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IN CELEBRATION OF L.A. PRESS FREEDOM WEEK IN PARTNERSHIP WITH THE LOS ANGELES 
TIMES YOU'RE LISTENING TO A SPECIAL SERIES OF THE HFPA IN CONVERSATION WITH 
BRAZILIAN JOURNALIST PATRICIA CAMPOS MELLO.   
 
MY NAME IS ANA MARIA BAHIANA AND I'M A MEMBER OF THE HOLLYWOOD FOREIGN PRESS 
ASSOCIATION.  WE'RE TEAMING UP WITH THE LOS ANGELES TIMES TO DISCUSS AND RAISE 
AWARENESS ABOUT THE STATE OF JOURNALISM AROUND THE WORLD.  OUR GUEST TODAY 
IS PATRICIA CAMPOS MELLO, A JOURNALIST FROM BRAZIL WHO WRITES FOR THE DAILY 
NEWSPAPER (INAUDIBLE :37) SAO PAOLO  LAST YEAR SHE WROTE A SERIES OF ARTICLES 
ABOUT THE ELECTION OF THEN CANDIDATE, NOW PRESIDENT, JAIR BOLSONARO, EXPOSING 
THE ILLEGAL FINANCIAL SUPPORT HE RECEIVED ACROSS SOCIAL MEDIA TO AID IN HIS 
ELECTION.  AS A RESULT OF THESE STORIES, SHE HAS RECEIVED NUMEROUS THREATS 
AGAINST NOT ONLY HER LIFE BUT ALSO THE LIFE OF HER YOUNG SON.  THANK YOU SO 
MUCH, PATRICIA, TAKING YOUR TIME TO DO THIS. 
Thank you for having me. 
 
ANA MARIA:  SO, LET'S START FROM, NOT FROM THE BEGINNING OR FROM THE MOST 
RECENT CHALLENGE THAT YOU HAD.  IT WAS INCREDIBLY EPIC AND BRAVE WHICH WAS THE 
BOLSONARO CASE.  LET'S CALL IT THE CASE.  SO, WHAT WERE THE IMMEDIATE 
CONSEQUENCES OF YOUR REPORTING ON THE ELECTION FRAUD AND INFLUENCE AND 
BASICALLY FAKE NEWS AND ALL THAT GOOD STUFF THAT NOW WE KNOW THANKS TO YOU 
AND OTHER JOURNALISTS.  HOW WAS THE INITIAL IMPACT OF THAT ON YOU AND IF THERE 
WAS ANY IMPACT ON THE JOURNALISM COMMUNITY IN GENERAL. 
Well, the immediate impact on me, I think first of all I was very surprised to the massive reaction that the 
story, the first story I published involving the use of What's App messaging and paid by a businessman 
during the election.  I was very surprised because the reaction was very aggressive since the beginning.  
I mean, a few minutes after the story was published online, I started getting all kinds of fake news with my 
face on it.  On Twitter I had to close all my social media accounts, Facebook, Twitter, everything because 
I was getting all kinds of, you know, bad words, aggressive, misogynistic like everything but in that sense, 
I mean, up to that point I was like okay, so this is online.  It is strange because I had never faced anything 
like that, you know, such aggressive and orchestrated effort, right, to deconstruct my image, the image of 
the story, and to say it was a lie but after that it started to migrate to the real world because then they got 
my phone number and they started – they called my phone and tried to punch me in the face and said 
they were going to my house to punch me in the face and they hacked my phone, they started sending 
messages in favor of Bolsonaro from my phone.  Then they started sending – there were like millions or 
hundreds of thousands of What's App groups doing the elections and they started sending to those 
groups in support of Bolsonaro, they sent all the info about the events or public events I was going to do 
the following week saying the journalist she's going to be at this address and at this time so you should all 
go there and confront her so I had to cancel everything I was supposed to do.  I had to face, you know, 
not going out in public.  Then there were some threats involving my son who was 6 at the time.  He's 7 
now saying, you know, if one of them – if you want the security of your son you should leave the country.  
That's not a threat, it's a warning so this is what started happening and after that, I mean, every time I 
wrote another story because there were several follow up stories about the use of social media during the 
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elections and this information campaign and every time I published a story there would come out like new 
fake news involving my name and some of those things would be retweeted, for instance, by the 
President and once that the President or someone, you know, from the government retweets something 
it's emboldens his supporters and so the threats start again.  This all started happening October last year 
and it's very sad to see that this was something that became very common in Brazil.  This is how 
journalists live in Brazil now.  You never know that if you write a story and it's critical or investigative of 
the government you sort of know that you're going to face thousands of threats or online harassment and 
if you are a woman because mainly it happens a lot more often with women and the names, you know, it 
has a very misogynistic ethic because they're always, you know, criticizing our appearance or talking 
about our families, you know, nothing related to the work but it gets very personal. 
 
