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NYSCEF DOC. NO. 1

RECEI VED NYSCEF: 11/02/2020

SUPREME COURT OF THE STATE OF NEW YORK

COUNTY OF WESTCHESTER

PROJECT VERITAS,
Plaintiff,

-against-.

Index No.

THE NEW YORK TIMES COMPANY, MAGGIE | Plaintiff designates WESTCHESTER
ASTOR, TIFFANY HSU, and JOHN DOES 1-5, COUNTY as place of trial

Defendants.

The basis of venue is: NY CPLR § 503
Plaintiff resides in Westchester County

TO THE ABOVE NAMED DEFENDANTS:

YOU ARE HEREBY SUMMONED and required to serve upon Plaintiff’s attorney, an

answer to the Complaint in this action within twenty (20) days after the service of this Summons,

exclusive of the day of service (or within thirty (30) days after the service is complete if this

Summons is not personally delivered to you within the State of New York); and, in case of your

failure to appear or answer, judgment will be taken against you by default for the relief demanded

in the Complaint.

Dated: October 30, 2020

Respectfully Submitted,

/s/ Amy L. Bellantoni

Amy L. Bellantoni

THE BELLANTONI LAW FIRM, PLLC
2 Overhill Road, Suite 400
Scarsdale, NY 10583

Telephone: (914) 367-0090

Email: abell@bellantoni-law.com

Thomas A. Clare, P.C. (of counsel) (pro hac vice
forthcoming)

Elizabeth M. Locke, P.C. (of counsel) (pro hac vice
forthcoming)

Andrew C. Phillips (of counsel) (pro hac vice
forthcoming)

CLARE LOCKE LLP

10 Prince Street

Alexandria, VA 22314
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Telephone: (202) 628-7400
Email: tom@clarelocke.com
Email: libby@clarelocke.com
Email: andy(@clarelocke.com

Benjamin Barr (of counsel) (pro hac vice forthcoming)
Stephen R. Klein (of counsel) (pro hac vice
forthcoming)

BARR & KLEIN PLLC

1629 K Street NW

Washington, D.C. 20006

Telephone: (202) 804-6676

Email: ben@barrklein.com

Email: steve@barrklein.com

Attorneys for Plaintiff Project Veritas

TO: THE NEW YORK TIMES COMPANY
The New York Times Building
620 Eighth Avenue
New York, New York 10018

MAGGIE ASTOR
63 E. 125" Street, Apartment 3C
New York, New York 10035

TIFFANY HSU
99 John Street, Apartment 920
New York, New York 10038
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SUPREME COURT OF THE STATE OF NEW YORK
COUNTY OF WESTCHESTER

PROJECT VERITAS,
Plaintiff,
-against- Index No.

THE NEW YORK TIMES COMPANY, MAGGIE | COMPLAINT
ASTOR, TIFFANY HSU, and JOHN DOES 1-5,

Defendants.

COMPLAINT

Plaintiff Project Veritas, by and through its attorneys, bring the following Complaint
against Defendants The New York Times Company d/b/a The New York Times (“The New York
Times” or “The Times”), reporters Maggie Astor and Tiffany Hsu, and their editors (John Does 1-
5), and in support of its Complaint, avers as follows:

SUMMARY OF THE ACTION

1. This defamation action arises out of the publication of a false and defamatory news
story authored by Defendant Maggie Astor, a politics reporter for the New York Times, and
published in both the online and print versions of The Times. The story was first published on
The New York Times website on September 29, 2020 with the headline, “Project Veritas Video
Was a ‘Coordinated Disinformation Campaign,” Researchers Say,” repeated the same day in an
abbreviated form online with the headline, “Researchers say a Project Veritas video accusing IThan
Omar of voter fraud was a ‘coordinated disinformation campaign,”” and then published the
following day in the print version of The Times with the headline, “Project Veritas Releases

Misleading Video, Part of What Experts Call a Coordinated Effort.”
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2. The story concerned a bombshell investigative video report published two days
earlier by the prominent independent journalistic organization, Project Veritas.

3. The Project Veritas investigative report, titled, “Ilhan Omar Connected Cash-For-
Ballots Voter Fraud Scheme Corrupts Elections,” reported on illegal voting practices taking place
in Congresswoman Ilhan Omar’s congressional district and specifically within the Somali-
American community of Minneapolis, Minnesota.

4. The Project Veritas investigative report was presented in the signature style that has
earned Project Veritas a reputation for groundbreaking and unassailable independent journalism—
it was based on, and it presented to viewers, actual audio and video evidence of corrupt and illegal
activity, as well as interviews with both identified and confidential sources who provided firsthand
accounts of their knowledge of these unlawful activities.

