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All my ‘stories’ except this one concern my own ‘adventures’. This one is different. It relates to 
the way that what you might read or hear through news media might be different from what 
actually happened. Journalists are mentioned, some excellent and some sloppy. 
 
Journalists are often placed under considerable pressure to produce a news item by a specific 
deadline. For many journalists, the deadline becomes more important than the accuracy of the 
material they present. Thoughtful investigative journalism is now rare, although it survives, and 
hopefully will continue to survive, in specific institutions and niche areas of interest. It is also 
important to note that journalists usually do not have training in specific disciplines, and so may 
struggle to understand complex material they find. 
 
Another point to note is that there will often be a difference between what a journalist presents 
‘on air’ (or online) and what the audience hears or perceives.   
 
A good example was provided to me some time ago by a friend, Janet. She complained to me 
about how unfair it is that the Australian GST (goods and services tax) applies to rent, targeting 
those who can least afford it. In reply I mentioned that I had spoken to my tax accountant, and to 
staff at the government tax office, and that, no, the GST does not apply to rent. “You’re wrong, 
Jon” she answered “I’m sure the GST does apply to rent. I saw it on TV”. 
 
So… an interesting case study. Here is a woman with tertiary education, holding what she heard 
on TV as a more reliable source of information than a professional tax accountant.  Moreover, it 
seems most unlikely that any TV journalist could have made such a gross error. It is much more 
likely that Janet was half-listening to a TV program at the same time as doing something else, 
probably cooking dinner. I had not seen the TV program myself, but it seems almost certain that 
Janet thought she heard a statement that the GST applies to rent, amongst a general discussion 
of the GST.  
 
A functional democracy depends on the public, the voters, making informed choices. Ultimately, 
the foundations of our democratic way of life depend on the public obtaining generally reliable 
information. I do think that people should be sceptical of any media source where information is 
gathered to meet daily deadlines, and presented in tiny ‘bites’ of information.  
 
Scientists gaoled for failing to predict an earthquake.  
Yes, that was the headline which appeared in the press around the world, including the 
Australian press. In 2014, following an earthquake in the small Italian town of Aquila (with the 
lost of many lives and much property damage) six scientists were sentenced to gaol on a 
‘manslaughter’ charge1. The following year, on appeal, most were released, with only one 
serving extended gaol time. 
 
The headline totally mis-represented the actual situation. The headline originated with an 
English-speaking Reuters journalist, who had been sent to cover the court case. It would appear 
that the journalist had only a rough knowledge of the Italian language and legal system. The 
headline appeared on the day the court verdict was given. The written judgement was given 
several days later, written in Italian (of course). Clearly, the journalist decided he did not need to 
wait to read the judgement, and somehow assumed that the scientists were found guilty 
because they had failed to predict the earthquake. This is typical of what I would call bad 
journalism. Jump to a conclusion, and don’t bother to check the facts.  
 
Of course, most media outlets around the world were not sufficiently interested to send their own 
representative to cover the court proceedings, so they relied, as they usually do in such cases, 
                                                      
1  Culpable action causing death. 
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on news agencies like Reuters. Predictably, the headline caused consternation amongst 
scientists all over the planet… particularly those scientists involved in the study of earthquakes.  
 
One of the largest groups representing scientists, the AAAS (American Association for the 
Advancement of Science) issued a formal press statement expressing concern about the court 
verdict even before the judge had released his written statement. I would have expected a more 
measured and thoughtful response from any group representing scientists. It seems that 
scientists, like everyone else, tend to believe what they see on TV. 
 
The Guardian sent their own journalist to the proceedings, and their subsequent report was 
much more comprehensive and accurate. Their report is an example of good research and good 
reporting. 
 
The scientists involved in the court case were members of a government-appointed panel. The 
responsibility of this panel was to provide the public with advice on the likelihood of an 
earthquake or similar event occurring, and recommend appropriate measures which might be 
taken by government agencies and individual citizens. Many areas of Italy have a long history of 
earthquake damage. The panel received a small remuneration from the government for their 
services. They were chosen because of their expertise in the area. 
 