ANA MARIA:  WHEN YOU WROTE THE SERIES OF ARTICLES THAT WAS THE FINAL STRETCH OF 
THE CAMPAIGN, THE ELECTORAL CAMPAIGN.  AM I RIGHT OR AM I WRONG? 
Yes, yes, it was actually the first story came out on October 18th which was like roughly a week before the 
second round. 
 
ANA MARIA:  SO, FROM YOU SAID THAT HAD NEVER HAPPENED BEFORE. WAS IT A SURPRISE 
BECAUSE AT THAT POINT BRAZIL WAS KIND OF IN A NEUTRAL STAGE.  IT WASN'T OF 
COURSE THE BOLSONARO REGIME.  IT WAS A TRANSITIONAL PHASE SO BEFORE THAT FIRST 
BURST OF TERROR REALLY COMING INTO YOUR LIFE, WAS IT OKAY TO PUBLISH ARTICLES 
DISCLOSING INFORMATION THAT WOULD THREATEN OR SHOW THE DARK SIDE OF ANY 
CAMPAIGNER, ANY CANDIDATE SO YOU WERE OKAY UNTIL THAT MOMENT AND THEN IT 
STARTED WITH THIS PARTICULAR INCIDENT? 
Well, I mean, it's always part of the job that you're going to get criticized for reporting that people don't like, 
right, but this was never done in such a massive way and with the help of social media it gets very 
overwhelming and the threat and the amount of fake news they spread so before that, of course, we got 
criticism for our reporting or for the newspaper or something because every time you publish something 
that is critical to the government they might react but the reaction was never so personal, you know, 
involving our names, our families, that was the new thing that started happening last year.  I was not the 
first.  Some other reporters and all women which is very symptomatic, they were also targeted.  Maybe it 
was not so bad but after me, I mean, I can't tell you so many journalists especially women were targeted 
by this kind of online harassment campaign. 
 
ANA MARIA:  SO THAT FOR OUR LISTENERS WHO DON'T HAVE THE DETAILS OF WHAT 
HAPPENED IN BRAZIL DURING THE CAMPAIGN, SO YOUR ARTICLES CAN YOU JUST 
SUMMARIZE WHAT YOUR ARTICLES EXPOSED.  WHAT WAS THE THING IN YOUR ARTICLES 
THAT LED THESE PEOPLE TO DO WHAT THEY DID? 
Before I published the article there had been some stories showing how social media was being used in 
Brazil for the electoral campaign, right, and we all know Brazil is the use of What's App is really pervasive 
in Brazil.  We have like 209 million people in Brazil and 130 million people use What's App for messaging 
and it was – we all knew that there were thousands of groups and more Bolsonaro groups than for the 
opposing party but the opposing party also had but Bolsonaro was much more smarter in using those 
tools during the campaign and what I exposed was that because that was a lot of automation.  They had 
marketing agencies that were hired to send thousands and thousands of messages using bots and some 
of those messages were fake news about their opponents so the first story exposed that businessmen 
were financing this let's say disinformation operation using What's App massive messaging and this was 
illegal in several aspects because first you can't have businesses contributing to campaigns.  In Brazil it's 
illegal.  Then even if it's a person, right, not a company this has to be declared to the electoral authorities.  
You can't – it's our legislation, electoral legislation also prohibits the use of any kind of automation like 
using bots to send out messages and the first thing is that they were also data without authorization from 
people.  They use data to send people the messages and to micro target the messages they were 
sending to those people so this was and after that we published a series of stories including, you know, 
like they were using foreign marketing agencies to do that in some cases, how it was done, you know, 
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how was the operation to send the massive quantity of messages so, yeah, basically that's what the 
stories were about. 
 
