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Preface and latest developments                             
 
Stichting De Onderzoeksredactie (The Investigative Desk) was established on 16 

November 2018, and has two core activities:1  

- The Investigative Desk 

- The Investigative Lab (Het Onderzoekslab)  

 

The Investigative Desk (proudly labelling itself ‘The Desk’) is a production house for 
investigative journalism, with a focus on thematic specialisation and international 

collaboration. The Desk publishes its investigations in existing media.  

 

Until 2023, The Desk focused on seven major areas: chemicals, defence & security, 

energy & climate, finance, food & agriculture, pharma & healthcare, and tobacco & 

nicotine. Within these areas, The Desk mainly investigates the large, international 
industries and their interactions with the public sector. In 2024, our editor Olivia den 

Hollander started a new, eighth, specialisation: legal journalism. Against the backdrop 

of a changing national and international political climate The Desk considers this an 

area of increasing importance. 

 
The Investigative Lab is a subsidised 18-week fellowship programme for aspiring 

investigative journalists. It builds on the experience gained by the undersigned in 

2010-2015 with his masterclasses for Stichting De Onderzoeksredactie (not the same 

as the present foundation, see note).  A total of eight rounds have been completed. In 

2025 the Lab was extended with an eight-week international track. 

 
International recognition 

 

For The Desk, 2024 was characterised by a strong increase in international 

collaborations. The number of international projects doubled from five to ten.  

 

The Desk feels honoured to have received recognition for this from the Global 
Investigative Journalism Network, whose board of directors unanimously approved our 

application for membership in June 2025. GIJN is the world’s leading international 

association of investigating reporting organisations and is best known for the Global 

Investigative Journalism Conference, which it organises every two years. 

 

 

 
1  The Stichting De Onderzoeksredactie also existed in 2014 - 2016. This had been set up by Marcel Metze 

together with weekly news magazine De Groene Amsterdammer. That collaboration ended in the summer of 

2015. The Stichting (foundation) in question changed its name. The current Stichting De Onderzoeksredactie 
is therefore legally a new entity.  
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Supervisory Board 
 

On 1 March 2025, Professor Dr. André Knottnerus left our Supervisory Board. He had 

been a member since the start of the foundation and acted as chairman for 2.5 years. 

The Desk owes him much gratitude for his commitment, his thoughtfulness, and his 

excellent advice. The board appointed Mrs. Mireille Derks, who has been a member 
since 2022, as the new chair. Mr. Ad van Liempt, who also joined the board in 2022, 

remains a member.  

 

Also on 1 March, the Supervisory Board welcomed a new member. Dr. Godfried 

Engbersen is an emeritus-professor of sociology of Erasmus University in Rotterdam. 

His research programme focused on social inequality and international migration. 
Before, he worked at the universities of Leiden (Ph.D. University of Leiden, 1990), 

Amsterdam and Utrecht, and as a visiting professor at the Centre of Western 

European Studies at the University of California, Berkeley (spring 1996). He is an 

elected member of the Royal Netherlands Academy of Arts & Sciences (KNAW) and 

until recently an elected member of the Netherlands Scientific Council for Government 
Policy (WRR). 

 

 

Editorial management and coaching team 
 

Mr. Oscar van der Kroon is an experienced journalist and documentary maker. He 
started his career at the Haagse Courant. Later he worked as a reporter for NOS and 

Zembla, both part of the Dutch public broadcasting system. Between 2010 and 2022 

he was the chief editor of documentaries at NTR (public television). After retiring there, 

he remained active, as an editor research and development at Witfilm and as a 

volunteer in a care home. During our talks about his possible membership of the 

Supervisory Board he indicated that he would prefer a more active role. As a result, he 
joined The Desk as a project coach, starting 1 June 2025.  

 

As a director and editor-in-chief I am very happy with Mr. van der Kroon’s decision, so 

much the more since at the same time, our deputy editor-in-chief Geesje van Haren 

decided to accept a new role in another organisation. Mrs. Van Haren has been with 
us for two years. I am very grateful for her contribution to the development of The 

Desk.  

 

In early 2025, Mr. Huub Jaspers joined our team as a coach of the new eight-week 

international Lab-track. Mr. Jaspers is an award-winning investigative journalist, who 

worked for nearly thirty years for Argos, a well-known Dutch radio and television 
show. Jaspers cooperated in many international investigative projects with big media 

like ZDF, WDR, Washington Post, German national magazines and newspapers.          

 

 

 

Marcel Metze 
 

Director and editor-in-chief, 24 June 2025 
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Review of 2024 

 

 
 

 

General Developments 
 

 
The Desk’s journalists worked on more than forty investigations, of which seventeen 

resulted in publications. Highlights will be described in the next section. Links to all 

stories are on our website www.investigativedesk.com and in our newsletters, for 

which you can sign up on the website.  

