
SOCIAL MEDIA

FACEBOOK  has turned
civilians into “citizen cops”
with Victoria Police saying
the social networking web-
site has radically changed
the way it engages with the
community.

Founded in February,
2004, Facebook has also
changed the way many of us
live — for better or worse.

It has helped spread
awareness about local crime
trends and raised awareness
among young people about
the road toll but police say
the site has been most help-
ful to them in resolving
missing persons cases.

“We’ve got over 200,000
followers who act as our
eyes everywhere as sort of
‘citizen police’,” Victoria
Police online communica-
tions manager Mark Bayly
said.

“It’s really a modern-day
Neighbourhood Watch. We
just need to make sure it is
not going off on a vigilante
tangent.”

In the past 12 months
there was a 199 per cent in-
crease in Victoria Police
website hits, with a 308 per
cent increase in referrals
from Facebook. 

Since signing up for Twit-
ter in 2008, Victoria Police
has embraced social media,
joining Facebook in 2011 and
18 stations subsequently
creating “Eyewatch” Face-
book pages to connect with
its local communities.

Despite a growing trend of
people reporting crimes and
providing tip-offs through
social media, Mr Bayly
urged people to phone 000
and Crime Stoppers as their
first ports of call.

“Facebook is definitely an
important tool and a priority
part of the Victoria Police
blueprint for the future,” Mr

Bayly said. “It’s taken very
seriously and is a strong tool
for community engagement
and in the resolution of
crime.”

There are some policing
divisions which also use

Facebook for investigative
purposes.

A survey of 1100 users
found that 99 per cent of re-
spondents regarded the Vic-
toria Police Facebook page
as a valuable resource for
getting information.

But with it comes the po-
tential to perpetuate ru-
mours, hoaxes, fraud and
trolling.

One persistent issue rife
on social media is the fear
that pet dogs are being sto-
len for illegal fighting. Police
have repeatedly told the
media there is no evidence to
suggest widespread dog-
fighting rings in Melbourne.

“In terms of dog fights,
whether it’s true I don’t
know,” Mr Bayly said. 

“If we get tip-offs from
people or our attention is
drawn to a warning like
that, I’ll send that infor-
mation to the local police to
investigate.”

The biggest issue Victoria

Police faced online was troll-
ing. 

“We moderate 10,000 com-
ments a month,” he said.

It has also had to be care-
ful people weren’t branded
guilty by commenters until
proven. 

Fake pages purporting to
be Victoria Police were also
a problem, Mr Bayly said.  

“It’s obviously not some-
thing we encourage and, as
it breaches Facebook’s
terms and conditions, it’s
very easy to shut those pages
down.”

Facebook fraud extends
much further than law and
order. La Trobe University
journalism lecturer Chris-
topher Scanlon said it was

much easier to spread misin-
formation online than it was
in real life.

“In social media there are
no controls. You can talk to
your friends and correct 
them. But this doesn’t
necessarily stop the misin-
formation,” Dr Scanlon said.

“Conspiracy theories and
hoaxes have always been

there. But social media
makes it easier to spread it
around like wildfire.”

Dr Scanlon said there
were two types of people
who spread hoaxes and
scams online.

He said there were the
people who genuinely be-
lieved the information and
people who were being mis-
chievous. 

He said information liter-
acy was lagging behind in
some people.

“We are swamped with so
much information that peo-
ple haven’t developed that. I
don’t think it’s related to age
either. If it looks good and
polished, then people will
think it’s true.”

The one piece of advice Dr
Scanlon wanted to offer to
Facebook users was to use
common sense: if it looks too
good or bad to be true, it
probably is. 