ANA MARIA:  OF COURSE, AS WE KNOW NOW THIS WHOLE SHENANIGAN WAS VERY 
SUCCESSFUL BECAUSE WE NOW HAVE MR. BOLSONARO AS THE PRESIDENT OF BRAZIL.  
HOW ARE THINGS FOR YOU IN PARTICULAR AND FOR OTHER INVESTIGATIVE JOURNALISTS 
IN BRAZIL RIGHT NOW? 
Things are complicated because the current administration they always sort of personalize the attacks 
and the criticism so you know that you're going to be named by the President or by a minister whenever 
you write something that they don't like and this is going to trigger a ways of online harassment from his 
supporters and this is something that keeps on happening but the good thing is I don't think we are letting 
ourselves be intimidated.  For instance, after all that that happened I went to Washington DC to cover 
President Bolsonaro visit to President Trump which was, you know, those people who were basically 
attacking me online and saying all those things, I was there covering his visit so I think this is something 
that the newspapers, you know, they are not – we are not getting intimidated. 
 
ANA MARIA:  IT'S VERY INTERESTING THAT YOU MENTIONED TRUMP BECAUSE SINCE THE 
VERY BEGINNING, ESPECIALLY AFTER YOUR SERIES OF ARTICLES THE MIRRORING OF WHAT 
HAPPENED HERE DURING THE ELECTION AND AFTER THE ELECTION AND STILL GOING ON 
WITH MR. TRUMP IS EXTREMELY SIMILAR TO WHAT HAPPENED WITH YOU AND OTHER 
JOURNALISTS IN BRAZIL AND MR. BOLSONARO.  CAN YOU TALK A LITTLE BIT ABOUT THAT?  
BECAUSE YOU'VE BEEN THE WASHINGTON CORRESPONDENT FOR MANY YEARS SO YOU 
KNOW HOW THINGS WORK HERE AND I'M PRETTY SURE YOU FOLLOW THE TRUMP ELECTION 
AND TRUMP PRESIDENCY VERY CLOSELY SO CAN YOU COMMENT ON THIS AND THE 
PARALLELS BETWEEN THE STRATEGIES, LET'S TALK – SAY THERE'S A STRATEGY BETWEEN 
THE TWO OF THEM. 
It's actually almost creepy the way that Bolsonaro copies everything Trump does and even his supporters, 
for instance, on Twitter they all use the frog like (Inaudible 13:44) like the Alt Right symbol in the U.S.  
Bolsonaro also labels any news that he doesn't like as fake news just like Trump.  I mean, everything and 
he's been saying since the beginning that Brazil is going to be aligned with the U.S. and with Trump no 
matter what so, I mean, everything is just so-so, similar to what happens in the U.S. during the election, 
you know, the whole – although I mean in terms of social media and disinformation you could say that in 
the U.S. Facebook and Twitter were the main people so they're kind of this information campaign and in 
Brazil with What's App but in terms of the way the President treats the press it's just like so much similar 
the way he disrespects journalists, call them names not only on Twitter but in person and just the general 
idea that the press, the media is the enemy or the enemy of the people as Trump said and as Bolsonaro 
said something along those lines as well. 
 