 
At year’s end fifteen projects were still in progress. They led to publications in 2025. 

For various reasons (mostly lack of time) six projects were put on hold.  

 

The total number of publications resulting from all these investigations added up to 

around seventy.  

 
In the Netherlands, NRC, Follow the Money, Vrij Nederland and The Dutch Medical 

Journal remained the main publication partners. The Desk investigations were also 

published on The Correspondent platform (Investigative Lab story), in the Algemeen 

Dagblad newspaper and in regional newspapers (BN/De Stem and Brabants Dagblad). 

Our journalists were interviewed several times about our stories on BNR News Radio.  

 
Outside The Netherlands, the Desk’s investigations or reports thereof were published, 

among others, in Czech Republic (Investigace.cz), Estonia (Delfi), Finland (Iitalehti), 

Germany (Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, Die Welt), Luxemburg (Reporter.Lu), Poland 

(Frontstory), Slovakia (Jan Kuciak platform), Spain (El País), Surinam (Suriname 

Nieuws), Ukraine (The Kyiv Independent), the United Kingdom (British Medical 
Journal), the USA (Science Magazine, The Examination), and on the global platforms 

Business Insider and Environmental Reporting Collective.  

  

This list reflects the Desk’s increased international activities.  

 

 

  

http://www.investigativedesk.com/
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Overview of key projects 
 
 
Chemicals   
 

The 2023 report described the Forever Pollution project, an international investigation 

into PFAS pollution, which was initiated by The Desk and in which seventeen 

European newsrooms became involved. The Desk published its own story in NRC. The 

website https://foreverpollution.eu provides an overview of all publications of this 

project. In early 2024 editor Tim Luimes published a follow-up article on tax evasion 
by the Dutch PFAS producer Chemours. 

 

Contributor Marco van Kerkhoven, who had published a story about the close 

relations between scientists at Wageningen University and the agrochemical industry 

in 2023, set up an international investigation into the lobbies behind the continued 
(and prolonged) EU-authorisation of glyphosate, an important herbicide, marketed 

under the name Roundup. His team will publish its findings in 2025, in The 

Netherlands, Hungary and possibly Sweden. 

 

 

Defence & security  
 

In July 2023, an international team of journalists led by Desk editor Laurens 

Groeneveld completed an investigation into NATO's ammunition shortages, which 

proved to be caused by the supplies to Ukraine and a limited European production 

capacity. This story was published in the Netherlands, Estonia, Ukraine, France and 
Spain. A year later, in July 2024, his team published a second investigation, revealing 

how Europe’s production of crucial ammunition failed to meet Brussels’ promises to 

Ukraine. 
 

After the start of the war in Gaza, The Desk initiated an investigation of Dutch military 

exports to controversial or conflict-ridden countries, which now included Israel. The 
research was done by a journalist of The Desk and one of our publication partner 

FTM. Two stories were published in 2024, the third will appear in 2025. 

 

 

Energy & Climate 
 
In early 2024, Desk-editor Olaf Geurts published his investigation (with assistance 

from Manon Dillen and Maarten Bakker in the Netherlands and Luc Caregari in 

Luxemburg) into ExxonMobil’s offshore operations in Guyana. The oil company is 

extracting this country’s offshore reserves with high margins, using cost and tax 

optimisation via Dutch subsidiaries and via Luxembourg. Geurts published in NRC (in 

Dutch), while Reporter.lu of Luxembourg published an article in German. NRC added a 
report by their Latin American correspondent about the socio-economic, political and 

environmental consequences of the Guyana oil boom. In Guyana’s neighbouring state 

Suriname the story was picked up by the Suriname Nieuws Centrale (SNC).  

 

Geurts and contributors Nina Eshuis and Fernande van Tets reconstructed the lobby 

and political dynamics behind the reintroduction of nuclear power in The Netherlands. 

Their article was published in July 2024 in Vrij Nederland. 
 

A third investigation in this sector looked into the vulnerability of Dutch wind mill 

parks to cyber-attacks. A specific problem is that some of these parks are owned by 

foreign operators. The project was a collaboration between The Desk, online platform 

https://foreverpollution.eu/
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Small Stream Media and the AD newspaper’s regional desk, all based in The 
Netherlands. It was published in Vrij Nederland and on the Small Stream Media 

platform. 

 

 

Finance 
 
Editor Olivia den Hollander and contributor Mirjam van der Puijl investigated the 

international network of Financial Intelligence Units (FIU’s). These institutions have 

been established in 175 countries in order to enforce international anti-money 

laundering and anti-terrorism financing regulations. FIU’s are supposed to be 

independent. Yet, dozens of governments abuse their FIU to stifle civil society and to 
silence critics, especially in countries with poor human rights records. The story was 

published by FTM, both in Dutch and English. 

