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Ruben:  I AM RUBEN NEPALES, A JOURNALIST AND A MEMBER OF THE HFPA.  MY 
GUEST TODAY IS MARIA RESSA, A FELLOW JOURNALIST FROM THE PHILIPPINES.  
MARIA RESSA HAS BEEN RECOGNIZED AROUND THE WORLD FOR HER WORK IN 
FIGHTING DISINFORMATION, FAKE NEWS AND ATTEMPTS TO SILENCE THE FREE 
PRESS.  AS A CEO AND EXECUTIVE EDITOR AND CO-FOUNDER OF RAPPLER DOT COM, 
ONE OF THE LEADING ONLINE NEWS ORGANIZATIONS IN THE PHILIPPINES, SHE’S AT 
THE FOREFRONT OF INVESTIGATIVE JOURNALISM.  IN 2018, MARIA WAS NAMED TIME 
MAGAZINE’S PERSON OF THE YEAR FOR HER WORK IN JOURNALISM.  THIS FILIPINO 
JOURNALIST, FOR NEARLY THREE DECADES WON THE GOLDEN PEN OF FREEDOM 
AWARD FROM THE WORLD ASSOCIATION OF NEWSPAPERS AND NEWS PUBLISHERS, 
THE KNIGHT INTERNATIONAL JOURNALISM AWARD OF THE INTERNATIONAL CENTER 
FOR JOURNALISTS, THE GWEN IFIL PRESS FREEDOM AWARD FOR THE COMMITTEE 
TO PROTECT JOURNALISTS, THE JOURNALIST OF COURAGE AND THE IMPACT 
AWARD OF EAST WEST CENTER, AMONG OTHERS.  MARIA WAS CNN’S BUREAU CHIEF 
IN THE PHILIPPINES AND THEN JAKARTA INDONESIA, AND BECAME CNN’S LEAD 
INVESTIGATIVE REPORTER FOCUSING ON TERRORISM IN SOUTHEAST ASIA.  SHE 
WROTE TWO BOOKS, “SEEDS OF TERROR,” AN EYEWITNESS ACCOUNT OF AL 
QUEDA’S NEWEST CENTER OF OPERATIONS IN SOUTHEAST ASIA, AND “FROM BIN 
LADEN TO FACEBOOK.”   
 
Ruben:  HELLO AND WELCOME, MARIA! I AM VERY HONORED TO BE TALKING TODAY 
TO A DISTINGUISHED AND COURAGEOUS FELLOW FILIPINO JOURNALIST 
LIKE YOU. 
Thank you for having me Ruben.  I mean, listening to your introduction made me realize I am old.  
(laughter) 
 
Ruben:  AND DISTINGUISHED. LET’S START. THE PHILIPPINE GOVERNMENT FILED AT 
LEAST 11 CASES AND INVESTIGATIONS AGAINST YOU AND RAPPLER. 
Yeah, in about 14 months, so it’s almost a case a month beginning January 2018.   
 
Ruben:  YOU HAD POSTED BAIL 8 TIMES IN A SPAN OF 3 MONTHS. YOU WERE 
ARRESTED TWICE IN A 5-WEEK PERIOD AND DETAINED ONCE.  CAN YOU GIVE AN 
UPDATE ON THE CHARGES AGAINST YOU AND RAPPLER? 
Eight of the cases are now on trials, the trials are moving forward.  I’ve been arraigned on eight 
of the eleven.  And the case that is moving fastest right now is the cyber libel case, which we 
have had several days of trial and witnesses from the prosecution side.  The tax evasion cases 
also kicked off relatively early, there are five of them.  There’s weeks when I can spend, I have 
appeared in four different courts on four different days. So in a way it’s taking up a lot of time and 
energy but you know, since I have to live through this, I keep thinking about it in a positive way, I 
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am learning a lot about our judiciary and every single court system that I have been in and there 
are some bright spots, like our judge for example in the cyber libel case, small court but very 
efficient and then there’s things like in the court of tax appeals, very different from regional trial 
courts and from the municipal trial.  It’s an education and I think what I take away from all of this 
is that the government has gone and I’ve said this publicly, I think there’s been an abuse of 
power in weaponizing the law against me and Rappler precisely because we challenge the 
impunity and report it in the drug war and information operations against our own people. 
 
