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00.01


[STING: BRAVE NEW MEDIA. THEME MUSIC RISES.]


00.09


MAHA TAKI:

HEY, I’M MAHA TAKI FROM BBC MEDIA ACTION AND WELCOME TO SERIES TWO OF BRAVE NEW MEDIA…

A GLOBAL PODCAST WHERE BRAVE CREATORS OF PUBLIC-INTEREST MEDIA OUTLETS TELL THEIR STORIES.

IN THE FIRST SERIES, THESE STORIES HELPED US UNDERSTAND WHAT IT’S LIKE TO RUN AN INDEPENDENT OUTLET IN A CHALLENGING ENVIRONMENT.

BUT THIS TIME, MEDIA CREATORS – FROM INDONESIA, TANZANIA AND EHTIOPIA – WILL TELL US ABOUT THE ROLE THEIR PLATFORMS PLAY TO SERVE THE PUBLIC INTEREST… AND HOW THIS DYNAMIC AFFECTS THEIR INTERACTIONS WITH POLITICAL POWERS. 

TO HELP US MAKE SENSE OF THESE STORIES, A SPECIALIST WILL UNPACK WHAT WE’VE HEARD AT THE END OF EACH EPISODE AND WILL SHARE THE LESSONS TO BE LEARNT. 

SO, LET’S GET STARTED…

IN THIS EPISODE, WE’RE HEADING TO INDONESIA, TO MEET THE FOUNDER OF A PUBLIC-INTEREST PLATFORM, WHO HAS FACED INTENSE BACKLASH FOR SHARING STORIES THAT CHALLENGE AUTHORITIES. 

BUT JUST A HEADS UP, THIS EPISODE CONTAINS REFERENCES TO SEXUAL ABUSE.

[SFX BUILD.]



01.15


EVI MARIANI:

This is a very difficult time for journalists around the world to remain a journalist, or, if he or she be able to remain a journalist, be an independent one.

Is there any press freedom here Indonesia? Yes, yes, there is. 

But are there digital threats? Yes. 

Are there physical threats? Oh, yes. 

Interestingly, sexual abuse/sexual violence cases are one of the type of reports or cases in journalism that can be categorised as very high risk, especially if you're a woman. 

It's really makes those in power very worried when women speak up.

[MUSIC FADES. ATMOSPHERE RISES.]


02.13


MAHA TAKI:

THAT WAS EVI MARIANI, WHO HAS BEEN WORKING AS A JOURNALIST IN JAKARTA, INDONESIA FOR TWENTY YEARS. 

EVI USED TO BE A MANAGING DIRECTOR AT THE COUNTRY’S BIGGEST ENGLISH-LANGUAGE DAILY NEWSPAPER. 

BUT TWO YEARS AGO, SHE DECIDED TO SET UP HER OWN MEDIA OUTLET WITH THREE OTHERS. 

ITS NAME IS PROJECT MULTATULI, AFTER A DUTCH AUTHOR, EDUARD DOUWES DEKKER. 

HE USED THE PEN NAME MULTATULI TO EXPOSE THE EXPLOITATION OF THE DUTCH COLONIAL ADMINISTRATION IN INDONESIA, DURING THE 19TH CENTURY. 

EVI AND THE OTHER CO-FOUNDERS CREATED PROJECT MULTATULI WITH THE GOAL OF DISRUPTING THE WAY THAT MEDIA OPERATES IN INDONESIA. 

BECAUSE THEY BELIEVED THAT THE THOUSANDS OF OUTLETS, WHICH ARE OWNED BY A FEW OLIGARCHS, WERE FAILING TO SPEAK TRUTH TO POWER. 

[ATMOSPHERE RISES AND FADES.]


03.01


EVI MARIANI:

We are the third largest democracy in the world. We have relatively better press freedom in South East Asia compared to Laos, Cambodia, Myanmar or even Thailand. We are a little better, but doesn't mean that we don't have any challenges. 