 

The Desk has been working on investigations into tax avoidance for several years and 

continued to do so in 2024. The investigation into ExxonMobil's financial structures, 

mentioned above, is a prime example. In the 'Tobacco' section, you can read about our 
investigation into possible tax avoidance by British American Tobacco in Kenya.   

 

 

Food and Agriculture 
 

Editors Mathilde de Jeu and Irene van den Berg collaborated with the Colombian 
journalistic platform Baudó to investigate the realities behind Nespresso’s self-

established sustainability label. Their story was published by FTM and Baudó. 

 

Van den Berg and De Jeu worked with the Dutch regional newspaper Brabants 
Dagblad to investigate the financial troubles of VION, a big meat processing firm in 

The Netherlands. VION is owned by its suppliers, the farmers who raise the pigs that 

the company processes. Because of the firm’s troubles, the value of the farmers’ 
shares has been gradually evaporating for several years. The Desk & BD team 

published a news story and an interview with VION’s top executives in the BD 
newspaper, and is planning a further investigation in 2025.   

 

The Van den Berg & De Jeu team also investigated the recent move of big food 

companies into the medical and pharmaceutical sector. Five of the ten largest 

producers of ultra-processed food on the European market have invested in products 
for diseases which are either caused or negatively influenced by unhealthy eating. 

Their favourites are diabetes medicines and weight-loss products. The story ‘Obesity 

as business model’ appeared in Dutch and English on FTM, and in Dutch in the Dutch 
Journal of Medicine (NTvG). 

 

 
Legal journalism 

 

Before Olivia den Hollander became an investigative journalist and joined The Desk, 

she worked as a lawyer. With funding from the Dutch Democracy and Media 

Foundation she was able to start our eighth specialisation: a desk for legal journalism. 

Her first investigation revealed how middle income households in The Netherlands 
often cannot afford a lawyer and can also not get subsidised legal assistance. As a 

result, their access to the legal system is limited. The story was published in Vrij 
Nederland. 

 

Den Hollander also developed a workshop to train journalists in legal journalism, in 

collaboration with the court of justice in Rotterdam. The first workshops took place at 
the end of 2024. 
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Together with Irene van den Berg Den Hollander started investigating the - weak - 

legal position of people who are subjects in medical trials in The Netherlands. Their 

story is expected to be published in 2025. 

 

During all of 2024, Olivia contributed a story to the NRC's Economics and Law section 

every four weeks. These stories often cover financial topics.   
 

 
Pharma & healthcare 
 

In 2023, the Van den Berg & De Jeu team had investigated the ‘Beyond Nicotine’ 
strategy of the four major international tobacco groups. Some of these groups are 

investing heavily in the medical and pharmaceutical industries. This investigation 

resulted in two publications in the Dutch Journal of Medicine (Nederlands Tijdschrift 
voor Geneeskunde, or NTvG) in 2023, and to an item on the current affairs TV-

programme Nieuwsuur. In a 2024 follow-up project the Van den Berg & De Jeu duo 

found that the medical and pharmaceutical subsidiaries of tobacco companies are also 

financing scientific research and researchers. In this investigation they collaborated 

with The British Medical Journal (The BMJ) and the Danish newspaper Politiken. FTM 
published the results in June 2024 in The Netherlands. The story appeared on the 

front page of The BMJ and was widely picked up by, among others, NRC, the 

Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, El País, and scientific journal Science. Danish 

newspaper Politiken published its own article on this research in the summer of 2024.  

 

 

Tobacco  
 

In early 2025, the University of Bath (UK) published our investigation into possible tax 

evasion of avoidance by British American Tobacco in Kenya. The Desk had started this 

investigation in 2023, at the invitation of the NGO Tax Justice Network Africa (Kenya) 

and with financial and scientific support from the University of Bath. It was set up as 
a pilot study to provide direction for follow-up research in Kenya's neighbouring 

countries, and later possibly also in Nigeria and South-Africa. Our investigators Tim 

Luimes and Mirjam van der Puijl found significant discrepancies in BATK’s financial 

reporting. Their report, Missing Millions, attracted widespread media attention in 

Kenya and other African countries. The Kenya Revenue Authority announced an 

investigation and shortly after publication, two BATK directors stepped down. 
 

As part of our participation in a consortium with IVO Research, Maastricht University 

and the SEO research institute we initiated two journalistic projects. The first was an 

investigation into shifts in the Dutch retail market for tobacco and cigarettes, in the 

run-up to the ban of tobacco sales in Dutch supermarkets, which came into force in 

July 2024. This led to follow-up research on Philip Morris' broader marketing strategy 

for their IQOS heat-not-burn device, the results of which were published in 2024 in 
the NRC newspaper. 