ANA MARIA:  WHAT RESOURCES OR WHAT INITIATIVES YOU GUYS HAD IN BRAZIL AS 
JOURNALISTS TO FACE THESE NEW CHALLENGES BECAUSE OKAY, BACKTRACK I STARTED 
AS A JOURNALIST DURING THE DICTATORSHIP WHERE LINES WERE VERY CLEAR.  YOU HAD 
TO SUBMIT YOUR ARTICLE, YOUR ARTICLE COULD BE PUBLISHED OR NOT PUBLISHED AND IF 
THEY DIDN'T LIKE YOU, THEY WERE HARASSING.  THAT'S A DIFFERENT STORY.  YOU GUYS 
ARE NOW LIVING IN A SITUATION THAT HAS THESE SAME CONSTRAINTS BUT IN A VERY 
DIFFERENT UNIVERSE.  LIKE YOU SAID, SOCIAL MEDIA, DATA CONTROL, ALL THAT.  WHAT  
I think a lot of international organizations such as the Committee to Protect Journalists and some other 
also national organizations that try to protect the freedom of the press, they have all been very vocal 
about the abuses that are happening in Brazil.  Brazil is a democratic country since the end of the military 
rule so we are not used to that kind of harassment or intimidation against the press and all (inaudible 
16:23) society has been very vocal in condemning all those, you know, moves to intimidate journalists so 
this is something that has been very helpful because it shows the whole world what's happening.  Maybe 
if we didn't have this kind of attention these things would get worse faster.  I am not saying it gets better.  
No, he's still, you know, treating journalists badly and all the online harassment it's still going on, but I 
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think that if the whole world did not know that this was happening in Brazil to such an extent maybe it 
would be much worse. 
 
ANA MARIA:  DID YOU YOURSELF TAKE ANY MEASURES TO PROTECT YOURSELF AND YOUR 
SON OF COURSE AFTER WHAT HAPPENED AFTER YOUR FIRST SERIES OF ARTICLES? 
Yes, for, I mean, after we found out that they were sort of publicizing all my public events and telling 
people to go to the events and confront me, the newspaper thought it would be a good idea to hire a 
bodyguard so I had a bodyguard for like 20 days which was very, very strange because I usually like I've 
been to a lot of countries in war like Syria and Libya and Iraq and I never had a bodyguard because I just 
think it's against the way we are supposed to do journalism and then all of a sudden I was in my country, 
a democratic country, no war, at least no open war and I needed the bodyguard because of a story I 
wrote.  It was not an opinion piece.  It's just regular reporting so this is one of the measures we took.  All 
the threats and all the worst threats we also asked the police for – they opened an investigation and 
every time there's like fake news that is, for instance, like one that came up and came back this year was 
that I had been convicted by for lying in the story and I had to pay damages to Bolsonaro 200,000 
(Inaudible 18:48) with my picture and his picture so we usually try to contact the fact checking agency so 
that at least we know that fact checking does not go viral as the fake news does but still we contact them 
but as for security measures, the bodyguard I think, yeah, that was the measure we felt we had to take. 
 
ANA MARIA:  DO YOU FEEL SAFE NOW? 
I do.  I do feel safe although I am not going to lie every time I'm going to publish something that I know 
that is, you know, going to upset the government I get scared because I know that all this harassment is 
going to come back and I keep on thinking it's going to come back so in June I published 2 other stories 
on the same subject this time with foreign marketing agencies and before that I was like so nervous 
because, you know, I was scared of the reaction.  We I think in general we are now before we publish 
something, we keep on thinking Omigod, what's going to happen now.  I mean, what's going to be 
reaction.  What kind of harassment am I going to suffer. 
 