The thing is Indonesia is very large. It's like have like thousands of different languages, thousands of ethnic groups. And some areas are very remote and the development is very concentrated in Java and even in Jakarta. 

So we tried to disrupt or criticise the dominant practice in Indonesian media industry, which we seen as somehow serve the elite more, also male centric and Jakarta centric. 

There are issues that are like sideline like labour rights, indigenous people, environmental destruction, victims of sexual abuse.

[A FEW BEATS.]

Only a handful of politically-wired tycoons own large media groups. Even though there's like a robust amount of media outlets, like thousands, thousands of them. 

Owner of media outlets in Indonesia like to keep close and good relationships with those in power, including the National Police, the military, the presidential palace, the House of Representatives, so it's kind of hindered them from effectively holding power accountable.

So that's what we saw. And so, we decided okay, let’s fill this news desert in Indonesia. 

04.28


MAHA TAKI:

PROJECT MULTATULI’S TEAM PRACTICE SLOW JOURNALISM, WHICH IS PRETTY UNIQUE IN THE COUNTRY.

THIS MEANS THEIR STORIES ARE OFTEN LONG-FORM AND COVER ISSUES IN GREAT DEPTH AND DETAIL. THEY PUBLISH AROUND THREE OF THESE EACH WEEK. 

CHECK OUT THE SHOW NOTES TO LEARN MORE – WHERE YOU’LL ALSO FIND INFORMATION ON THEIR FUNDING STRUCTURE.

NOW, ONLY A FEW MONTHS AFTER LAUNCHING IN SEPTEMBER, 2021,ONE OF THEIR JOURNALISTS CAME FORWARD WITH A STORY ON A SEXUAL ABUSE CASE - A TABOO ISSUE IN THE CONSERVATIVE COUNTRY

[MUSIC AND SFX RISE.]


05.23


EVI MARIANI:

So I still remember the date now. It’s like, sort of like, a historical moment for us. 

The pandemic was almost over, but not not really over. Right? 

We heard stories about newspapers shut down or have to fire a lot of journalists. 

The capacity of newsrooms all over Indonesia is diminishing yeah.


05.57


MAHA TAKI:

IN THIS CONTEXT, A FREELANCE JOURNALIST, WHO IS BASED ON THE INDONESIAN ISLAND SULAWESI - WHICH IS EAST OF BORNEO - TOLD MULTATULI’S EDITORIAL TEAM ABOUT A STORY, WHICH HE’D HEARD A YEAR BEFORE. 

THIS STORY CONCERNED A WOMAN CALLED LYDIA, WHICH IS NOT HER REAL NAME. 

[ATMOSPHERE BUILDS.]


06.15


EVI MARIANI:

He heard this story from a local legal aid Institute, saying that we have a client trying to seek justice for years. 

She’s from Luwu Timur, which is 12 hours driving from Makassar. Makassar is the provincial capital of South Sulawesi. So Luwu Timur is a small city. 

I mean Indonesia, patriarchy of course. Yeah. I mean, male dominated culture, yes. But it's even more special there. It's even more mature there. 

And this woman, she's a mother of three young children. All of them under ten at that time. 

One day, she found out that her children had these wounds in the genital area. And when she asked them, they accused their own father, already divorced, not living the same home.

[SFX AND MUSIC BUILD.]

So she first reported her case to the government agency that handles women protection and children protection. 

But the first thing she did, the civil servant, the first thing she did was calling the husband, because she said, ‘Oh, I know him. He's actually my colleague.’ Because the husband is a civil servant. ‘Let me call him here.’ 

And he came, and then the children hug him. 

And the civil servant told Lydia said, ‘See? They okay. So you're just delusional.’ 

[SFX, ATMOS AND MUSIC FADE OUT.]


08.02


MAHA TAKI: 

LYDIA DIDN’T GIVE UP. 

FIRST, SHE WENT TO THE LOCAL POLICE, WHO ADOPTED THE SAME ATTITUDE AS THE CIVIL SERVANT AND REFUSED TO BELIEVE HER.