Ruben:  AMAL CLOONEY AND TWO OF HER ASSOCIATES HAVE VOLUNTEERED TO ACT 
WITH A TEAM OF INTERNATIONAL LAWYERS AS YOUR COUNSEL.  HOW IS THAT 
COMING ALONG AND ARE AMAL AND HER TEAM COUNSELING WITH YOUR TEAM IN 
THE PHILIPPINES? 
Yes.  We put together an international legal team that in London it’s Amal and her team and in 
the United States it’s a former classmate from College who works with Covington and they have 
also come on board.  Those two different teams on different sides of the Atlantic are working 
together to try to figure out what are the options ahead in front of us, what does this new 
landscape look like and what are the options for me and Rappler in this environment? 
 
Ruben:  AND IN THIS ERA OF FAKE NEWS AND WHAT YOU DESCRIBED AS THE 
WEAPONIZATION OF SOCIAL MEDIA AGAINST THE PRESS, CAN YOU TALK ABOUT THE 
IMPORTANCE OF CONTINUING TO SPEAK OUT? 
My gosh, I think that’s A, the only difference that we have as journalists, in good times and bad 
times, we shine the light, we do the stories, we tell people what is going on, we demand 
accountability from the powerful, whether it be Government or the private sector. Now more than 
ever, it’s important to do that because the manipulation in the public sphere is at levels I have 
never seen in my career.  You said, I’ve actually been a journalist for more than 33 years, it’s 
really sad for me to see, I came of age as a reporter in 1986, in our country which coined the 
term “people power,” and then 33 years later, to see our democracy challenged in such a way 
and to see the abuse of power that we are seeing now.  And I struggle all the time, I came from 
traditional broadcasting and I’m now placed in a position where I have to defend not just the 
constitutional rights, not just the freedom of the Press, guaranteed in the Filipino constitution, but 
me personally, I never, I am not a criminal, and yet everything I see from the Government’s 
position, their official statements and then the proxies on social media try to paint me as a 
criminal, I think that is criminal, I am nothing but a journalist.  And so, to see that now means that 
conditions have drastically changed.  Your question is, is it important to continue speaking?  
Absolutely, because the time to speak and to fight for our rights and this is not just in the 
Philippines but in the United States and any other democratic country around the world, is now, 
before your rights are eroded, what we are seeing globally is death by a thousand cuts, gradual 
rolling back.  I was just speaking this morning to this kind of instant memorandum which rolls 
back a right that’s guaranteed by the Philippine constitution, it slid in right, and if you don’t 
challenge it, you lose part of juror’s prudence and that’s happening in the Philippines, just 
recently there’s a killer who was supposed to have been released for good behavior, there was 
an outcry after that announcement was made and if you go by the law in the Philippines, that 
man wasn’t part of this, should have not have been released and he is now no longer being 
released.  So this shows this that vigilance is extremely important but that on the journalism end 
it is far more important now to do the stories, because in this chaotic landscape, we need to 
make sure that we not only do the stories, but that they get to the people who can act on them.  
Cynic engagement and the kind of public sphere that we used to have in a democracy, all of 
these have been severely compromised by the technology that we’re all using, which in this case 



 
Maria Reesa 091619 HFPA in Conversation Bonus Conversation for L.A. Press Freedom Week (podcast) (episode LAPFW 3)  Page 1 of 3  

 

 

 
  COPYRIGHT 2019 | ALL RIGHTS RESERVED  

THIS TRANSCRIPT IS THE PROPERTY OF THE HOLLYWOOD FOREIGN PRESS ASSOCIATION AND IS EXCLUSIVELY FOR THE USE OF ITS MEMBERS IN WRITING A STORY. THIS TRANSCRIPT OR ANY PART THEREOF MAY NOT BE SOLD OR GIVEN 
TO ANY EDITOR OR AGENCY UNDER ANY CIRCUMSTANCE. ANY PERSON WHO PURCHASES, USES OR POSSESSES THIS TRANSCRIPT EXCEPT AS AUTHORIZED ABOVE IS SUBJECT TO LEGAL ACTION.  

 

is social media.  So, we need to demand an end to this kind of impunity in the Philippines, not 
just from the Philippine government, but also from the social media platforms, American social 
media platforms.   
 