In 2013 the citizens of Aquila had grown anxious about the possibility of a earthquake. The panel 
was asked to examine the situation and provide a public statement. This they did. Then, indeed, 
an earthquake did occur. Naturally, bearing in mind the extent of the damage and loss of life,  
the panel’s public statement came under scrutiny. It appeared to the Prosecutor, and indeed to 
the judge of the initial court case, that the panel’s statement had NOT represented the situation 
well at all… in fact it almost seemed that there had been a deliberate attempt by the panel to 
under-state the real risks. 
 
The initial verdict was not based on any expectation that the scientists should have predicted the 
earthquake. It was based on the legal concept of ‘duty of care’ which exists in legal systems 
widely around the world. The court believed the scientists had a duty to present the facts to the 
public in a fair and unbiased way, and that they had failed in that duty. This was their mistake, 
and the reason behind the judge’s findings.  
 
The myth of the black panther 
For many years, decades in fact, a black panther has prowled the forests and farms of Victoria. 
At least, that was what many people believed, and perhaps still believe. But Australia has no 
native big cats. Not any more. Our marsupial ‘lion’ died out around 40,000 years ago, 
coincidentally with the arrival of homo sapiens on the continent.  
 
Sightings of the panther have been mostly from the Grampians and the Otways, two areas of 
forest and national park in Western Victoria, Australia. Like most other Victorians, I had heard 
the stories. The legend has it that, during the second world war, when normal customs border 
control procedures were suspended for military personnel, a visiting American fighter pilot 
brought with him a ‘mascot’, a pet panther cub. All black, and quite a character. But the young 
panther continued to grow… and grow… The pilot decided to release him into the forests of the 
Grampians… there would be plenty of food around in the form of kangaroos and wallabies. 
 
In my early twenties (that’s nearly half a century ago now) I met a vet from the Western District 
of Victoria. She told me about a visit she had made to a farm, in response to a call from the 
owner. She found a dead calf, partly eaten. The predator had eaten the animal in a very precise 
way, not really the way you would expect from a wild dog. And there were scratch marks down 
the dead animal’s flank. The width of the scratch marks had more the dimensions of a human 
hand… far too big to have been made by a feral cat, no matter how large. And a wild dog could 
not make scratch marks like that, lacking feline extended claws.  
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Well, I was convinced. I supposed that either the legend was true, or that a panther had 
somehow escaped from a zoo and gone wild.  But, by now, the animal would have died of old 
age. It was curious, I thought, that no-one had ever been able to photograph the animal. 
However, like Elvis Pressley, I thought the legend would live on. And it did.  
 
I moved to Tasmania and thought no more about the panther, until I heard a news item on 
Hobart ABC (Australian Broadcasting Commission) Radio. “Government study finds there is no 
black panther”. It was reported that a study by the Victorian Government had looked at the 
evidence supporting the legend of the black panther, and come to the conclusion that there was 
no such animal. Most of the evidence of supposed sightings could, according to the ABC’s 
reading of the report, be attributed to very large black feral cats. 
 
I downloaded a copy of the report. In fact, the report’s authors were at pains to point out that 
their work was not focused on the existence of lone animals, such as the occasional zoo 
escapee, or in our discussion, the abandoned black panther. The purpose of the report was to 
consider whether a population of big cats might exist in Victoria. They reached the conclusion 
that, on the basis of the evidence they had on hand, it was most unlikely that such a population 
existed (a population being a self-sustaining group of animals). 
 
So… the journalist misunderstood, and mis-reported both the purpose of the report and the 
report’s conclusions. 
 
The interesting part of the report, however, was that it did consider evidence which pointed to 
the past existence of a lone animal. A footprint had been documented which appeared to be that 
of a large cat. Such a footprint could, of course, have been faked, although this seems unlikely. 
There was also DNA evidence at the site of a farm animal killing, which lined up with the idea 
that a large cat had been present at the site.  The report also drew attention to feeding behaviour 
at a kill site which was indicative of a big cat being involved.  
 
So, a careful reading of the report suggests that, in fact, a lone animal could have existed, 
indeed probably did exist. The very reverse of the finding presented by the ABC’s journalist. 
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“Notwithstanding [our] conclusions, some evidence cannot be dismissed entirely, including 
preliminary DNA evidence, footprints and some [feeding] behaviours that seem to be outside the 
known behavioural repertoire of known predators in Victoria.” 


