Press freedom under attack: why Filipino journalist Maria Ressa’'s arrest should matter to all of us

Written by Peter Greste, Professor of Journalism and Communications, The University of Queensland

In a scene right out of a thriller, agents from the Filipino National Bureau of Investigation (NBI)
raided journalist and editor Maria Ressa’s Manila office at 5pm on Wednesday February 13,
after most courts had closed. They took her from the Rappler newsroom where she is editor, to
a police watch house and threw her in a cell.

Ressa’s lawyer bagged up enough cash to post bail and rushed to the only available judge who
was presiding over the night court. The judge refused bail, forcing the journalist to spend the
night in prison before another judge finally released her the following day.

Ressa’s crime? According to the NBI, she had been arrested on charges of “cyber-libel” — online
defamation — for a story alleging a prominent businessman was involved in criminal activity.

Why it matters

Maria Ressa’s case is important not only because a government used a crime statute to
intimidate and lock up a journalist for what should have been treated as a civil dispute, but
because of what it says about the way governments are increasingly using the “rule of law” to
silence the legitimate work of journalists.

“As a journalist, | know firsthand how the law is being weaponised against perceived critics,”
Ressa told CNN .

“I'm not a critic,” she continued. “I'm a journalist and I’'m doing my job, holding the government
to account.”

Ressa is one of the world’s most decorated reporters. A former CNN correspondent, she set up
the news website Rappler.com early in 2012 with a group of colleagues. Since then, it has won
numerous awards and become one of the most respected news organisations in the
Philippines, fearlessly covering the Duterte government and the consequences of its

war on drugs
that has claimed thousands of lives.



https://www.dw.com/en/rapplers-maria-ressa-duterte-government-weaponizing-information-and-law/a-47546367
https://www.rappler.com/
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/dec/19/dutertes-philippines-drug-war-death-toll-rises-above-5000
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Last year, TIME Magazine named Ressa a &ldquo;Person of the Year&rdquo; —among
several journalists including the recently murdered Jamal Khashoggi — for her courageous
defence of press freedom.

Read more: Four journalists, one newspaper: Time Maqgazine's Person of the
Year recognises the global assault on journalism

Rappler published the disputed story in May 2012, four months before the government passed
the cyber-libel law. (Under the Philippines’ constitution,

no law can be retroactive

.) The law also requires complaints to be filed within a year of publication.

The NBI said Rappler had updated the story in 2014 (it corrected a spelling error), and argued
that because the story was still online, the website was guilty of “ continuous publication ”.

The cyber-libel charge is the latest in a long string of legal attacks Rappler is fighting off. Ressa
told CNN she is involved in no less than seven separate cases, including charges of violating
laws that prohibit foreign ownership of media companies and tax evasion.

She vehemently denies all the allegations, and to date there has been no evidence to support
them. Instead, the legal assault has widely been condemned as a blatant attack on press
freedom.

After the Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC) — responsible for registering companies
in the Philippines — warned it was revoking Rappler&rsquo;s license to operate because of
breaches of the ownership laws, Philippines Senator Risa Hontiveros

tweeted

this was “a move straight out of the dictator’s playbook. | urge the public and all media
practitioners to defend press freedom and the right to speak truth to power.”
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http://time.com/person-of-the-year-2018-the-guardians/
http://theconversation.com/four-journalists-one-newspaper-time-magazines-person-of-the-year-recognises-the-global-assault-on-journalism-108669
http://theconversation.com/four-journalists-one-newspaper-time-magazines-person-of-the-year-recognises-the-global-assault-on-journalism-108669
https://www.rappler.com/newsbreak/6061-cj-using-suvs-of-controversial-businessmen
https://www.rappler.com/nation/194279-ressa-santos-cyber-libel-complaint-keng
http://saklawph.com/retroactivity/
https://www.rappler.com/nation/222691-doj-to-indict-rappler-cyber-libel-despite-nbi-flip-flop
https://www.rappler.com/nation/193687-rappler-registration-revoked
https://twitter.com/risahontiveros/status/952802729331539968?lang=en
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The Foreign Correspondents Association of the Philippines expressed “deep concern” over the
SEC decision, saying it was “tantamount to killing the online news site”. And, the

Economic Journalists Association of the Philippines

said the decision

will be remembered in Philippine press history infamy. It is the day that a government built on
democratic principles struck a blow on one of the pillars of Asia’s most vibrant democracy.