 

Vrij Nederland published a Desk-investigation into the effects of the Dutch ban on 

adding flavours to e-cigarette fluids (vapes). As it turned out, users – mainly very 

young adolescents and even children – have set up their own informal importing and 

sales networks via social media. This investigation stimulated follow-up research into 
these imports, which mainly come from China. Since mid-2024, our editors Olaf 

Geurts and Laurens Groeneveld are working on a radio documentary about this, in 

collaboration with the investigative Dutch radio show Argos. The documentary will be 

aired in the summer of 2025. 
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Other investigations 
 

The seventh Investigative Lab focused on the situation of homeless persons in The 

Netherlands. The group specifically looked at the implementation of the Housing First 

philosophy and found that in many towns and cities, this has been unsuccessful, due 
to conflicting interests of the organisations involved and due to the lack of available 

houses. The story was published by The Correspondent platform. 

 

The eighth Lab, which started at the end of 2024, focused its investigation on 

ammonia transport by rail through densely populated areas. You can find more 

information in the Lab paragraph below. 
 

 

Staff and organisational developments 
 

 

Personnel changes 
 

Two editors (regular contributors) left in 2024: one because of long-covid, the second 

to accept a government job. Our part-time trainee moved to a full-time traineeship at a 
national newspaper.  

 

The Desk welcomed four new journalists: former trainee Olivia den Hollander 

continued as a  regular contributor; long-time journalist Hans Ariëns joined our 

ranks; Zuza Nazaruk, a young Polish journalist, based in Rotterdam, did so too. 
Leonie Coppes came in as a new full-time trainee.  

 

At year’s end, the number of editors (regular contributors) and incidental contributors 

was fifteen, two less than at the end of 2023. This number included the deputy chief 

editor and editor-in-chief. Eight were female, seven male.  

 
 

Editorial management and coaching 
 

The Desk is preparing for a transition towards a new editorial leadership. In late 2024, 

we began looking for an experienced journalistic project coach, who could gradually 

relieve the present editor-in-chief from this task. Initially, the recruitment process 
didn’t result in a suitable candidate. In a surprising turn of events, we did find such a 

person after all in early 2025, when the Supervisory Board asked Mr. Oscar van der 

Kroon to join its ranks. During the introductory talks with the editor-in-chief and 

some editors it became clear that Mr. Van der Kroon, a very experienced journalist 

who had just retired, had much experience as a project coach and editor of 
investigative television documentaries. Mr. Van der Kroon decided to refrain from 

becoming a Supervisor and instead began coaching investigative projects at The Desk, 

starting around 1 June 2025.  

 

As described in the Preface his decision coincided with Mrs. Geesje van Haren’s 

decision to take up a new project in another organisation.  
 

The 2023 director’s report already noticed that it is a challenge for The Desk to find 

the top-level experienced senior journalists we need to develop our investigative 

programmes and lead our projects. The Desk is not the only journalistic organisation 

facing this challenge, and journalism is certainly not the only sector with a shortage of 
highly qualified staff. As could be expected, this shortage has led to intensification of 

recruitment efforts and an increased level of transfers.   
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In such a situation, a top-level institute like The Desk faces a constant risk that its 

people are lured away by other organisations. Our editors are aware of their 

attractiveness and inevitably, every now and then one of them decides to transfer (a 

recent example is our talented editor Mathilde de Jeu, who accepted a job at Friends 

of the Earth in June 2025).  
 

On the other hand, we are regularly approached by freelance investigative journalists 

who are looking for a ‘home’ and want to work with us. So the challenge for The Desk 

is not so much to find new talents but to maintain a good balance between the outflow 

of experienced staff and the inflow of new staff. Typically, even experienced newcomers 

will need about a year to ‘on-board’ The Desk, find their way in our working processes 
and develop their own thematic investigative lines. And the talents who come forward 

from our Investigative Lab and traineeship (see below) typically take two to three years 

until they can set-up and implement the kind of extensive and complex investigations 

the Desk excels in. 

 
 

Upcoming new self-employment legislation 
 

Desk journalists all work on a freelance basis. This includes the editor-in-chief and 

deputy editor-in-chief, who facilitate and support the journalists in their work. The 

only formal positions in the foundation are those of the director (who at present is also 
editor-in-chief) and the trainee, who has a one-year labour contract. 

 

In our freelance staff we distinguish between regular contributors and incidental 

contributors. Regular contributors – we refer to as ‘editors’- enjoy more facilities than 

incidental ones.  

 
During 2024, the Dutch government announced new legislation concerning labour 

relations (the Verduidelijking beoordeling arbeidsrelaties en rechtsvermoeden or VBAR). 

