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Every investigative reporter around the Globe could dig into the American secret archives. He/she must simply combine at least 3 talents – to be tireless researcher, good writer and persistent fighter with the bureaucrats who keep the secrets and who are responsible for documents’ declassification.

 To reach terrific results approximately not earlier than 2 years after his first attempt the above mentioned enthusiast must follow at least 20 steps - 

1. Choose hot topic. 

· You must be sure that the general public in your country is interested in the issue, which you will ask documents to be declassified for.  

(Hot topics in the ex communist countries could be the documents from the Cold War Era, documents related to communist special services, to ex- communist leaders or other high level political and other public figures.  

For the journalists from other countries all documents related to particular events and officials, about secret spy or other operations must be very interesting.)

-     A good hint about interesting documents and issues for many countries could be found in the following list – http://cryptome.org/inscom-foia.htm
These are secret documents from INSCOM – US International and Security Command. This is only one of many other secret institutions you might try to request documents from.

# “The Iron Fist – Inside the archives of the Bulgarian Secret Police”, on English, Artnik, London, 2005.

  “The War of the Spies – Investigation into Bulgarian and American secret Archives”, Ciela, Sofia, 2005.

2. Choose the right archive. You must make an intelligent guess where the documents you’re interested in could be. 

(In the USA you may choose eventually among several institutions - CIA, FBI, Defence Intelligence Agency, State Department, US Army Intelligence and Security Command, National Security Agency, Drug Enforcement Administration, Department of the Army. Documents more than 25 years old you can find in NARA - National Archives and Records Administration). 
The following sites are very helpful to find the right name of the Agencies around the World you wish to send your request to: 

http://www.milnet.com/iagency.htm, 

http://www.battle-fleet.com/pw/his/intelligence_agencies_list.htm             http://www.sourcewatch.org/index.php?title=List_of_intelligence_agencies The last one provides direct links to the agencies’ websites.

3. Find the right address to send your request.  

Helpful are the agencies web sites or again http://www.milnet.com/iagency.htm
       

4. Research the access to information laws in the chosen country

                      This will give you an idea what information you could ask and what is restricted under FOIA. To find these laws always use key words like “Freedom of Information”, or “Access to information” and the name of the country. In the USA the law under which you can ask documents for declassification is Freedom of Information Act – FOIA.  Helpful is www.nfoic.org/foi-center/international-foi-laws.html
                      Using FOIA you do not need to move from country to country, from institution to institution

5. Write the right letter.

A. Do not forget to mention that your request for documents it is under FOIA.

B. Formulate clearly what exactly you request to be declassified. For example – documents about a particular event or operation, about particular person etc. Be as specific as possible.

C. Do not forget to specify the period you request documents for. 

D. See some samples on www.nfoic.org/foi-center/sample-letters.html#foireq
6. The letter must be very simple.
You can use a FOIA letter Generator - good machine, which creates a letter for you.) 

The following FOIA letter generators are very helpful – 

· http://spec.org/foiletter.asp
· http://www.rcfp.org/foi_letter/generate.php
        You always can search in Google “FOIA letters generators” to fine better generators.

7. Do not forget to mention that you are journalist and to point out the media you work for. This way you have the chance to be placed in the Media Category, which gives you some benefits – for instance not to pay some search fees. You still have to pay the copies

8. If you ask documents concerning individuals in many countries they might be declassified only in case the person was dead. So you must submit a proof of death even is speaking about a very famous person. Articles or obituaries from Britannica, Wikipedia, AP, Reuters, BBC news archives or other well-known sources work fine. 

9. Arm yourself with patience. The time needed for declassification procedure might take 2-3 years, some times - more. 

10.  If you are enough lucky to get the documents you asked for to be declassified, arm yourself with patience to read them in details. This includes bad copies, long explanations and crossed out names.

11.  Analyze the facts you find in the documents. Always think not only what new and unknown you can bring as headline to provoke your readers’ interest but also what facts, names, references could provoke new FOIA requests. 

12.   Always keep notes on a separate sheet. The notes on the documents must be only with pencil. In case you decide to publish or show the documents on a documentary they will be genuine. 

13.  Start writing in due time. Don’t wait to read all 500, 1000 or 5000 pages documents you have received to start writing. Always read documents when you have computer or sheet of paper next to you. Put your observations concerning different issues, topics or operations that you have found in the documents in different files. Later on they could become separate chapters of books, publications, documentaries or whole books.

14.  Write interesting and avoiding boring terminology. The typical, ordinary reader is lazy person. He expects the documents to be already “read” for him. This means that journalist must find the accents in the documents and to present them in an intriguing way. 

15.  Do not stop writing requests under FOIA. While reading received documents or waiting the replies of your previous FOIA requests you might send new requests for other documents and issues. This makes the process continuing. Without writing FOIA letters you would not receive any documents. (In the Iast 10 years I have sent more than 300 FOIA requests to different American institutions like CIA, FBI, INSCOM, Department of the Army, Defense Intelligence Agency, Department of State, National Archives and Records Administration, National Security Agency, Drug Enforcement Administration, Department of Treasury, Financial Crimes Enforcement, the Pentagon)
16.  In the publishing process you must always work closely with the people in the paper or in the TV responsible for the lay out and design. They always could give you good advise how to present more vividly the interesting facts found in the documents. For instance – to mark with red circles the important passages.

17.  After the publication keep your years and eyes open. Some readers can call you. Many of them could be ex special service officers. Their opinions or knowledge can give you clues for new requests. 
18.  If the agencies refuse to declassify whole documents or certain portions of information under FOIA you can send appeal letter, although this rarely gives results. Seems is more productive to wait for 2 years and to send next request - for Mandatory Declassification Review (MDR) of the documents. This is a good FOIA alternative. You can see details on - http://www.rcfp.org/foiact/declass.html
19.  If you receive negative response to your MDR letter you must appeal it. This is a prerequisite step for your next step.

20.  Send a request to ISCAP – Interagency Security Classification Appeals Panel.  

These sites are helpful to see what is ISCAP and how it works:

http://www.fas.org/sgp/advisory/iscap/index.html
http://www.archives.gov/isoo/oversight-groups/iscap/
Good luck!