Ruben:  AND CAN YOU ALSO TALK ABOUT HOW THIS SEEMS TO BE A CHALLENGING 
TIME IN THE PHILIPPINES FOR WOMEN WHO REFUSE TO BE HARASSED AND 
SILENCED, ESPECIALLY FOR FILIPINOS LIKE YOU, VICE PRESIDENT LENI ROBREDO, 
AND SENATOR LEILA DE LIMA, WHO REMAINS IN JAIL. 
She’s been in jail for more than two years now.  At her two-year anniversary I was looking, and I 
think she had gone to court a total of four times, not really faced any, she’s been jailed without 
any real court procedures.  So how important is this?  I think first we need to look at what the 
landscape is, it is technology that has drastically shifted, and this is social media.  In the case of 
the Philippines, it’s Facebook, Facebook is our internet.  The statistics show that 100 percent of 
the Filipinos that are on the internet are on Facebook.  And what we have seen is Facebook is 
now the world’s largest distributor of news and yet it’s left behind the most critical part of 
distributing news, which is the gate keeping all journalists used to have.  We no longer have that 
because we are no longer the gate keepers, because distribution has moved in the social 
technology platforms.  And in these platforms, lies, laced with anger and hate, spread faster and 
wider than boring facts.  And then what happens is when you don’t have facts, you can’t have 
truth.  If you don’t have truth, you can’t have trust.  Without any of these three, you cannot have 
democracy.  In the United States, newsgroups talk a lot about losing the people’s trust, I see 
journalists in newsgroups doing these mea culpas, but it isn’t just the journalists and newsgroups 
responsibility, in a strange way, what we are seeing and not properly documented is the way 
social media, the way information has been weaponized and the first targets have been 
journalists and newsgroups.  Women in particular, in the Philippines, we have a database that 
we call the “shark tank,” we started this database in July of 2016 and what we see in past 
studies, Demos did a 2014 study where they said that women are attacked three times more 
than men, well in the Philippines the data we have shown that women are attacked at least ten 
times more than men.  And President Duterte, like President Trump, it is sexist at best, 
misogynistic at worst and we see these attacks against women.  I have seen it personally, I 
know the death threats and rape threats are now normal, it’s part of what you wake up to and go 
to sleep to, at the same time there are far more creative attacks, but they all attack women, 
women are far more vulnerable.  Vice President Leni Robredo is another target of attack and we 
have seen spikes in these attacks, the worst one was January 2017 because state media also 
joined in that attack and the Press Secretary Martin Andanar even helped.  So how do we deal 
with this?  We chronicle it, we tell the people it’s happening, we tell women on social media to 
stand tall and shine the light.  And we continue soldiering through one step at a time. 
 
Ruben:  AND SPEAKING OF DUTERTE, RAPPLER’S STORY ON THE EXTREME VIOLENCE 
OF PRESIDENT DUTERTE’S WAR ON DRUGS, WHICH HAS CLAIMED THOUSANDS OF 
LIVES ACCORDING TO HUMAN RIGHTS WATCH, ARE WRITTEN IN NEWS STORIES TO 
BE AMONG THE REASONS WHY HIS ADMINISTRATION IS TRYING TO SILENCE YOU 
AND RAPPLER. 
It’s true. 
 
Ruben:  CAN YOU TALK ABOUT WHAT YOU ARE LEARNING RECENTLY ABOUT THESE 
DRUG WARS?   
The UN, Michelle Bachelet, the number she quotes is at least 27,000 killed.  The official police 
number is at 5,500.  Let’s not quibble about the numbers, whether it is tens of thousands or five 
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thousand five hundred, that is still five thousand five hundred too many.  It shows kind of state 
sanctioned right if this is happening.  The phrase in Filipino is (INAUDIBLE – 13:28), “they fought 
back,” that is why they were killed.  Look at any of these cases and that is what we show in our 
impunity series, they are shot in the back, or they just happened to be in the area.  We demand 
accountability for this, we continue telling their stories.  What’s alarming for me is that it has 
moved outside of Manila and again, we have done these stories which show you where it’s 
moved, but until there is accountability, until this impunity stops, these killings will continue.  And 
if you compare them to the 3,200 killed in 21 years of Ferdinand Marcos, we are in an extremely 
dark area of Philippine history. 
 