This legislation aims to prevent the hiring of freelance workers on such a regular basis 

that they should be considered ‘fake employees’. This legislation may require changes 

in the relationship between The Desk and its journalists.  
 

In October 2024, our editor Olivia den Hollander wrote a legal opinion, based on the 

draft of the new law. She also gave some initial advice about possible changes in our 

arrangements. In March 2025, the Minister of Social Affairs and Employment 

announced adaptations to the draft law. Key elements to determine the employment 

status are whether self-employed persons work at their own risk, pay VAT (journalists 
pay 0% by definition), invest in their own company and spend time and money on 

acquisition.  

 

The final text of the new law is still in development. It is expected to come into effect in 

January 2026. The director will conceive a draft of a new arrangement between the 

foundation and our journalists during the summer of 2025. This will be discussed 
with our journalists and with the Internal Revenue Service before it is finalised.  
 

 

 

The Investigative Lab 

 

Through our Lab, our traineeship, our professionalisation programme (‘pizza sessions’ 

and workshops) and our intensive coaching, we have created a prime breeding ground 

for journalists – especially young ones - who want to become specialised investigators.  
 



9 

 

Both the Lab and our traineeship receive financial support from the Dutch Fund for In-
depth Journalism (Dutch: Fonds voor Bijzondere Journalistieke Projecten). The 
support has two forms. The Fund doesn’t support the Lab directly, but has set up a 

scheme in which it offers the participants so-called Expertise Grants. In return, the 

Desk has to provide a motivation of its choice of participants and an annual 

evaluation of the results of the Lab.  

 
The Fund for In-Depth Journalism does provide direct funding for our traineeship. 

This funding covers about 75% of the total costs (including wage-tax and social 

security charges) during one year, with the option to extend with a second year. Our 

present trainee, Leonie Coppes, started in 2024 and both she and The Desk agreed to 

extend her contract in 2025. The Desk has indicated to the Fund that it would like to 

hire a new trainee in 2026.  
 

The increasing internationalisation of the activities of The Desk has also reached the 

Lab. For round 8, which started around 1 December, we decided to investigate the 

hazards connected with rail transports of ammonia from Rotterdam and Antwerp 

though the southern Netherlands to Germany. Ammonia is not just a raw material for 
fertilizer production but also chemical compound for the storage and transport of 

hydrogen, which is expected to play a major role in the energy transition. This choice 

automatically led to the decision to recruit journalists from Belgium and Germany for 

the Lab as well. Long story short: we added an 8-week track to the Lab, which we call 

Environmental Investigative Teaching Lab. In December the Journalismfund Europe 

awarded us a grant of around € 21,000 to set this up. The international track started 
in March 2025, with coaching by award-winning journalist Huub Jaspers, who had 

just retired from a long career at Argos, a renowned investigative radio show in The 

Netherland, and by the undersigned. 

 

 

 

Financial Developments 
 

Revenue (excluding reserves) rose around ten per cent to €575,000. This is 27 percent 
above the 2022 level, just above inflation, which totalled at around twenty-five percent 

in the years 2022-2024. See the financial statements for exact figures and details.  

 

We continue to thrive as an international journalistic ‘project developer’ and ‘project 

manager’. In 2021 we acquired around €60,000 in funding for international projects, 
in 2022 the amount was €37,000 but in 2023 this jumped to around €180,000. In 

2024, this amount was around the same. In 2024, the total amount of awarded grants 

and subsidies climbed from €306,000 to €332,000 (+8.5 percent). 

 

Income from publication fees, the Investigative Lab and legal journalism training was 

around €84,000 up from around €58,000 in 2023. Nevertheless, this type of funding 
will remain a minor source of income, which hardly ever surpasses the 10-15 percent 

(of total income).  

 

Our reserves grew from 32 to 37 percent of our expenses. This growth mainly concerns 

dedicated subsidies, which we did not yet spend in 2024. 
 

The Desk prides itself on its professional project selection, supervision and 

monitoring. This is reflected in the number of projects that do not lead to publishable 

results. In 2024, we discontinued six projects prematurely – double the number as in 

2023. The investment in these amounted to approximately €7.670 (including 

overheads). This was more than in 2023 but still represents only 1.7 percent of our 
total project costs. In investigative journalism it is by definition hard to predict which 
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leads will prove dead ends. However, we will keep working on our decision making 
processes and our coaching to prevent our ‘success score’ from falling. 

 

Average project costs totalled approximately €14,700 (5 percent more than in 2023) 

with a range between around €3,500 and €70,000. 

 
The most important funding highlights were: 

 

- At the end of 2023 we were awarded a two-year grant of almost €257,000.- in the 

‘Enhancing Sustainability’ Programme of the Dutch Journalism Fund. We received 

sixty percent in 2024 and will receive the rest after delivery of an interim-report in 

2025. The fund’s share in our total funding has decreased from 35 percent to 21 
percent in the years 2022-2024, which is in line with the fund’s policy to stimulate 

its grantees to work towards financial sustainability.  

