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Trusting the internet

Can you trust information found on the internet?

You CANNOT trust any information put out by questionable, dodgy little websites.

You CAN (pretty much) trust information put out by big, respectable and well-known universities,

governments, companies, hospitals, health organisations, newspapers, churches, charities and so on. But

even they put their own spin on things.

You should not trust the wonderful Wikipedia. Look it up and use it. But always double-check your

information elsewhere.

And you can't just holus-bolus take a chunk of what they write and use it as your own words -- this is about

COPYRIGHT. Copyright exists to protect you from other writers stealing your writings. And of course it's

there to prevent you stealing material from others.

However the law allows writers to "borrow a bit". That is, you may quote something ("a bit") from another

writer. If you quote another writer, you are entitled to use a reasonable amount of the other writer's material

without having to ask permission and without having to pay. You may quote from anyone who owns

copyright in his or her own words, such as an internet writer, a radio commentator, another journalist, a book

author, a songwriter, a poet, and so on.

Similarly, anyone may use a reasonable amount from your writing without asking you, without paying you.

But what is "reasonable"?

To this question, I always reply: "Imagine that YOU are being quoted from an article you had written. If

another writer used two sentences from your article you would enjoy being considered as someone who was

WORTH quoting. But if the other writer wrote a 40-paragraph story and 20 of those paragraphs were straight

out of your article, verbatim, you'd be furious! You'd feel that wasn't reasonable, that your material was being

used to fill the other writer's space." 

Remember this: the law allows any writer to quote from any other writer's work, without asking and without

payment PROVIDED that the original writer is named and the work is "sourced".

That is, the book or publication, etc, is identified. And the amount used must be "reasonable". So, when

YOU take something from another writer and use it in your article, be sure to not use an UNreasonable

amount.

What is "reasonable" or "unreasonable" must be judged by you.
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There are no numerical rules like "no more than 1.17%" or "up to 37 words only". It's a matter for your

judgment. But as I say, start by thinking of someone quoting from your hard-worked writing and what you'd

consider "reasonable" to take (unasked, unpaid) from what you had created.

I use the internet to track down experts and then I PHONE THEM. I get a fresh quote said exclusively to me.

Editors hate articles full of old, re-hashed quotes from the internet.

Reprinted from The Wonderful World of Journalism. Written in the spirit of Simon Townsend's journalism craft advice. Visit

simontownsendjournalist.com for the full archive. 
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