Ruben:  AND YOU HAVE MENTIONED FACEBOOK SEVERAL TIMES.  CAN YOU ALSO 
TALK ABOUT THIS AGE OF DISINFORMATION, WHEN HEADS OF STATE LIKE TRUMP, 
DUTERTE, PUTIN, BORIS JOHNSON AND BOLSONARO HAVE LATCHED ONTO FAKE 
NEWS AND THE USE OF TROLLS ON SOCIAL MEDIA TO HARASS AND INTIMIDATE 
JOURNALISTS WHO ARE CRITICAL OF THEIR REGIMES? 
Thank you for the question.  I think we are seeing this rise of populism leading to authoritarian 
style leaders getting elected.  And then what happens is, they’re adopting tactics that come from 
Russian disinformation and we’ve seen that play out in countries where Russians were the first 
targets right, but the second is the Ukraine, part of our tactic in dealing with this, what’s to learn 
from the data driven approach in Ukraine and we look at the data to understand the landscape 
that we are moving in.  Information is power and the way the social media technology platforms 
distribute news, shows you that propaganda, exponential propaganda, has enabled the rise of 
these populist leaders.  A lie told a million times becomes a fact; we’ve never lived in a time like 
this.  While propaganda has been around forever, (laughs) since power, since this struggle for 
power, this ability of technology to make a lie a fact, exponential lies, we’ve never lived through 
anything like this. And I think that’s part of the reason globally you are seeing many groups, 
organizations, governments and civil society trying to come together to cope with this problem.  
Obviously the main, the people who have power to do anything in the short term, are the 
technologists who created this.  In the medium term we start looking at media literacy cause it’s 
a completely new media landscape and then in the long term it’s education.  But right now, how 
do we deal with these lies, how do we prevent our democracies from becoming weaker?  The 
studies show that as early as November 2017 in at least 28 countries around the world, this is 
freedom house, you saw democracy rolled back by cheap armies on social media.  And then a 
year later, that number almost doubled, this is the Oxford Computational Research Project, they 
said it’s now 48 countries around the world.  I don’t know what 2019 looks like, but in the 
Philippines, we’re the canary in the coalmine.  I felt like Cassandra in 2016 when I kept saying 
that this is truly alarming.  And when I would report it to the social media platforms, they would 
say well why don’t you just, there’s a reporting button, just report it that way.  And I was like, well 
look, I am getting 90 hate messages per hour, if it takes five minutes to report every one of those, 
that is far more than a 24-hour day.  Why is it on the user, why should the user be the one 
responsible for the attacks?  That wouldn’t make sense to me and I think that’s where it all 
started.  What has it enabled?  I think the weaponization of social media, in our case in the 
Philippines, in my case, was this astro turfing, like the lies that become facts, the attacks against 
us, that a year later, these bottom up attacks came out of the most powerful man in our country, 
in July of 2017, President Duterte in his state of the nation address right, not a normal Press 
conference, in this address to the nation, claimed that Rappler is owned by Americans.  So, I 
mean, I’m just a journalist, right?  So, I tweeted immediately, I’m covering the State of the Nation 
address, I tweeted immediately, Mr. President, you are wrong.  And yet a week later, all the 
cases began.  So, the weaponization of social media led to the weaponization of the law, we are 



 
Maria Reesa 091619 HFPA in Conversation Bonus Conversation for L.A. Press Freedom Week (podcast) (episode LAPFW 3)  Page 1 of 3  

 

 

 
  COPYRIGHT 2019 | ALL RIGHTS RESERVED  

THIS TRANSCRIPT IS THE PROPERTY OF THE HOLLYWOOD FOREIGN PRESS ASSOCIATION AND IS EXCLUSIVELY FOR THE USE OF ITS MEMBERS IN WRITING A STORY. THIS TRANSCRIPT OR ANY PART THEREOF MAY NOT BE SOLD OR GIVEN 
TO ANY EDITOR OR AGENCY UNDER ANY CIRCUMSTANCE. ANY PERSON WHO PURCHASES, USES OR POSSESSES THIS TRANSCRIPT EXCEPT AS AUTHORIZED ABOVE IS SUBJECT TO LEGAL ACTION.  

