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NEWSLETTER JANUARY 2023

Hi there,

We're a little late this year with our Q4 2022 newsletter, so we decided to
include it in our January 2023 one.

I will write my full-scale director's report on 2022 in the coming spring, as soon
as our financial report is available. You may be interested in a preliminary
overview, so here are some main points:

We saw quite a few changes in our staff. Four editors left, four others
joined us. We were particularly happy to welcome Lennart Hofman and
Laurens Groeneveld, who have been working hard to set up our defence
& security desk. You will find two of their stories in this newsletter.
We also welcomed two new members in out Supervisory Board: Ad van
Liempt and Mireille Derks, both with extensive experience in journalism
and the media.
Starting January 2023, Geesje van Haren has joined our staff on a
parttime basis to help coaching our projects and develop new publication
and funding strategies. Geesje will continue running her own VersPers
organisation, which manages a journalistic training program) and the Lost
in Europe project, a network of journalists across Europe, who are
publishing on migration issues. 
Our international collaborations have been growing continuously. We now
have journalistic and media partners in Belgium, Estonia, Germany,
France, Italy, Poland, Spain, Ukraïne, the United Kingdom, Indonesia,
Nigeria and Kenya.

In 2022, we were able to increase both our budget and our number of
publications about ten percent. In our first year of existence, 2019, we
published 6 investigations. We ended 2022 with 30. We expect a similar
number this year.

We couldn't have done this work without the support of our donors, both big
and small.
Thank you all.

For those of you who contributed to Stella Braams legal support: the total
amount raised was 2,250 euros. On behalf of Stella: thank you.

Keep following us, we appreciatie your feedback, and keep hitting that button
below

Best regards,

Marcel Metze
editor-in-chief and director
January 2023
 

THE MAKING OF

In Q4 of 2022, Dutch and Polish media published stories about our
investigation into the risks of Chinese investments in European ports.
Laurens Groeneveld reports from behind the scenes of this investigation.

The context: countries that have allowed Chinese investment in their ports in
the past years are exposing themselves to espionage, economic dependence
and, eventually, possibly even sabotage. Also, some of these ports are being
used to support the Chinese navy. At the same time, they play a crucial role in
the European defence infrastructure. 

Laurens: "The story began in Gdynia, in northern Poland. The port in this city is
part of NATO's support network. American soldiers and vehicles arrive here to
protect Europe against Russia. Moreover, arms for Ukraine arrive in this port
and American warships regularly dock here. And right here, of all places, a
Chinese company has the potential of controlling the entire port. 

Many interviews, conducted in collaboration with my Polish colleague Maria
Pankowska, revealed that several senior NATO generals have been warning
about Chinese investment in this kind of infrastructure for years, but without
results. Anonymous sources told us about warnings in in Gdynia itself. 

By listing all Chinese investments in European ports, it quickly became
apparent that, like a pearl necklace around Europe, China is present in all
major European ports. The risks are obvious once one realises that all Chinese
companies, private or state-owned, can be forced to cooperate with the
government's political goals. 

We discovered Chinese legislation from 2017 stating that under the principle of
dual-use, all transportation companies in China must support the Chinese
military. This specifically includes shipping companies and terminal operators.
The state-owned COSCO itself admits to supporting the Chinese navy.  

It then turned out that Rotterdam has a relatively large number of Chinese
investments. While army and navy generals pointed mostly to the risks of
espionage and sabotage, the General Intelligence and Security Service of the
Netherlands (AIVD) and economists alerted us to the possible economic risks.
Hardly any European port can operate profitably anymore without a Chinese
presence. That China is aware of this became apparent when we got our hands
on a secret Belgian memo in which a Chinese diplomat warned the Belgian
foreign minister that her criticism of China was endangering the economic
success of the port of Antwerp-Zeebrugge. 

Our story furthermore shows that in recent years a battle has been going on
worldwide in which the United States is trying to prevent Chinese companies
from taking control of crucial ports, but that until now Europe has considered
economic interests more important. Consequently, Europe has created a
serious security risk for itself."

Want to know more? Read the article in FTM (Dutch), OKO.press (Polish) and
Frontstory.PL/vsquare.org (English).

In December, NRC published an article about a controversial deal with
Indian mega-company Adani and the loophole used to allow the deal to
succeed anyway. Maarten Bakker reports from inside the investigation.

"For some time now I have been researching the maritime sector in the
Netherlands. It makes our politicians and entrepreneurs glow with pride to see
Dutch tugboats refloating a giant container ship stalled in the Suez Canal, thus
restarting world trade, or dredgers pumping up the iconic 'Palm Islands' near
Dubai. This is Dutch glory at its best.

However, the maritime sector also has downsides. It is involved in fossil fuel
development projects, and its dredging operations sometimes result in the
degradation of fishing grounds and natural areas. After researching the Port of
Rotterdam's projects in foreign countries, which are often intertwined with fossil
fuel projects, I decided to take a closer look at the shipbuilding company IHC.

My focus was on a corruption case in Brazil involving the company. The FOIA
documents I requested from various Dutch ministries yielded little information
about this case, but they did throw another story my way. Emails from the
Ministry of Foreign Affairs revealed a high-level conflict between the Dutch
embassy in India and export credit insurer Atradius over the delivery of
dredgers built by IHC, some years ago. They were bought by the controversial
Indian mega-company Adani, owned by billionaire Gautam Adani. Because this
has been accused regularly of not taking environmental rules very seriously,
when building ports, Atradius was unwilling to issue export credit insurance for
the dredgers, putting the deal in jeopardy. 