SHE THEN DROVE FOR 12 HOURS TO THE PROVINCIAL CAPITAL MAKASSAR TO REPORT THE CASE TO THE POLICE THERE, BUT THEY ALSO DISMISSED IT.

WHILE RESEARCHING THE STORY, THE JOURNALIST CALLED THE POLICE TO ASK WHY THEY HAD DROPPED THE CASE…

08.26


EVI MARIANI:

So the police said like, ‘ah, yeah, I remember that story. That crazy lady. Of course we dropped the case, because the children hugged the father.’

And experts of sexual abuse in children said the relationship between the victims and the perpetrators is so complex that it's possible that the victims love the rapists or whatever right, but they didn't know that, they didn't have the knowledge about that.


08.54


MAHA TAKI:

SO, AFTER LEARNING ABOUT THIS STORY OF POLICE INACTION, EVI AND HER COLLEAGUES GAVE IT THE GREEN LIGHT AS IT ALIGNED PERFECTLY WITH THEIR FOCUS ON SENSITIVE AND UNDERREPORTED ISSUES. 

KNOWING IT COULD BE CONTENTIOUS, THERE WAS THEN A RIGOROUS EDITING PROCESS. 

[SFX BUILD.]


09.11


EVI MARIANI:

He edited that story for quite a long time. I think it took weeks, yeah, until he finished, because he has to, like, really check all the documents, really, like communicate with all the lawyers. 

We also have a legal aid institute for the press checking the story for us. 

But we didn't know that it would lead to something that will make our name famous nation-wide. 

[SFX AND MUSIC RISES.]



The story came out on October 6, 2021.

We were only five months into our operation. A lot of people didn't know us. The police also didn't know projectMultatuli.org. 

And when the story came out, our chief editor, Fahri Salam, he tweeted the story. 

Within two/three hours, I think it's been retweeted 60,000 times. 

And then our website went down.

[SFX ABRUPTLY STOP.]


And we were thinking, ‘okay, this is because we are so small that our server is like very small, not the expensive one, so we couldn't probably withstand the traffic.’ 

And then we have an IT consultant, late in the night he said, ‘Yeah yeah, I thought this only because our servers very small.’ But apparently there's this sort of like a pattern that makes him suspicion that this is actually a DDoS attack. 


[MUSIC AND SFX BUILD.]


10.52


MAHA TAKI:

A DDOS ATTACK MEANS A ‘DENIAL OF SERVICE ATTACK’ AND IT’S WHEN A WEBSITE IS FLODDED WITH FAKE REQUESTS THAT OVERWHELM THE SERVER, MAKING IT CRASH.

AND WHILE THIS WAS HAPPENING TO PROJECT MULTATULI, THE POLICE RESPONDED TO THEIR STORY ON THEIR SOCIAL MEDIA CHANNELS. 


11.11


EVI MARIANI:

The police also screen capture our story, and then stamped ‘HOAX’ on our story, published that screengrab capture on their Instagram account, saying that this is a hoax. And they made a post mentioning the real name of Lydia and we were like, ‘GOD’. 

[MUSIC AND SFX FADE OUT.]


11.43


MAHA TAKI:

ONCE THE POLICE REVEALED THE REAL NAME OF LYDIA ON SOCIAL MEDIA, THE TEAM HAD TO ACT QUICKLY TO PROTECT BOTH THE SOURCE AND ALSO THE JOURNALIST.  


11.51


EVI MARIANI:

We try to get money from donors to finance Lydia’s security yeah. 

She and her family, the three children left the city for several weeks. And we find the money to provide her with a safe house for almost, I think, a month.

We also set aside some money for legal aid for a safe house for the journalist, because we are up against the police, right?

I mean, they're like one of the most powerful state institutions in Indonesia right now.

And the journalist says that a lot of other journalists here is taking care of him. 

I think the first week of that story, journalists took turn visiting his house. Sort of like, you know, telling those in power that, ‘hey, he's under our care’.