5. The centerpiece of the Project Veritas investigative report was a series of videos
posted to Snapchat in early July 2020 by a Minneapolis man named Liban Mohamed.
Mr. Mohamed, who is the brother of then-Minneapolis City Council candidate Jamal Osman,
filmed himself bragging about “harvesting” hundreds of absentee ballots from Minneapolis
voters—a practice that is plainly illegal under Minnesota election law. In one video, Mr. Mohamed
displayed a vast number of ballots littering his car’s dashboard while boasting in Somali,
“[nJumbers don’t lie! You can see my car here is full. All these here are absentee ballots. Can’t
you see? Look at all these, my car is full,” and “[jJust today we got 300 (ballots) for Jamal Osman.”
In another video, Mr. Mohamed filmed himself exiting an apartment complex with his hand stuffed
with voters’ ballots and boasting, “[t]wo in the morning. Still hustling.”

6. Project Veritas’ investigative report also featured interviews and recorded

conversations with named, knowledgeable sources in the Minneapolis Somali-American
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community, who alleged that this illegal practice of ballot harvesting is widely practiced in that
community by Democrat candidates.

7. The investigative report also presented recorded allegations from multiple named
sources who connected the man seen in the self-incriminating Snapchat videos—and the practice
of illegal ballot harvesting—to the campaign of Congresswoman Ilhan Omar, who was elected to
the U.S. House of Representatives in 2018 and serves as the representative for the strongly-
Democrat Minnesota district that includes Minneapolis, in which a large portion of the State’s
Somali-American community resides.

8. The Project Veritas investigative report then presented evidence of other
fraudulent voter activity, including campaigns exchanging cash for absentee ballots. These
allegations came directly from multiple named and confidential sources captured on video and
audio detailing the cash-for-ballot schemes—including firsthand witnesses and actual participants
in the fraudulent activity.

9. Multiple sources in the Project Veritas investigative report connected these
activities directly to Rep. Ilhan Omar’s campaign, and specifically to her Deputy Campaign
Director Alli Isse Gainey, who multiple sources alleged to be the ringleader of a scheme
systematically targeting large apartment complexes filled with mostly elderly Somali-American
voters, and offering cash in exchange for absentee ballots.

10. The Project Veritas investigative report was released on Sunday, September 27,
2020—coincidentally, the same day that The New York Times released its story about President
Trump’s tax returns. The Times expected its long and hard-fought-for story on the President’s

taxes to be big news—and it was, but it was also overshadowed in large part by the bombshell
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Project Veritas report, which provided irrefutable proof of illegal voting practices by Democrats
just weeks before the upcoming presidential and congressional elections.

11. The Times’ newsroom was incensed at what it viewed as Project Veritas stealing
its thunder. And it was especially infuriated because The Times views Project Veritas and its
founder James O’Keefe with vitriolic distain—a man who, in their view, is a little more than a
“conservative activist,” not a bona fide journalist. The well documented liberal bias of The Times’
newsroom also provided an incentive to try and quickly discredit the Project Veritas investigative
report and minimize the damning investigation into the illegal voting practices by Democrat
candidates depicted in the Project Veritas report as the country heads into a hotly contested
Presidential election during a global pandemic where there is increasing public concern about the
integrity of early and mail-in voting.

12. To accomplish its goal of discrediting Project Veritas’ investigative report,
ironically, The Times conspired with a left-leaning group of academics and college students to
near-simultaneously have that group publish a blog post claiming that the Project Veritas
investigation was a coordinated disinformation campaign, followed only an hour later by a New
York Times story hyping that blog post. This coordinated disinformation campaign was designed
to give the blog post The New York Times’ institutional stamp of approval and to increase its
visibility and publicity. They worked together to convince the public that Project Veritas’
investigation should be disregarded outright as a deceptive, untruthful report, published not by a
journalistic organization, but a “conservative activist” attempting to mislead the public about
Democrat Congresswoman Ilhan Omar—and they falsely pinned Project Veritas’ timing of the
report to a coordinated effort with President Trump’s reelection campaign to divert attention away

from The Times’ story about the President’s taxes.
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13.  The result was Ms. Astor’s stories in The Times, which did not merely report on
the inaccurate claims in that blog post. Instead, the Times story went further, falsely and without
any basis labelling the Project Veritas investigative video report “deceptive,” falsely claiming that
it relied solely on “unidentified sources,” falsely claiming that it offered no evidence of ballot
harvesting, and falsely claiming that Project Veritas committed this “deception” in an effort to take
attention away from The Times’ story on President Trump’s taxes.