Mark Bayly, the manager of online communications for Victoria Police, explains how Facebook is being used for community 
engagement and policing. Picture: MARK WILSON

Victoria Police has amped up its 
online presence and it’s paying off. 
Kylie Adoranti and Rebecca David 
report

All eyes online

FACEBOOK TIPS
n If someone on Facebook is 
asking you to donate money 
there are some key things to 
find out: 

Who is the source who is 
asking for money? Are they a 
charity? Where is the link 
coming from? 
It is important to verify the 
source and check the 
organisation that is asking 
for money to see if it is 
genuine. 

n Do a Google search. 
Sometimes it is as simple as 
pasting the original message 
into Google’s search engine 
to see what comes up. If it is 
a hoax, results will indicate 
so and if it is legitimate there 
is likely to be a background 
story to back it up.

n There are some mistakes 
scammers often make. They 
usually have bad spelling and
grammar with mistakes in 

the message. They offer 
expensive free stuff. If it 
seems too good to be true, it 
usually is.

n Low quality or sexual 
images are used to grab 
people’s attention. Always 
be wary of these if you don’t 
know the source. 

It is important to report 
hoaxes to Facebook. 
SOURCE: ANNA CAIRO CONSULTING

‘‘
It’s really a
modern-day

Neighbourhood 
Watch. We just 
need to make sure 
it is not going off 
on a vigilante 
tangent
– VICTORIA POLICE’S 
 MARK BAYLY
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SOCIAL MEDIA

FACEBOOK is a great way
to keep up with family and
friends and catch up on the
latest news and events, all
from the comfort of, well,
anywhere really. 

St Kilda resident Zoe
Keightley said she used the
social media platform to
connect with her loved ones
who lived in a different state.

The 22-year-old said she
occasionally watched hilari-
ous videos, too.

“Facebook is really chang-
ing,” Ms Keightley said. 

“I used to like that I could
keep up to date with people
who were far away. Now I
like that there is entertain-
ing content.”

wasn’t much she didn’t like
about Facebook.

“I am so in love with
this social media service,”
Ms Vantarakis said. 

“Perhaps there are issues
around privacy, but I think
if you read, understand and
click on the appropriate
privacy and security
settings for your situation,
then there is no reason
to complain.”

Ms Vantarakis said she
also had not come across
many scams on Facebook.

“I have some friends that
always like to post about
being aware of these scams.
Most of the time I feel like
they get sucked in.”  

Ms Keightley said she had
not come across many Face-
book hoaxes or scams but
had received private messa-
ges in the past from stran-
gers telling her she had been
left thousands of dollars by a
distant relative overseas. 

Her friend Maddi Vanta-
rakis, 21, said she used Face-
book for social purposes and
for events. 

“I love that it’s the go-to
place for information,”
Ms Vantarakis said. 

“If you want to be in the
loop, you have to have
Facebook and Twitter in the
21st Century — that’s the
bottom line.”

Ms Vantarakis said there

‘Go-to’ site keeps you in loop

Zoe Keightley and Maddi Vantarakis say it is important to understand the privacy and 
security settings . Picture: EUGENE HYLAND

SPREADING news is 
another part our daily 
lives which has been 
revolutionised by social 
media.

Whether it’s sharing
or liking stories or 
raising awareness of 
issues, news 
companies’ Facebook 
pages enable 
journalists to 
communicate and 
engage with readers 
like never before.

Along with the 
flagship Leader 
Community 
Newspapers page, 
facebook.com/
leadernews, each of 
Leader’s mastheads has 
its own Facebook page 
along with the popular 
Leader Local Footy and 
Leader Local Cricket 
pages.

Think before you click
MELBOURNE social media 
consultant Anna Cairo 
said Facebook could 
damage a user’s personal 
and professional life if 
inappropriate comments, 
images, stalking and 
bullying occurred. 

She said Facebook 
could also be addictive 
and a time-waster.

“On another level, 
there are significant 
issues to do with privacy 
or more appropriately a 

lack of privacy, scams and 
hoaxes because of how 
much private information 
is available in individual 
Facebook accounts.”

She said the most 
common hoaxes played 
on people’s emotions. 

“Popular ones include,
for example, the 
announcement of a 
famous person’s death. 

“These can be harmless
and just may make us feel 
a little silly for believing 

it. Other ones include 
enticing videos or photos 
to check out something 
you just won’t believe,” 
she said. 

Hoaxes can be 
dangerous with 
individuals donating 
money to what are bogus 
causes. 

The most common 
include photos that 
exploit sick children, 
cancer sufferers or 
wounded soldiers.
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