The SEC has allowed Rappler to continue operating while the case is pending, but the threat of
closure remains.

In its defence, the country’s justice department denied it was an attack on press freedom,
arguing free speech did not give licence to engage in libel. That is true of course, but the way
the authorities in the Philippines have been twisting the law to suit a blatantly political purpose
should be troubling to all of us.

Read more: Maria Ressa: journalists need protection in Duterte&rsquo:s
Philippines, but we must also heed the stories they tell

How governments silence journalists

The Duterte administration isn’t the first to do this. It happened to my two colleagues and | in
Egypt, where we were charged and convicted for terrorism offences after we spoke to the
Muslim Brotherhood - the group who had six months earlier been ousted from power as the first
legitimately elected government in Egypt’s history.

As responsible journalists, we had a duty to speak to all parties involved in the political crisis,
and for doing our jobs, we were sentenced to seven years for “promoting terrorist ideology”.
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https://www.gmanetwork.com/news/news/nation/639759/sec-ruling-on-rappler-tantamount-to-killing-news-site-focap/story/
http://cnnphilippines.com/news/2018/01/16/media-groups-on-SEC-closure-order-rappler.html
http://www.pna.gov.ph/articles/1061911
http://theconversation.com/maria-ressa-journalists-need-protection-in-dutertes-philippines-but-we-must-also-heed-the-stories-they-tell-111936
http://theconversation.com/maria-ressa-journalists-need-protection-in-dutertes-philippines-but-we-must-also-heed-the-stories-they-tell-111936
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Turkey is the world’s most prolific jailer of journalists, with 68 in prison . Yet all are there on
terrorism charges.

And the problem is not limited to authoritarian regimes. As much as former US President Barack
Obama spoke out in our defence while we were imprisoned in Cairo, his administration used the
Espionage Act (passed in 1917 to deal with foreign spies) more than all his predecessors
combined.

The act was applied against government workers leaking information to the press. If the leaks
exposed genuinely sensitive information, this would be understandable, but in almost every
case it was to go after journalists or their sources revealing politically embarrassing stories.

Read more: United States will stay on the Greste case, Ambassador says

In Australia, a slew of laws have come in that, in their own way, choke off journalists’ ability to
hold the government, courts and individuals to account. Whether it is the data retention law
that makes it almost impossible to protect sources, or the chronic

overuse of suppression orders

that restrict journalists’ capacity to report on court cases, or

defamation laws

weighted heavily in against the media, all make the our societies more opaque without providing
protection for legitimate journalistic inquiry.

As Maria Ressa said after she was released on bail :

Press freedom is not just about journalists. This is certainly not just about me or Rappler. Press
freedom is the foundation of every Filipino’s right to the truth. We will keep fighting. We will hold
the line. This has become more important than ever.
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https://cpj.org/data/imprisoned/2018/?status=Imprisoned&amp;start_year=2018&amp;end_year=2018&amp;group_by=location
https://www.politifact.com/punditfact/statements/2014/jan/10/jake-tapper/cnns-tapper-obama-has-used-espionage-act-more-all-/
http://theconversation.com/united-states-will-stay-on-the-greste-case-ambassador-says-28449
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-04-29/metadata-laws-need-reform:-expert/8482104
https://pressfreedom.org.au/suppression-orders-5af921a8ae60
https://pressfreedom.org.au/the-year-in-australian-media-law-9da4265c9269
https://www.dw.com/en/rapplers-maria-ressa-duterte-government-weaponizing-information-and-law/a-47546367
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Read more http://theconversation.com/press-freedom-under-attack-why-filipino-journalist-mari
a-ressas-arrest-should-matter-to-all-of-us-112056
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