The Dutch embassy, as well as the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, put pressure on
Atradius and eventually, IHC was able to deliver the two ships after all. 

One of the conditions for the credit insurance was that Adani would be open to
'sustainability training' by consultants. My colleague Olaf Geurts and I then
looked into what became of those sustainability lessons. According to our
Indian sources, Adani learned very little. The company is held partly
responsible for coastal erosion at a major port project in southern India, forcing
local people to relocate.  For months there have been protests at the port.
IHC's two dredgers were used in the project, according to FOIA documents."

Watch the video from Al-Jazeera about the protest over the Adani port in Karala
here. Read the article in NRC here (in Dutch).
 

PUBLICATIONS

CHINESE INVESTMENT IN
EUROPEAN PORTS INCREASES
RISK OF ESPIONAGE

Gdynia, along with Rotterdam and
Antwerpen-Zeebrugge, is part of a
network of European ports with
which the US Armed Forces has a
special agreement to serve as arrival
points for military equipment and
soldiers. 

But just when the US military is
looking to expand its presence in
Europe, the usability of these ports
has come into question. Increased
investment in these key ports by
Chinese companies has created
risks of espionage, increasing
economic dependence and the
presence of Chinese naval vessels,
while China is maintaining
increasingly close relations with
Russia.

 

Read the full story in Vsquare (in
English), OKO.press (in Polish)
and Frontstory.pl (in Polish) on
October 18th, 2022. The Dutch
version of the article was published
on Follow the Money, on October
27th.  Laurens Groeneveld was
invited on BNR News Radio, a Dutch
radio show, to talk about the
investigation. Listen to the
conversation (in Dutch). 
 

HOW THIERRY BAUDET'S
MENTOR BECAME A COG IN
PUTIN'S PR MACHINE
 
A big investigation by The
Investigative Desk in collaboration
with Follow the Money and Platform
Authentic Journalism uncovered new
information about John Laughland,
the "party ideologue" of the Dutch
right wing party Forum for
Democracy and his role in an
international conservative network
with direct ties to pro-Kremlin
ideologues. 

It turns out that Laughland fits
exactly in the method by which the
KGB of the Soviet Union used to
recruit 'enablers': people who are not
active agents, but spread pro-
Russian information through their
views and publications. In doing so,
Laughland played a role in setting up
a new European network of
conservative politicians and NGOs in
cooperation with the Orthodox and
Catholic Church.

Read the full story on Follow the
Money.

 
DUTCH GLORY IN THE DEEP SEE

Rare metals for car batteries,
turbines and electronics will soon
come from four kilometers deep in
the Pacific Ocean. In a year from
now, companies want to start a huge
mining project there to supply the
world with nickel, cobalt and
manganese. Dutch companies such
as IHC and Allseas are developing
the equipment. But new scientific
research shows that its use is still
harmful for the environment and that
there is more life on the ocean floor
than thought.

Read the full story on our website (in
Dutch). 

DUTCH EMBASSY PUSHED SALE
OF DREDGERS TO INDIAN MEGA-
COMPANY ADANI AGAINST
ENVIRONMENTAL CONCERNS

There were "unacceptable
environmental and social risks,"
export credit insurer Atradius ruled.
Nevertheless, Dutch shipbuilder IHC
struck a deal with Indian
conglomerate Adani to sell them two
dredgers. Atradius initially did not
want to cover the financial risks
because of Adani's poor social and
environmental record, but the Dutch
embassy in India launched a lobby to
save the deal. The embassy figured
that Adani could be coached on
corporate social responsibility.
However, the sustainability lessons
are little more than "pinpricks" for the
Indian conglomerate.

Read the full story in Dutch
newspaper NRC (in Dutch). 

ARE JDE PEET's' COFFEE BEANS
REALLY GROWN SUSTAINABLY?
THE COMPANY IS NOT REALLY
SURE. 

JDE Peet’s, parent company of the
Dutch Douwe Egberts firm, wants
100 percent of its coffee to be
sustainably grown by 2025. But it
doesn't know exactly from which
farmers its beans are coming. It buys
then from intermediairies, not from
the farmers themselves. And the
intermediary firms simply buy beans
they can get at a good price. “Coffee
is coffee, right?” 

To be labeled 'sustainably grown' or
'responsibly sourced', the cultivation
of coffee beans should contribute to
“farmer welfare, human equality and
land sustainability,” Douwe Egberts
writes on its website. The
Investigative Desk traveled to
Indonesia to investigate those
ambitions and found a long and
confusing coffee supply chain.
Guarantees about the origin of a
coffee bean are unrealistic.
Meanwhile, farmers live in
uncertainty because they depend on
volatile prices and unreliable
middlemen.

Read the full story on Vrij
Nederland (in Dutch). 

ARMS BROKER MAKES MILLIONS
WITH MUNITION FOR UKRAINE

When civilians all over Europe were
collecting money & goods for the
Ukrainian war effort, an Estonian
arms broker skimmed a 30%
commission off a €6.8m deal to send
anti-tank grenades to Kyiv. As soon
as Russia invaded Ukraine, the
demand for weapons skyrocketed.
Prices rose sharply, the number of
brokers hoping to make a quick profit
soared and supply chains quickly
became very complex. With our
partners Kyiv Independent, Die Welt,
Eesti Ekpress, NRC and Lighthouse
Reports, we got access to
documents that give unprecedented
insight into the details of one such an
arms deal that took place in the early
months of the war.

Read the full story on Kyiv
Independent (in English), NRC (in
Dutch) DIE WELT (in German)
and  on Eesti Ekspress (in
Estonian). 

Would you like to see more investigative journalism? Support us with a
donation!
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