UNITED STATES DISTRICT COURT FOR THE DISTRICT OF COLUMBIA

Leopold v. Central Intelligence Agency

No. 22-cv-453 (DLF) (D.D.C. Mar. 30, 2026) - No. No. 22-cv-453 (DLF) - Decided March 30, 2026

SUMMARY

The United States District Court for the District of Columbia addresses cross-motions for summary
judgment in a Freedom of Information Act action brought by Jason Leopold and BuzzFeed against the
Central Intelligence Agency. The opinion considers the CIA’s withholdings under FOIA Exemptions 3
and 7, including the retroactive application of an amendment to the CIA Act, whether records were

compiled for law enforcement purposes, foreseeable harm, and segregability.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED



1. Whether there is a statutory basis for certain of the CIA's withholdings under FOIA Exemption 3,
specifically whether the amended 50 U.S.C. § 3507 applies retroactively to this litigation

2. Whether the CIA compiled five specific reports for 'law enforcement purposes' under FOIA Exemption 7

3. Whether the CIA adequately articulated the foreseeable harm that would befall disclosure of information
withheld under Exemption 7(E)

4. Whether the CIA properly segregated unprotected, disclosed information from withheld information

HOLDINGS

1. The 2022 amendment to the CIA Act (50 U.S.C. § 3507) applies to this case and does not have an
impermissible retroactive effect because FOIA does not confer substantive individual rights to

information, and the amendment merely affects the propriety of prospective injunctive relief.

2. The three reports were properly withheld under Exemption 7(C) because the plaintiffs conceded the
withholdings in their Statement of Material Facts and at summary judgment by not contesting the CIA's

concession argument.

3. Document Number C06948242 was 'compiled for law enforcement purposes' because it involved a
conflict-of-interest investigation concerning specific criminal statutes (18 U.S.C. §§ 203, 208, 371,
1349, and 1001) that established both a rational nexus to the CIA's law enforcement duties and a

connection to possible violations of federal law.

4. The CIA failed to demonstrate that Document Number C06948221 was 'compiled for law enforcement
purposes' because at the time it was compiled in 2021, the relevant whistleblower protection statute (50
U.S.C. § 3234) did not include civil or criminal sanctions, and the CIA did not provide sufficient detail

about prospective sanctions.

5. The CIA satisfied the foreseeability requirement for Exemption 7(E) by specifically stating that
disclosure would lead to 'increased risk that this information would be used to circumvent the CIA OIG's
techniques and procedures,' with detailed specifics about the types of information that would be

disclosed.

6. The CIA met its segregability burden by releasing all reasonably segregable information, supported by
its supplemental declaration that its segregability analysis considered whether additional information

could be segregated without causing foreseeable harm.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“The system of disclosure established by the FOIA is simple in theory. A federal agency must disclose agency
records unless they may be withheld pursuant to one of the nine enumerated exemptions listed in [5 U.S.C.] §
552(b).” (at 8)

“FOIA is not the kind of statute that is primarily concerned with individual rights.” (at 10)

“FOIA does not grant the plaintiffs a right to information in the CIA's records. It instead creates a right to

compliance with FOIA procedures and to request injunctive relief for violations.” (at 12)



“The mere possibility of a legal violation is not sufficient to show compilation for 'law enforcement purposes,’

because '[a]ny internal auditing or monitoring conceivably could result in disciplinary action," which would
'swallow[] up' FOIA.” (at 18)

“the foreseeability requirement means that agencies must concretely explain how disclosure 'would—not

'could—adversely impair [an exemption's protected interest].” (at 23)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Jason Leopold, an investigative reporter for Buzzfeed, submitted a FOIA request to the CIA's Office of the
Inspector General for concluding documents of misconduct investigations from 2020 and 2021. After the CIA
failed to respond timely, Leopold and Buzzfeed filed suit. The CIA processed 67 reports, releasing 65 in part and
withholding two in full, relying on various FOIA exemptions. The parties narrowed the dispute during litigation
to four specific issues concerning the statutory basis for Exemption 3 withholdings, the law enforcement purpose

of five reports under Exemption 7, the foreseeable harm requirement for Exemption 7(E), and segregability of
disclosed information.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Plaintiffs filed a FOIA lawsuit after the CIA failed to issue a timely determination on their request for records
concerning OIG misconduct investigations. After the CIA processed 67 reports, releasing 65 in part and
withholding two in full, the parties filed cross-motions for summary judgment. The dispute narrowed during

litigation, leaving four issues for the court to resolve regarding Exemptions 3, 7, 7(E), and segregability.

DISPOSITION

affirmed

REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

The CIA must remove redactions from Document Number C06948221 that rely on a withholding under
Exemption 7 that do not overlap with a proper withholding, and ensure any such information is properly released

consistent with its segregability requirements.
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