 

- At the end of 2024 the Dutch Fund for In-Depth Journalism (Fonds voor Bijzondere 
Journalistieke Projecten) extended its special arrangement for our Investigative Lab. 

Under this arrangement, the participants can acquire a grant of €2,800 each, 
which covers eighty percent of our fee, and an additional grant of €4,608 to cover 

18 weeks of two days participation. The total value of this package for the 

participants of round 8 of the Lab, which started at the end of November, is 

€37,000.   

 

- Simultaneously, the Journalismfund.Europe awarded us a Professional 
Development grant of €21,000 to internationalise our Investigative Lab and extend 

it by 8 weeks. This grant will become available in 2025. 

 

- Our former trainee, now editor Olivia den Hollander, who has a background as a 

lawyer, acquired a grant of €47,000 from the (Dutch) Democracy and Media 

Foundation (Stichting Democratie en Media) in order to set up a programme for 
Legal Journalism. This programme consists of journalistic investigations and 

training sessions for journalists. The training sessions are hosted by the Court of 

Rotterdam, with Olivia and a judge from the court as trainers.    

 

- Our investigation into tax avoidance by Big Tobacco in Africa encountered delays, 
due to financial uncertainties at one of the partners, the NGO Tax Justice Network 

Africa. At the end of the year, these were resolved. The Desk is co-ordinating and 

executing the investigation. We contributed €10,000, our partner Bath University 

€11,200. The TJNA contribution of €55,600 is available for the continuation of the 

research in 2025. 

 
 

Leverage 
 

We leverage our structural funding and reserves to fund our preliminary studies and 

then seek project grants based on those preliminary studies.  
 

This 'leverage' generated €101,000 in awarded project grants in 2022. In 2023, this 

amount grew to around €174,000. In 2024, it reached € 181,000. 

 

Some of the project grants are paid directly to individual editors and are therefore not 

visible in the financial statements. Administrative changes have allowed us to make an 
increasing proportion of these project grants visible in our financial statements.  In 

2023, the amount of 'invisible' project grants decreased to €22,000, amid a parallel 

increase in the amount of visible grants. In 2024, we saw a further decrease to around 

€ 9,000. 
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Another kind of leverage is much more important but difficult to quantify: the 
manpower and resources that our collaboration partners at home and abroad invest 

themselves in the research projects we realise with them. We can get a rough 

indication of this by comparing the number of our own publications with the total 

number of publications generated by our investigations. This ratio is about 1:3.5.  

 
 

 

Strategic Positioning 

 

In 2022 and 2023 two Dutch publication partners, NRC and FTM, increased their own 

investigative staff. Initially, we reacted by moving towards a more national orientation 

in our investigations, and towards more actuality driven stories. However, in 2024 we 
found that by doing so, we were entering into competition with these partners rather 

than bringing them added value.  

 

Meetings with leading editorial staff at NRC, FTM and also Vrij Nederland confirmed 

this analysis. NRC, for example, showed an interest in our new Legal Journalism 
programme, FTM in our Defence desk and the new editor-in-chief at VN in various 

other specialisations. This stimulated us to refocus on our core competences: in-depth 

research in specialised areas and – wherever possible - in international collaborations.   

 

This choice has paid off. As mentioned earlier, we were able to increase our revenues 

from publication fees and other income. Nevertheless, building stable relationships 
with publication partners remains a challenge, not in the least because of regular 

changes in their editorial staff and management, and in their policies. To mitigate this 

structural uncertainty, we have started thinking about a more active use of our own 

publication channels, particularly on social media and e-mail (our newsletter). This 

process began with the development of a new marketing strategy – see next section. 
 

 

New marketing and funding strategies 
 

Until now, we have been a production house that publishes via other media. In 

marketing terms we can be considered a ‘business-to-business’ supplier without direct 
‘retail’ customers (readers). It is therefore challenging for us to stimulate our brand 

visibility. In 2024, we began developing ways to do so without irritating our 

publication partners, who of course all have their own marketing methods.  

 

First, we began helping our editors to actively engage in post-publication marketing, 
by spreading their stories in their own networks, and by sending links to professional 

media, to interest groups and to decision makers. This has now become standard 

practice and the effects are slowly becoming visible in our impact registration.  

 

Using a special additional grant from the Dutch Journalism Fund, we then hired an 

external expert to help us formulate a broader, more professional marketing strategy. 
In the spring of 2025 a consultant from the fund helped us to start up two projects, 

based on this new strategy: one for developing a stronger social media and newsletter 

presence, and one for improving our website.  

