CLOSE UP ON CONTROVERSY

The Reliability of Web Data and the Mystery of Flight 800


The lack of reliability of some Internet information was demonstrated in 1996, when TWA Flight 800 mysteriously blew up off the coast of Long Island.  All 228 people aboard were killed, and the crash was the lead item in every news report for weeks.  Investigators tried in vain to discover the cause of the crash.  After more than three months, they were still baffled, but suddenly a new lead story appeared: Pierre Salinger, a respected veteran journalist and a former spokesman for President John F. Kennedy, announced that he had a document proving the plane had been shot down by the U.S. Navy.


The story was sensational, implying a huge government cover-up.  When Salinger put the full force of his reputation behind the story, Navy officials felt compelled to hold a news conference, denying all responsibility.  But it wasn't until the "document" became public that reporters realized that it was just a printout of a bogus posting that had circulated, anonymously, months before on the Internet.  The Internet hoax had been well known and discredited at the time.  Furthermore, the wreckage of the plane showed no signs of missile damage.  Several months later, the experts agreed that the plane had probably exploded because of a defective wiring near its fuel tank.


Salinger was a seasoned reporter, who would have normally checked with more than one source.  But to him the Internet posting seemed to be credible, blessed as it was by its computer-based technology.  He learned the hard way about the uncertainty surrounding material posted on the Web.