 

not the only victims, but I certainly am vocal about it, because I believe the only way to demand 
accountability to make sure our public knows they are being manipulated. 
 
Ruben:  SPEAKING OF HATE MESSAGES, DO YOU STILL GET DEATH THREATS, HATE 
MAIL, MISOGYNISTIC COMMENTS?  AND HOW DO YOU HANDLE THEM? 
Yes, I still get them, there are times and ebbs and flows and we actually map these social 
networks.  So, the way I think about this, is that the lies that we fact check, we have a fact 
checking partner of Facebook in the Philippines, once we find the lie, we look in the network that 
spreads the lies.  And there are ebbs and flows, because sometimes I’m not the target and there 
are others and you mentioned several of them, and the first person I believe who was really 
attacked in a way that we couldn’t have comprehended because it was so early was Senator 
Leila De Lima.  It set the stage for her arrest and then the Vice President Leni Robredo is under 
constant attack as well, Sonny Trillanes, another Senator is also (INAUDIBLE – 19:53), 
journalists are the first group that was attacked, precisely because if you can erode, if you can 
silence journalists, if you can intimidate us so that we stop questioning, then you have a tamer 
public right?  The voice with the loudest megaphone wins, this is President Duterte and the 
Government.  The attacks continue and how I handle it is I know what it is.  I know it’s motivation 
and the angle is to bombard me with so much attacks that are personal and vicious, so that I 
stop.  So the best way to handle it is not stop and to realize that why I am being attacked and I 
don’t really  need a reminder that every day I wake up, I see and look at social media and there 
are days when it is better than others.  But the way I think about it is, I just need to get through 
this time period, we, our democracies need to get through this and the way we are going to do 
that is by first demanding accountability from the social media platform so that they can clean up 
this virus they’ve unleashed that is killing democracies around the world and then the second 
step is kind of like Alice in Wonderland, we fell into the rabbit hole and we have to keep taking 
step-by-step-by-step until we come out the other side.  The world has got to turn right side up at 
some point, right? 
 
Ruben:  SO, WITH ALL THESE THINGS HAPPENING IN YOUR LIFE, HOW DO YOU STAY 
CALM AND FOCUSED?  WHO OR WHAT MAKES YOU WITH PEACE OR AT LEAST 
CENTERED? 
A team, our work continues and while I’m distracted by the legal cases and who wants to fight 
their government, I mean that’s not what we set out to do, but we are also not going to be 
intimidated.  So, I look at the team, when I get tired, I look at how the reporters continue to go 
every day, they are really the ones on the front line.  Our palace reporter Pia Ranada is in her 
20s and she faced down President Duterte in the most gracious of ways. We want to be 
respectful, he’s the highest official in the land, at the same time, we want to do our jobs.  So, I 
look at Rappler, and they give me, they inspire me.  (laughter) I think the most important thing I 
always think about is, I’ve seen these cycles of history, Ruben, you and I are old enough, we’ve 
lived through this, right?  And we are on the right side of history.  So, it’s just taking one step, 
taking one foot in front of the other.  And then I have an amazing team, I think the difference is 
Rappler was born on the internet, we were born on social media, we understand this landscape, 
we knew it best, from 2012 to 2016 we built the communities of action, that’s what we say 
Rappler does.  And journalism is the food that we feed our communities of action.  And we 
successfully did this with climate change cause the Philippines is the third most disaster prone 
country in the world and we built a robust community, we worked with Government to create a 
platform for an alert system for people in danger we pulled communities together.  I know the 
upsides.  Now, we are living through the down sides.  And maybe if I was alone it would be 
easier to give up, but because of our team, not just our young reporters, but also the founders of 
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Rappler, I think people always forget, they think it’s just me, there are four women who created 
Rappler. And these, my co-founders, Glenda Gloria, Chay Hofilena, Gemma Mendoza, they are 
amazing journalists and they don’t get enough credit I think, that’s part of it.  But we shoulder the 
burden when someone is tired, you pass it along to someone else, and that’s what we have to 
do in this time period.  I think the last chunk is, we need to go to the source of the problem, 
which are the social media tech platforms.  And from 2018, there have been some steps, some 
improvements, it’s a little too late, but we need to push it forward and I keep saying this is 
enlightened self-interest.  I don’t think any of the American companies who have unleashed this 
technology, I don’t think they want to see democracy destroyed.  So, in ASAN, the Association of 
Southeast Asian Nations, there’s this phrase, “enlighten self-interest.” That’s what I am hoping 
will happen, that gives me hope as well.   
 