12.42


MAHA TAKI:

WHILE MULTATULI’S TEAM WERE TRYING TO MAKE SURE THE JOURNALIST AND THE SOURCE WERE BOTH PROTECTED, THEY WERE ALSO BUSY RESPONDING TO REQUESTS FOR THE STORY.

AS HAVING LEARNT ABOUT THE DIGITAL ATTACK, OTHER OUTLETS – FROM STUDENT PRESS TO LARGE NATIONAL NEWSROOMS - WANTED TO REPUBLISH IT AS AN ACT OF SOLIDARITY.

MULTATULI’S TEAM RECEIVED AROUND SIXTY REQUESTS. AND EVI GAVE THEM THE STORY, IF THEY PROMISED TO PUBLISH IT IN FULL WITH THE ACCOMPANYING ILLUSTRATIONS AND HASHTAG.  


[SFX BUILD.]


13.12


EVI MARIANI:

God for three days, all of us I think, we slept only like a few hours. 

So in the end, about maybe, I don't know, 30, maybe, republished our stories, including big media outlets. 

Ah and also we accompany that story with a hashtag - #PercumaLaporPolisi - which means ‘there's no use of you reporting to the police’. 

[MUSIC AND ATMOS BUILD.]

Apparently, it triggered a lot of Twitter users of their own stories, reporting to the police. 

And then Twitter went like went wild with that hashtag. For three days, it was trending nationwide. 

A lot of people not just sexual abuse, but a lot of people say that, ‘okay, I lost my motorcycle, but the police instead of like investigating my case, the police asked me for money.’ Stories like that. 

And we were like, we sort of like scared, excited, but also scared very very scared.

And within a week, the National Police Chief made a speech that, ‘I am aware there is this hashtag, #PercumaLaporPolisi.’ And then he told his subordinates to like, ‘accept this as constructive criticism for you to work harder’. 

[SFX AND MUSIC SLOWLY FADE OUT.]


14.41


MAHA TAKI:

SOON AFTER THE CHIEF MADE HIS SPEECH, PROHECT MULTATULI’S WEBSITE CAME BACK ONLINE AND THE POLICE DELETED THEIR SOCIAL MEDIA POSTS. 

THESE WERE THE POSTS THAT CLAIMED THE STORY WAS A ‘HOAX’ AND REVEALED THE NAMES OF LYDIA AND HER EX-HUSBAND.

THE POLICE ALSO RE-OPENED THE CASE FOR A WHILE, BUT EVI DIDN’T HAVE HIGH HOPES… 


15.03


EVI MARIANI:

From the beginning, we thought that okay, the police just want to silence the public uproar. Because if they're very serious about it, they should send an independent team from the National Police to Sulawesi and Luwu Timur to check, but no, they didn't. 

So, in the end, they dropped the case again, after months of re-investigation. 

We were kind of very worried that the husband would charge a libel lawsuit to Lydia, and to us. And apparently, he already reported Lydia to the police for defamation.
 


15.45


MAHA TAKI:

I’M SURE YOU’LL BE PLEASED TO HEAR THAT THE POLICE DIDN’T PURSUE LYDIA EX-HUSBAND’S DEFAMATION CASE. 

BUT, JUST AS EVI AND HER TEAM FEARED, HE ALSO TRIED TO FILE A COMPLAINT ABOUT PROJECT MULTATULI AS WELL. 

THANKFULLY, THEY WERE PROTECTED BY A PRESS LAW, WHICH MEANT THAT HIS LAWYERS HAD TO GO THROUGH THE PRESS COUNCIL AND NOT THE POLICE. 

IN THE END, HIS LAWYERS FAILED TO FILE A COMPLAINT WITHIN THE GIVEN PERIOD.

DESPITE HAVING TO DEAL WITH THESE KIND OF CONSEQUENCES, PROJECT MULTATULI CONTINUES TO PUBLISH STORIES ON SIDELINED ISSUES. 


[MUSIC RISES.]


16.17


EVI MARIANI:

We still publish several stories on sexual abuse. 