 

In 2024, we also developed plans to acquire more structural organisational funding. 
Using the same additional grant from Dutch Journalism Fund, we hired an external 

expert to help us develop a ‘keystone document’ and a first ‘pitch deck’ to use in initial 

contacts with potential funding organisations. We are also exploring the possibility of 
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building a network of wealthy individual donors. The implementation of these plans 
started in 2025.  

 

 

 

National Collaborations 
 

Deputy editor-in-chief Geesje van Haren and I organised meetings with a deputy 

editor-in-chief at NRC and with the editors-in-chief of FTM and Vrij Nederland to 

discuss the possibilities of a more structural and structured approach of our 
partnerships with them.  

 

The NRC meeting resulted in a follow-up meeting, at the end of 2024, with some of the 

newspaper’s second-level editorial managers, in which we presented our programme to 

develop a new specialisation in legal journalism. Despite positive reactions, this has 

not yet resulted in any publications at the time of writing.  
 

The meeting with the two editors-in-chief at FTM increased their awareness of our 

expertise and our specialisations. This became evident when they asked us to set up a 

programme to investigate the EU-lobbying practices of the alcohol industry, which will 

result in one or more publications in 2025. FTM has also shown much interest in our  
investigations in the defence sector. In January 2025, one of FTM’s editor-in-chief 

retired. The remaining one introduced a new editorial structure with three deputy’s 

and a range of desk ‘leads’. These changes initially caused some turbulence but these 

proved temporary and resulted in a clearer matching of our production processes.  

 

A change of ownership of Vrij Nederland offered new possibilities for a more structural 
and structured relationship with this magazine. In our meeting with new editor-in-

chief Sander Heijne he explicitly welcomed a more frequent collaboration. We have of 

course responded positively and are indeed expecting an increase in our number of 

VN-publications in 2025. 

  
The Desk has invited a number of other journalistic non-profits in The Netherlands to  

meet on a regular basis. A first meeting, of four groups, took place in November 2024, 

the second in February 2025. Both mainly focused on the exchange of experiences and 

views. During the second meeting, the participants also explored ideas to develop 

collective projects, but these have not yet materialised at the time of writing. 

 

 

 

International collaborations 
 

In 2024, we worked on ten international projects, compared to five in 2023: 

 

- An investigation of the legal and fiscal constructions used by ExxonMobil to 
channel away their profits from oil production in Guyana via Luxemburg. A 

collaboration with the Luxemburg investigative platform Reporter.lu and the South-

American correspondent of NRC. Published in early 2024. 

- Tax avoidance by Big Tobacco in Africa, Phase 2 (with Bath University, Tax Justice 

Africa Network [an NGO]. To be published in 2025. 

- A financial analysis of the nickel mining industry in Indonesia, in partnership with 
the Environmental Reporting Collective. Published on the ERC website in February 

2025.  

- Unravelling the glyphosate re-admittance mystery: how the agrochemical industry 

uses ‘independent’ scientists to influence pesticide regulation in Europe, with 

media partners in Hungary and Sweden. To be published in 2025.  
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- How Europe’s production of crucial ammunition fails to meet Brussels’ promises to 
Ukraine. An investigation with seven partners in Germany, Eastern Europe and 

Ukraine. Published in 2024. 

- A follow-up investigation into The Czech ammunition Initiative to increase 

European 155mm shell production and deliveries to Ukraine, with partners in 

Ukraine, Czech Republic, and France. Published in early 2025.  
- Beyond Nicotine, an investigation into Big Tobacco’s investments in the medical 

and pharmaceutical sector, in partnership with the British Medical Journal and the 

Danish newspaper Politiken. Published in 2024. 

- Beyond Food, an investigation of Big Food’s investments in weight loss 

pharmaceuticals, with partners in France and Switzerland. First story published in 

2024, second in 2025. 
- An investigation into the sustainability claims of Nestlé’s Nespresso brand, in 

collaboration with a journalistic platform in Colombia. Published in 2024. 

- Toxic Trains, an investigation of the environmental risks and health hazards related 

to the – increasingly frequent - chemical train transports from Antwerp and 

Rotterdam through the Netherlands to Germany. A project of the Investigative Lab, 
to be published in 2025. 

 

The Desk acquired a total of € 290.000,- for these projects, of which around € 

60.000,- in 2023 and around € 230.000,- in 2024. Of this amount around twenty per 

cent went to The Desk’s  partners and eighty percent to The Desk itself (working 

hours, overhead and project expenses).  
 

 

 

Reach and impact 

 

Reach 
 

Our investigations and publications reach hundreds of thousands of media users in 

the Netherlands and other European countries. It is not possible to determine exactly 
how many. Below is the number of direct publications for 2024 only.  

 

Chemicals: three investigations, with five publications in: FTM, Algemeen Dagblad, 

BN/De Stem and two local papers.  