Ruben:  AND SPEAKING OF BEING OLD, WHAT ABOUT YOUR GROWING UP YEARS 
THAT PREPARED YOU FOR ALL THESE CHALLENGES? 
Oh gosh. I think Ruben, you come from two worlds as well.  I was born in the Philippines by my 
family moved to New Jersey when I was nine or ten years old in the 70s.  And I had to walk into 
a public-school system, like the shortest brown kid in a predominately white class, white school.  
I was different and I knew it, so tried to fit in, but never quite fit in.  I dealt with bullies and I know 
that the way to deal with bullies is never to let them stop you.  I think the lessons I learned when 
I was ten years old, those lessons are as important today as they were then, which is you keep, 
you look at the focus, where you are headed and what do you want to do, you keep doing that, 
and you challenge the bullies.  And you tell people about that.  It just happens that the bully is 
much stronger and is more national in scope or international in scope, but I think this is the 
challenge for us.  Coming from more than one culture is both a curse and a blessing, your 
greatest strength is also your greatest weakness, I think.  When I’m with Filipinos, sometimes I 
feel quite American, when I’m with Americans, that’s the time I feel most Filipino.  And that kind 
of view from the outside is great training for being a journalist. I don’t think you can ever revel in 
being part of the crowd because you’re writing, you’re reporting about societies and people.  So, 
I learned how to ask questions, I think journalism is the best job in the world because you are 
constantly tested, physically, emotionally, spiritually.  And the challenge for me has always been 
this fight, the tragedies.  I have covered the conflict zones in Southeast Asia for more than 30 
years.  I have gone into war zones in Indonesia, where I have seen, starting in 1998 I went to all 
27 provinces at that time and there were weeks where I would just go from town to town and 
every week I would just be in a different town and one group would be trying to kill another, it 
was a period of chaos in Indonesia after the fall of Suharto in 1998.  The biggest challenge is to 
continue to believe in the goodness of human nature, and I do.  I think that’s why I keep doing 
what I do, I think that our job, I truly believe that there’s a value system that you embrace in the 
standards and ethics of journalism and that these values are aligned with UN, the declaration of 
human rights. That was nearly 70 years ago and I think it’s more important today than ever, and I 
think the last biggest challenge we have to try to solve this dystopia that we are creating, that is 
created by technology and by the worst of human nature, is we need to sit down like the world 
did after the Holocaust, after World War II, after the United States unleashed the atom bomb, 
and we need to sit down now and come to terms with what are the principles and values that will 
govern the internet globally?  We can’t leave it in the hands of technologists, and it can’t be in 
the hands of governments alone, it must include civil society just like at the end of World War II, 
what did they do?  There was Brenton Woods, there was NATO, there was the UN declaration of 
human rights.  How do we protect humanity against the worst of what humanity can do?  That 
discussion needs to happen, and it needs to be values driven and it is deeply connected to 
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freedom of the Press in a democratic society.  I’ve said this in the Philippines, freedom of the 
Press is the foundation of every other right that is guaranteed in our constitution. 
 
Ruben:  AND TO PARAPHRASE THE LATE PHILIPPINE SENATOR BENIGNO AQUINO, 
WHO WAS ASSASSINATED ON HIS RETURN FROM EXILE TO THE PHILIPPINES, WHICH 
WAS THEN RULED BY FERDINAND MARCOS.  ARE THE FILIPINOS AND LET ME ADD, 
THE FREE PRESS FROM ALL OVER THE WORLD, ARE THEY STILL WORTH FIGHTING 
FOR? 
Absolutely.  Right Ruben?  I mean, this is, strangely I wish it weren’t our turn, but this is our 
battle, this is our generation’s battle.  And people ask me why not just give up, go write a book?  
I would love to write a book and I would love to go be a hermit.  Because the baton was passed 
to us during this time period, this time matters.  If you decide not to fight for the freedoms that 
are guaranteed in the constitution, you have just given up those freedoms.  What we do today 
will determine the type of future we will have. It will determine what tomorrow will bring.  So, it 
matters. 
 