One them was in the Islamic Boarding School, a popular one. 

So, you mentioned Project Multatuli in the police. No one likes you.  

When I establish this organisation, follow the Labour Law. Pay all the tax. Make our financial reports publicly audited.

And I always always tell all those who work with us, ‘don't be stupid. You know what the police could do.

‘They could just arrest you arbitrarily and put some evidence, you know, to charge you with some false.’ 

That happened. 

So don't violate traffic,’ I said to my friends.



[TRANSITION TO BRAVE NEW MEDIA STING AND THEME MUSIC.]


17.13


MAHA TAKI:

WHEN I HEARD EVI’S STORY, I WAS REALLY INSPIRED BY PROJECT MULTATULI’S UNWAVERING COMMITMENT TO HOLD THOSE IN POWER TO ACCOUNT, DESPITE THE MANY CHALLENGES THEY’VE FACED. 

AND CONTINUE TO FACE, AS EVEN AFTER RECORDING THIS EPISODE, THEY WERE MET WITH ANOTHER DIGITAL ATTACK. BUT THIS TIME, THEY WERE BETTER PREPARED AND KNEW WHO THEY HAD TO TURN TO FOR SUPPORT.

BUT I WANTED TO UNDERSTAND IN MORE DETAIL WHAT MEDIA ORGANISATIONS LIKE MULTATULI CAN DO TO PROTECT THEMSELVES…

SO I SPOKE WITH REBECCA VINCENT, WHO IS THE DIRECTOR OF CAMPAIGNS AT REPORTERS WITHOUT BORDERS. 

I STARTED OFF BY ASKING HER WHAT SHE MADE OF EVI’S STORY.


15.54


REBECCA VINCENT:

Well, firstly, Evi was so inspiring. And I just thought immediately wanted to meet her and to know her. 

You know, I loved how she recounted what happened and the care that she took with her source in particular, which I think shows exactly what kind of a journalist she is. 

I should note, I've never met her and I hadn't previously had experience with Project Multatuli. 

But that was what I first took away was what an inspiring journalist she was, and and really that attention to the safety of her source as a primary concern.


18.27


MAHA TAKI:

Rebecca, can you tell us about Indonesia on the RSF World Press Freedom index?



18.31


REBECCA VINCENT:

With our new World Press Freedom Index edition for 2023. Indonesia is ranked 108 out of the 180 countries and territories that we survey. 

So around a little past the midpoint, in fact, which you know, is not as terrible as some of its neighbours for sure.



18.50

MAHA TAKI:

And would say the methods of intimidation that Evi and her team faced - like the digital attack and her sources being doxxed – would you say these are common methods across the world?
 

19.01


REBECCA VINCENT:

It's certainly things that we've noted in other places, although I was pretty shocked at how blatantly the police doxxed her source that is that shows maybe a degree of impunity.

But one thing I thought when listening to Evi’s stories that she could also use some support from advocacy and campaigning organisations, right? 

Because it's not the police to behave in that way, they would have known that they wouldn't face repercussions for doing so. 

And I think that shows a really emboldened position, that worries me as well for maybe Evi’s safety, safety and that of her team as well. 

But certainly online threats and attacks such as the DDoS attacks that their website has faced, those are common around the world, too. 


19.41


MAHA TAKI:

And more generally, across the world, would you say this kind of intimidation by authorities is on the rise?


19.48


REBECCA VINCENT:

Well, unfortunately, each year, the new edition of the index shows a worsening global situation, this has been the case for some time. And it certainly has been increasing for a number of years now that we've seen sort of pressure and attacks against investigative journalists in particular. 

And I thought that's why the story really resonates internationally, because they were exposing corruption. 

And more often, we're seeing journalist targeted in countries that are meant to be at peace, even through very violent means, which luckily, is not the case that we're dealing with here. 

But we're seeing a real backlash against powerful figures, sometimes those in power in terms of government, or sometimes,  you know, figures linked to organised crime or others who really wants to silence critical journalism. 