 

Defence and security: three investigations with fourteen publications in FTM, BNR 
Nieuwsradio, Kyiv Independent (Ukraine), Die Welt, Delfi (Estonia), Fronstory.pl 

(Poland), Investigace.cz (Czech Republic), Iitalehti (Finland), Jan Kuciak Centre 

(Slovakia), Radio Free Europe, Business Insider, Euromaidan Press.  

 

Energy: three investigations with five publications: NRC, Reporter,lu (Luxemburg), 
Suriname Nieuws (Surinam), Vrij Nederland. 

 

Finance: twelve investigations (including cases for NRC's Economics and Law section), 

with thirteen publications in NRC and FTM. 

 

Food: three investigations with seven publications on FTM, Dutch Journal of Medicine, 
and Algemeen Dagblad. 

 

Legal: one investigation with one publication on Vrij Nederland. 

 

Tobacco: three investigations with fourteen publications in, among others: the British 
Medical Journal, FTM, El País (Spain), Frankfurter Allgemeine (Germany), NewGP, 

Science Magazine, The Examination, Politiken (Denmark), Vrij Nederland, NRC.  



14 

 

 
 

Circulation and numbers of readers/visitors of our publishing channels (based on 
Wikipedia info, which in turn is usually based on the brands’ own claims): 

 

Algemeen Dagblad (newspaper Netherlands): circulation around 350,000; digital 2.8 
million visitors per day (including regional newspapers). 

BN/De Stem (newspaper Netherlands): circulation around 70,000, reaches around 

200,000 people. 

BNR Nieuwsradio (Netherlands): over 470,000 radio listeners (weekly)  

The British Medical Journal (global magazine and website): website reaches 11 million 

people per month). 
Business Insider (website Netherlands): 2,7 million visitors per month 

Delfi (website Estonia): around 700,000 ‘real users’, and over 30 million visitors per 

month 

Eesti Express (newspaper Estonia): 24,000 subscribers. 

El País (newspaper Spain): 400,000 subscriptions, 20 million followers on social media 
Follow The Money (website Netherlands): 45,000 subscribers. 

Iitahlehti (newspaper Finland): reaches over 2.8 million Finns each week. 

The Kyyiv Independent (website Ukraine): online over 65,000 per day (nearly 2 million 

per month). 

Dutch Journal of Medicine (monthly, Netherlands): circulation 16,000. 

NOS Radio 1 (Netherlands): approximately 2.5 million listeners per week. 
NOS News (Netherlands, online): approximately 8 million visitors per month. 

NRC (newspaper Netherlands): 427,000 readers (weekdays) and 737,000 (weekend). 

Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty reaches 50 million people per week, in 27 countries 

in Europe. 

Süddeutsche Zeitung (newspaper Germany): circulation 260,000. Number of readers 

1,2 million. 
Vrij Nederland (magazine Netherlands): circulation, including online, 13,000. Number 

of readers around 60,000. 

Die Welt (newspaper Germany): circulation 92,000. Number of readers about 1 million. 

 

 
Political and other impact 

 

- Netherlands: Parliamentary questions and debate and tweets from MP’s on zero tax 

payments Chemours. 

- Netherlands: Parliamentary information request to Department of Defence, for 

missing documents on military exports. 
- Netherlands: Letter from Parliament to state secretary of Finance, about Dutch tax 

avoidance policy. 

- Kenya (Missing Millions report, early 2025): revenue authority announces 

investigation into BAT Kenya financial reporting; two BATK board members resign. 
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Outlook for 2025 
 
 

The outlook for 2025 is somewhat more uncertain that the one for last year. Income 

projections now (halfway 2025) range between €450,000 and €600,000. In part this 

uncertainty is structural; in part it caused by a diminished availability of European 

cross-border grants. Whether the latter is a temporary situation remains to be seen. 

Project funding from the Dutch Fund for In-Depth Journalism (Fonds voor Bijzondere 
Journalistieke Projecten) and income from publication fees and training activities are 
expected to stay at about the same level as in 2024.  

 

In response to this somewhat higher uncertainty, the Desk’s management team has 

stepped up its efforts to find funding for mid-range investigative tracks (which we call 

programme funding) and multi-year organisational funding. A first positive result of 
these efforts became visible in H1 but more needs to be done. 

 

In H1 of 2025 we experienced some personnel departures. For a small organisation 

like The Desk, this quickly implies a substantial ‘expertise drain’. During the five years 

of our existence, we have found that working in teams is the best way to make sure 

that a specific expertise isn’t totally lost. Fortunately, The Desk can by now rely on an 
impressive track record and a good reputation, which help us attract new talents. The 

search an onboarding of these talents will be a top priority in H2. 

      