Ruben:  AND YOU MENTIONED THE WORD FIGHT.  MUCH HAS BEEN WRITTEN ABOUT 
YOU, BUT I AM CURIOUS ABOUT YOUR BEGINNINGS AND PASSION AS A JOURNALIST.  
SO HOW DID YOUR PASSION FOR JOURNALISM BEGIN AND WHERE IS THE FIRE AND 
FIERCENESS TO FIGHT ON COMING FROM? 
I think what journalism has forced me to do is to define my values.  And those are personal but 
the way I got to them was through the standards and ethics that we have had to embrace as 
journalists.  I fell into journalism, I never went to journalism school, I was pre-med.  (laughs) And 
actually some of that pre-med helped in some of the reporting that I did for CNN.  I did, I don’t 
know if you remember the Sarin gas attacks, a chemistry background certainly helped in that in 
Japan.  It comes down to, and I think this is the same for journalists and for people in any 
democracy, what are the values that you live by?  I say this all the time, you have to be very 
clear on who you are.  You draw the line and you know that on this side of the line you’re good, 
but when you cross that line, you become evil.  And you make that very clear for yourself and as 
a reporter, it was about corruption.  I work in countries where corruption is endemic and as a 
young reporter I had, the very first time I was offered a bribe, it was sizable, it was like 150,000 
dollars, which at that point at time could have helped pay off my student loans right?  And it was 
offered by someone I knew.  So, it’s insidious this thing.  And one of the things I realized then, is 
that first time is critical, it’s important, because if you say no, the next times, you’ve just drawn 
the line when you say no, and then the next time it becomes easier and easier to say no to 
corruption, until you would never even think about it, because it’s part of who you are, it’s part of 
your value system. But if you say yes that first time, then you can never cross back.  So, it goes 
down to what are the values, how do you draw, what are the lines you draw that you must never 
cross?  I think before the court cases were even filed in December of 2017, I just realized we 
were headed to a clash of values.  And one of the things that we are seeing in the abuse of 
power in the Philippines is kind of quid pro quo, it’s intimately connected to corruption and power 
and money.  So, I hope that more Filipinos stand up against this, stand up to determine who they 
are.   
 
Ruben:  AND WRAPPING UP, HOW DO YOU SEE THE FUTURE FOR YOU, PERSONALLY 
AND PROFESSIONALLY AND FOR RAPPLER? 
Sorry, there was one thing I haven’t mentioned which is that enabling environment here in the 
Philippines and I think it’s the same in many other countries, where democracy is at risk.  
Starting in July of 2016, we talked about the drug war, that’s when the drug war truly began, and 
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our reporters would come home, and we had an average of eight dead bodies a night in July.  
That’s incredible, we already knew something bad was happening.  It’s this climate of violence 
and fear and it is a climate that then makes good people, is designed to silence good people. 
That’s the first thing that we need to challenge and the more people who speak, the better it 
becomes, the more accountability our democracy gets.  So, what’s the future look like?  I keep 
walking, we keep moving down the path we are on, I joke that Rappler jumped off the cliff, if I 
was a traditional businessman, businesswoman right, I probably, we probably wouldn’t have 
been as straightforward because if money was the most important factor, then how can you, 
because there have certainly been detrimental effects to our advertising for example.  When the 
cases began, we watched our advertising dwindle, because people were afraid, even our 
advertisers were afraid.  So, what did it force us to do, it forced us to be more creative and to find 
a new sustainable business model that isn’t based on advertising.  And that now has made 
Rappler stronger and we are in a better place than we were last year despite the fact that the 
attacks continue.  I think that’s the upside of this.  You adapt, you stick close to your values, you 
stand by your values, I always use the phrase “hold the line,” we hold the line.  And we become 
better at what we are doing.  The right side of history, we are on the right side of history and I 
think in general people are good, we just have to make sure that our institutions continue to 
model that behavior. 
 
Ruben:  THANK YOU VERY MUCH FOR HOLDING THE LINE MARIA, IT WAS REALLY 
GREAT TALKING TO YOU AND YOU REALLY INSPIRE US JOURNALISTS ALL OVER THE 
WORLD, SO THANK YOU VERY MUCH.   
Thank you Ruben.  I look forward to seeing you in LA. 
 
END 
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