We can't always, you know, assume that these attacks could just be verbal. So I think that precautions would be needed to ensure their safety physically as well.


20.43

MAHA TAKI:
And how do you think the international community can better protect and support media outlets facing these kind of intimidation? 


20.52


REBECCA VINCENT:

In the first instance, I'd say practical support. So things like you know, digital security support. That's a very practical thing that's available. 

But, I'm working on the campaign side of RSF. So I was thinking about, you know, really, this, the blatant impunity of the police involved here. 

And there could be a bit of a disconnect with the government, because Indonesia, in some ways does seem to care about its international image, and I think the new president has has made some efforts towards improvements. 

But this sort of behaviour from police is not just isolated in this case. I've seen the other journalists cases that we're aware of in the country, often are related to investigating local corruption too so there's a disconnect between sort of what the government is trying to do and what police who are authorities here are doing.

If I were to get involved on this case as a campaigner, I would really look at where could I press the government itself? Is it the president? Are there other officials who really could help try to truly implement reforms to address this behaviour by police, which is only going to tarnish Indonesia's international image when it comes to press freedom?


21.57


MAHA TAKI:

And with smaller outlets, like Project Multatuli, how do you get them to be able to bring that case up and advocate for their right and use international pressure?


22.06


REBECCA VINCENT:

Well, speaking out on this story helps. And I'm hoping that will bring in some some support and some more international recognition of their important work there. But I think there's other ways as well, there's networks of investigative journalists. And sometimes there's international fora international conferences that bring media outlets and NGOs together. 

So I would say you know, anything that we can do to encourage and even financially support organisations like like this, to plug in more to the international context. 

But one thing I also want to say is part of the story that I was encouraged about was to hear that there did seem to be some useful intervention by the Press Council, because that's not always the case in every country. In some countries, press councils can really robustly defend journalists that are being targeted. But in some places, we see them co-opted by corrupt states. 

So I was actually encouraged that in this case, they seemed to have been useful and that so that can be, you know, a real ally, possibly for even others who might be facing such pressure. 


23.02


MAHA TAKI:

That’s a really good point. Is the kind of solidarity Project Multatuli had, you know, with all the other outlets publishing their story when their website was down - is that common? Do you see that quite a bit with the cases you work on?


23.19


REBECCA VINCENT:
Not enough. And I think it's really important not just for morale, but you know, just as a fighting back tactic as well to show those that want to silence critical voices or shut down, reporting into topics like this, to show that that won't be successful. 

So I think we need more of that not just with smaller newsrooms, but internationally to more solidarity of media and the free expression community, in support of those who are facing these sorts of threats, because it's not just about the work that Project Multatuli is doing. It's about what they're exposing. 

And that impacts people throughout Indonesia, but also internationally, I always talk about how our, our, our information systems are interconnected globally. And so when when we have anybody silenced in any place, even in a local context, it does impact all of our right to know.



[TRANSITION TO BRAVE NEW MEDIA STING AND THEME MUSIC.]



24.12


EVI MARIANI:

This is a symmetrical battle, we are up against a very powerful with a lot of money. 

But in terms of power, although we are not as powerful as them, the solidarity between journalist, solidarity between civil society organisations that believe in press freedom, that believe in freedom of expression. We're sort of feeling reassured, because of that. 

[MUSIC SLOWLY FADES OUT.]


24.47


MAHA TAKI:

THAT’S IT FOR THIS EPISODE. THANK YOU FOR LISTENING.

IF YOU ENJOYED IT, PLEASE DO RATE, REVIEW AND SUBSCRIBE.

BRAVE NEW MEDIA IS A CO-PRODUCTION BETWEEN BBC MEDIA ACTION AND HOLY MOUNTAIN.

THE PRESENTER WAS MAHA TAKI.

THE PRODUCER WAS SASKIA BLACK.

THE EXECUTIVE PRODUCERS WERE MAHA TAKI, PAUL HARPER AND BOZ TEMPLE-MORRIS. 




