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DEFENDANTS’ ANTI-SLAPP MOTION TO STRIKE (filed 6/15/17)

Tentative ruling

Requests for judicial notice: GRANTED.

Defendants’ anti-SLAPP motion is GRANTED. Plaintiff has failed to demonstrate actual malice by
clear and convincing evidence.

Discussion

Factual and procedural background

On April 14, 2017, Plaintiff Letitia Vasquez (“Plaintiff”) initiated this libel action against Defendant
Brian Hews (“Hews”) and various news outlets owned and operated by Hews (collectively,
“Defendants”). Plaintiff, who is an elected official serving on the Governing Board of Division 4 of
the Central Basin Municipal Water District, alleges that since her election in 2012, Defendants have
continually published fabricated, false, and misleading stories about Plaintiff. Compl., 1:21-2:8.
Plaintiff alleges that she has not filed suit until now due to the high burden a public official must meet
in order to succeed on a defamation claim. /d. However, Plaintiff alleges that on June 26, 2016 and
February 12, 2017, Defendants published stories that finally broke the camel’s back and forced Plaintiff
to file suit. I/d. Plaintiff alleges that on the above dates, Defendants published false stories claiming
that (1) Plaintiff attempted to extort money from a company called Cook Hills Properties LLC (“Cook
Hills”), (2) Plaintiff demanded money from Cook Hills for her vote on an upcoming Central Basin
project, (3) Plaintiff demanded money in a pay-to-play scheme for her vote on an upcoming Central
Basin project, and (4) Plaintiff demanded campaign donations from Cook Hills for her yes vote on a
$552,000 Central Basin contract with Cook Hills. Id. at 1 11. Plaintiff alleges that each of these
statements is demonstrably false and she offers various declarations of individuals purportedly involved
in her meetings with Cook Hills to refute the veracity of Defendants’ publications. Id. at 11 12-19.
Plaintiff alleges that Defendants had no basis for making the above statements and that they knew the
statements to be false or made them with reckless disregard for their truth. Id. at 120. Plaintiff alleges
that Hews and Defendants made the above comments in an effort to damage Plaintiff’s reelection
campaign and in an effort to gain more readership. Id. at 121. Plaintiff alleges that she has demanded
retractions, but that Defendants have not complied. Id. at 11 33-38.

On June 15, 2017, Defendants filed an anti-SLAPP motion arguing that Plaintiff’s sole cause of action
for defamation clearly arises from protected speech activity relating to a public figure on a matter of
public concern and that Plaintiff will be unable to establish by clear and convincing evidence that
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