14.  Notably, although the online version of The Times’ story hyperlinked to a number
of materials—including the blog post and The Times’ own tax returns story—The Times made a
conscious decision not to include a hyperlink to the Project Veritas investigative report that was
the subject of the stories. Ms. Astor and The Times intentionally omitted any such hyperlink
because they knew that most of their primarily left-leaning audience would not have actually
viewed Project Veritas’ report, and that their readers were unlikely to take the time to go search
for the investigative report itself. Ironically, this knowledge created an opportunity for Ms. Astor
and The Times to commit their own deception on The Times’ readers—tfalsely characterizing
Project Veritas’ investigative report about illegal ballot harvesting as “deceptive,” falsely claiming
Project Veritas relied only on unidentified sources, and falsely claiming that Project Veritas
proftered no evidence of ballot harvesting, all while intentionally concealing Project Veritas’ own
video from The Times’ readers. Encouraging The Times’ readership to view the Project Veritas
report for themselves would have been counterproductive to Ms. Astor’s and The Times’ efforts
to smear Project Veritas, because the Project Veritas report itself demonstrates the falsity of
Ms. Astor’s and The Times’ claims—because the report does show video proof of illegal ballot

harvesting by named, fully identifiable individuals, and multiple on-the-record sources describing
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how the practice is commonplace by Democrats in Congresswoman Omar’s district, including by
individuals working on the Congresswoman’s own campaign.

15. As set forth above, each of these claims was demonstrably and provably false—and
Ms. Astor and The Times knew it. There was nothing “deceptive” about the Project Veritas
investigative report, nor did Project Veritas selectively edit or doctor any of the interviews or
recorded conversations therein. It presented to viewers an undeniably authentic, self-incriminating
video posted by a ballot-harvester of his own volition, and it presented interviews and
conversations with highly knowledgeable community sources describing, in their own words—not
Project Veritas™—the illegal voting practices victimizing citizens within the Somali-American
community. And Project Veritas made an independent decision—not at the direction or behest of
President Trump’s reelection campaign—to move up the release of its investigative report on
Saturday, September 26—well before The Times released its report on the President’s taxes.

16. In fact, the primary named, on-the-record source in the Project Veritas
investigative report—Mr. Omar Jamal—is regularly relied on as an on-the-record source for The
New York Times, which has published at least ten news articles quoting him on matters relating
to Minneapolis’ Somali-American community and identifying him as a knowledgeable community
leader and political insider.

17. But Ms. Astor and The Times intentionally chose to conceal from The Times’
readers that Omar Jamal, Project Veritas’ primary source, is considered credible and reliable by
The Times—indeed, Ms. Astor and The Times intentionally omitted from these articles any
mention of the fact that Project Veritas relied upon multiple named, on-the-record sources for its
reporting. Notably, The Times also intentionally elected not to reach out to Omar Jamal—an

individual whose contact information The Times clearly has in its possession—before publication
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to ask if Mr. Jamal’s words were presented accurately. Ms. Astor and The Times also purposefully
avoided contacting the most obvious source of information about Project Veritas’ decision when
and why to release its investigative report—Project Veritas itself—before publication.

18. These actions were in blatant violation of journalistic standards requiring reporters
to reach out to obvious sources of corroboration or refutation and of The Times own policies and
ethical guidelines requiring its reporters to seek comment from a story subject before publishing.
Ms. Astor and The Times’ intentional decision not to do so here demonstrates Ms. Astor and her
editors’ reckless disregard for the truth, their bias, their ill-will, and their political and retaliatory
motives to publicly smear and discredit Project Veritas publicly as quickly and thoroughly as
possible.

19.  When Project Veritas demanded a correction of The Times’ false claims about its
investigative reporting, The Times’ lawyers responded by claiming that the statements in question
were simply Ms. Astor’s “opinion,” and thus, the lawyers argued, not actionable defamatory
statements. Remarkably, The Times’ lawyers blessed what they described as Ms. Astor and her
editor’s decision to litter the pages of The Times’ political section with her personal political
“opinion” in a blatant violation of The Times’ own policies strictly prohibiting reporters from
offering their subjective opinions in news stories.

20. But of course, Ms. Astor is a politics reporter for the Times’ newsroom, not its
Op/Ed department, and The Times’ own policies require “strict neutrality in reporting on politics
and government,” and state that “[jJournalists have no place on the playing fields of politics.” If
the Times’ lawyers’ after-the-fact, made-for-litigation argument was sincere, then Ms. Astor and
her editors would still have been obligated to immediately remove any statements of her “opinion”

immediately from this news story and publish a correction. But they have not done so, because
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Ms. Astor and her editors know well that they intended to present these false claims to The Times’
readers as statements of fact, so that the public would believe that the Project Veritas investigative
report was in fact deceptive and that it lacked any named sources or evidence supporting
allegations of illegal voting activity in Minneapolis.

