on actual documents

http://www.einnsyn.no/


What’s Your Problem?

• The idea in this session is that 
YOU bring issues to the table. 

• What problems did you 
encounter in your work with 
RTI?

• What solutions do you seek?

• Feel free to comment and 
bring your own experience to 
the room

• This collective is wiser then 
each one of us



Consider the Aarhus 
Convention and laws
on environmental
information

https://www.regjeringen.no/en/dokumenter/environmental-information-act/id173247/


What 
countries 

have ratified 
Aarhus 

Convention?



Russisk bitcoin-
factory at Alvdal –
right by Nato’s
«Cold response»-
event.

VG filed request to 
know the power 
consumption



Norway involved i US fracking 
industry:

The Aarhus 
Convention works
across borders



What are the secrets ingredients in 
Swix ski glidewax? Environmental

information may
some times override
protection of trade 
secrets



So you say it is 
classified?

• Why?
• For how long?

• Who can still see it?



Two ways of 
using privacy 
laws
for the 
journalist’s 
advantage

• «First person RTI» / Subjects
Access requests

• Or combine RTI skills with
human source contact, and 
guide your source





Dalradian gold mine, 
Sperrin mountains, 
Northern Ireland



Anti-mining activist Corman McAleer in Northern 
Ireland 









First story





Excerpt from an S-77:



Third big story





“For whatever is hidden is meant to be disclosed, 
and whatever is concealed 

is meant to be brought out into the open”

Mark. 4, 22



Tip sheet
• Don’t be shy. Ask for documents, but also for lists of 

documents and other metadata

• Learn your rights to access information. You have more tools 
than the national RTI law

• Check out the English interface at www.einnsyn.no –
Norway’s RTI portal, try ask for a document

• Does more than one office have a copy of the document you 
were denied? File multiple requests

• When you can, meet with the people in the archive!

• If that law (or your lack of knowledge about it) prevents you 
from using it, find a colleague to help you through GIJN or 
perhaps http://foiadvocates.net/?page_id=10289

• Want to know more about FOI across borders? Take a look at 
https://gijn.org/gijns-global-guide-to-freedom-of-
information-resources/

• https://gijn.org/gijn-africa-access-to-public-records/ (GIJN’s 
guide to African records)

• https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/bypassing-secrecy-
new-tools-facilitate-more-cross-border-investigations-rti
(Tarjei’s map and journalist fellow paper)

• Alexiane Lerouge who was in the masterclass asks that you 
share experiences with others. Write to email: 
Right2knowrepo@protonmail.com

http://www.einnsyn.no/
http://foiadvocates.net/?page_id=10289
https://gijn.org/gijns-global-guide-to-freedom-of-information-resources/
https://gijn.org/gijn-africa-access-to-public-records/
https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/bypassing-secrecy-new-tools-facilitate-more-cross-border-investigations-rti
mailto:Right2knowrepo@protonmail.com
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