ANA MARIA:  THAT'S VERY INTERESTING BECAUSE I WAS WONDERING HOW THIS AFFECTED 
THE WAY YOU TREAT YOUR WORK.  YOU SAID A COUPLE OF TIMES JOURNALISTS DIDN'T GET 
INTIMIDATED.  YOU DIDN'T GET INTIMIDATED.  HAVE YOU EVER GOTTEN TO A POINT OF 
GOING YEAH, NO, I AM JUST GOING TO NOT DO THIS ANYMORE?  I'M GOING TO OPEN A 
POUSADA SOMEWHERE OR SOMETHING LIKE THAT.  DID IT EVER COME TO THAT? 
Well, I love what I do and I never thought of, you know, quitting journalism or but I will be honest that I do 
think twice before I'm publishing something because I already am thinking about the consequences so 
what I think we're doing now we're being extra, extra careful.  Of course, when we publish something and 
this is something we're supposed to do anyway so it's good but also when we approach government 
officials because one of the things they do is they expose journalists because of the questions we pose 
so they like (inaudible 21:25) in putting your phone number on Twitter or taking a picture of your house so 
one of the things is that we are always thinking okay, so they might use this against me and this being 
just a question so I never thought about quitting journalism but I am much more careful and when it was 
worse last year when the things were really, really bad I just thought about never leaving my house again, 
you know.  I don't feel like going outside because I never knew if someone would come up and just throw 
a bottle on me and say something, you know. 
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ANA MARIA:  LIKE YOU POINTED OUT THE ADVERSARY IN ALL THIS IS VISIBLE AND VERY 
INVISIBLE BECAUSE WE'RE TALKING ABOUT SOCIAL MEDIA WHICH IS LIKE A GHOST.  IT'S 
NOBODY.  IT CAN BE BOTS.  IT CAN BE ANYBODY.  HOW CAN BRAZIL FACE THIS, THE FACT 
THAT WHAT IS INFLUENCING PEOPLES' POLITICAL AND SOCIAL CHOICES IS NOT COMING 
FROM MEDIA, IT'S NOT COMING FROM JOURNALISTS WHO DO THEIR JOBS AND FACT CHECK 
AND ALL THAT, IT'S COMING FROM NOWHERE.  IT'S COMING FROM THIS CLOUD OF SOCIAL 
MEDIA.  IS THERE SOMETHING THAT CAN BE DONE ESPECIALLY IN BRAZIL? 
I think this is the most serious; one of the most serious issues we're facing now because we have 
municipal elections next year.  We have an even bigger number of What's App groups so we know that all 
those – the information tactics are going to be used again and the electoral authorities are not doing a lot, 
are not preparing themselves to face or to act in our next election so it is a very challenging problem 
because, as you said, it's not like a centralized thing or that it can positively identify, okay, so this is the 
person or this is the party who's doing this because in social media it just gets so spread that you don't 
know if it was organic as they say or just voluntary or if it was something orchestrated that then goes viral.  
I don't think we know the answers for that, and I don't think that the electoral authorities are prepared at 
all to deal with this, so this is a huge problem that is not going to go away soon. 
 
ANA MARIA:  AND YOU POINTED OUT SOMETHING AGAIN THAT'S VERY DEAR TO MY HEART 
AND IT ALWAYS BUGS ME WHICH IS HOW STILL AFTER ALL THESE YEARS WOMEN IN 
JOURNALISM ARE A TARGET.  WE ALL WEAR A TARGET ON OUR BACKS ESPECIALLY IN THIS 
PARTICULAR CASE NOT ONLY BECAUSE YOU'RE A WOMAN BUT YOU ALSO HAD THE 
COURAGE TO TAKE ON THESE BUNCH OF MEN IN POWER.  ARE THERE ANY, AGAIN THE 
SAME KIND OF QUESTION, ARE THERE ANY RESOURCES FOR WOMEN JOURNALISTS IN 
BRAZIL.  ARE YOU GUYS WORKING TOGETHER.  ARE YOU CREATING SYSTEMS TO SUPPORT 
EACH OTHER?  WHAT IS THE SITUATION NOW? 
Well, I don't think we have anything specifically for women but there was some sort of – because I was 
just the first to be a target among 4 or 5 women journalists who were correct and then we sort of all 
fought ourselves.  It's an informal thing, for instance, to expose misogynistic comments on Twitter or 
people who are being abusive and using sexist remarks so we sort of informally try to expose these 
people so that doesn't, you know, go unnoticed because we can't normalize it.  That's the main thing 
otherwise it's, you know, it's going to be as if it were acceptable which is it's not. 
 