21. Ms. Astor and The Times knew well that accusing a journalistic organization of
publishing a deceptive news report is inherently and massively damaging to its professional
reputation—and that was the whole point.

22.  After Project Veritas demanded a retraction and threatened to file a lawsuit when
The Times refused, The Times retaliated by doubling down and publishing the same false and
defamatory claims in an October 25, 2020 online story by Times media reporter Tiffany Hsu,
which was also published in the print edition the following day. Like Ms. Astor’s stories,
Ms. Hsu’s online and print stories called Project Veritas® video “false” and “deceptive,” and
asserted that it “claimed without named sources or verifiable evidence” that ballots were being
collected illegally.

23. Project Veritas brings this action to vindicate its rights under civil law, to restore
its reputation as an institution devoted to groundbreaking journalism courageously exposing
institutional corruption wherever it may lie, and to establish Defendants’ liability for the harm that
they have caused to Project Veritas’ reputation due to the reckless publication of these false and
defamatory statements. Project Veritas seeks an award of presumed and compensatory damages
for the publication of this false story and, given the willful and malicious nature of Defendants’
conduct in knowingly publishing falsehoods out of a desire to cause harm to Project Veritas,

Plaintiff also seek an award of punitive damages.

-8-
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THE PARTIES

24. Plaintiff Project Veritas is an independent journalistic organization founded in 2011
by journalist James O’Keefe, who serves as its President, Chief Executive Officer, and Chairman
of its Board of Directors. Project Veritas is a non-profit, nonstock corporation incorporated under
the laws of the Commonwealth of Virginia, with its principal place of business in Mamaroneck,
New York.

25. Defendant The New York Times Company is a publicly traded New York
corporation with its principal place of business at The New York Times Building, 620 Eighth
Avenue, New York, New York. It publishes The New York Times, which has the third largest
circulation of any U.S.-based newspaper.

26. Defendant Maggie Astor is a political reporter for The Times. She is a citizen of
the State of New York and resides in New York City. Ms. Astor was the credited author of The
Times’ September 29, 2020 story, “Project Veritas Was a ‘Coordinated Disinformation
Campaign,” Researchers Say,” The Times’ September 29, 2020 story, “Researchers say a Project
Veritas video accusing Ilhan Omar of voter fraud was a ‘coordinated disinformation campaign,’”
and The Times’ September 30, 2020 story, “Project Veritas Releases Misleading Video, Part of
What Experts Call a Coordinated Effort.”

27. Defendant Tiffany Hsu in a media reporter for The Times. She is a citizen of the
State of New York and resides in New York City. Ms. Hsu was the credited author of The Times’
October 25, 2020 story, “Conservative News Sites Fuel Voter Fraud Misinformation,” which was
also published in The Times’ print edition on October 26, 2020 with the headline, ““False Voter

Fraud Stories Are Churning on Conservative News Sites.”

9
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28. The John Doe Defendants are unknown parties employed by The New York Times
who acted as the editors for the defamatory stories at issue authored by Defendants Maggie Astor
and Tiffany Hsu. The identities of these individuals are presently unknown to Plaintiff. Before
initiating this litigation, Project Veritas requested that The New York Times identify the editors
who worked on these stories, and The Times ignored the request.

JURISDICTION AND VENUE

29. This Court has subject matter jurisdiction over this suit under N.Y. Const. Art. VI
§§ 7, 11 and N.Y. Jud. Law § 190(3) because Plaintiff’s claims for damages are in excess of
$25,000.

30. This Court has personal jurisdiction over Defendant The New York Times
Company under N.Y. CPLR §§ 301 and 302 because Defendant is a New York corporation with
its principal place of business in New York City. Defendant transacts business in New York and
researches, prepares, and publishes The New York Times in New York City. Defendant is
registered to conduct business in New York and maintains an agent for service of process in New
York. Moreover, Plaintiff’s claims in this case arise from Defendant’s act of transacting business
in New York and of researching and publishing the defamatory publications in question in New
York.

31. This Court has personal jurisdiction over Defendant Maggie Astor under N.Y.
CPLR §§ 301 and 302, because Defendant is domiciled in the State of New York, and is employed
by The New York Times Company and has her principal place of business and employment as a
reporter at The New York Times Company’s headquarters in New York City.

32. This Court has personal jurisdiction over Defendant Tiffany Hsu under N.Y. CPLR

§§ 301 and 302, because Defendant is domiciled in the State of New York, and is employed by
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