ANA MARIA:  I AM CURIOUS A LITTLE BIT.  HOW DID YOU BECOME A JOURNALIST AND 
ESPECIALLY IN THIS FIELD OF HARD NEWS BUT INVESTIGATION?  WHY DID YOU CHOOSE 
THAT WAY? 
Well, my dad's a journalist.  I am sure that was a big influence on me and when I started my career, I was 
actually working in the metro section in a small newspaper and I started very young.  I was 19.  I was still 
in college and I was covering, you know, like everyday problems for a huge city as Sao Paolo including 
security issues like rape or prison when you have like violence in prisons and all that and then I sort of 
slowly started covering international issues even before I went on to be the U.S. Washington 
correspondent for (Inaudible 27:05), a big newspaper here so and this exact investigation about social 
media I cover in 2014 the elections in India and the Prime Minister, the Indian Prime Minister Narendra 
Modi, was one who really understood the importance of using social media in communication during the 
election so he was sort of a pioneer in that and Obama used that but Modi used it in a different way and 
used Twitter so I was following that and then I covered the 2016 election in the U.S. where you had, you 
know, this new meaning for fake news, the real fake news and the Trump version of fake news and also 
like the Russian bought and everything so I was following those issues closely internationally and then we 
started noticing that Brazil was also a big place, big target of this information tamping (?) and that's how I 
started investigating this just because I had seen similar things happening in India and in the U.S. and I 
went back to India in May now to cover the election and seen what they're doing also with What's App 
and with targeting people using their data without authorization and it's just scary because I know this is 
going to be happening in Brazil or in any other countries just next year, you know, so I guess that's how I 
ended up investigating that story. 
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ANA MARIA:  FASCINATING.  TO HEAR THIS REPEATING OVER AND OVER AGAIN IS THERE A 
SOLUTION TO THIS?  IS THERE A TIME WHEN LEGIT INFORMATION WILL TAKE OVER THE 
(INAUDIBLE 29:04) OF NOTHINGNESS? 
I think backtracking is essential.  You know, we need to backtrack all the time but there's a problem that 
usually fake news goes viral and that backtracking does not because it's not as sexy or outrageous or, 
you know, it doesn't attract people as much but we do need to have a really concentrated effort in fact 
checking.  The other thing is digital forensics.  We have to start tracking these people.  These are not 
anonymous or organic phenomenon.  This is like there's people behind it.  There's people amplifying or 
generating the first one so one of the things I think we have to do is to get, you know, specialists to track 
these people and to, you know, punish them.  You know, use the law against them.  This is something 
that should be (inaudible 30:12) done at all in Brazil.  Everything goes, you know, unpunished or 
unaccountable so these are 2 things that come to mind.  It's very hard.  I don't think anyone got a solution 
of how to deal with this information and the manipulation of public opinion through social media.  I'm sure 
several countries, including the U.S., are trying to find solutions and Brazil also does not have the solution. 
 
ANA MARIA:  SO FINALLY, JUST TO WRAP THIS CONVERSATION, WHAT ADVICE WOULD YOU 
GIVE TO YOUNG JOURNALISTS HAVING TO FACE THIS IN THIS CENTURY WHERE THINGS ARE 
COMPLETELY UPSIDE DOWN IN THE WORLD OF PRESS? 
I think in the world that we live now that is so difficult to tell what is true and what is not, journalism has 
become relevant again.  I mean, the industry, the media industry has been through crisis because of the 
economic model, business model.  We have not found a business model how to be profitable with online 
journalism.  It's very hard so in that sense the fact that now we live in a world awash with fake news and 
with anonymous forces of information, I mean, the spread of fake news and opinion, right, it just makes – 
it gives a new relevance to journalism which is it's interesting that we came from a long crisis, financial 
crisis, layoff in the newsroom and everything and now we are really needed so in that sense even though 
we're being attacked and we had never been before, we are more relevant than ever. 
 
ANA MARIA:  THANK YOU SO MUCH, PATRICIA.  THANK YOU FOR YOUR TIME.  THANK YOU FOR 
THE INTERVIEW.   
 
 
 

 


	Patricia Campos Mello

