UNICA conference

The future of scholarly communication

Hosted by Universidad Complutense de Madrid

24-25 October 2002

Background and topics 

The conference will address the future of scholarly communication and related issues at stake in three thematic sessions focusing on : the economical aspects, the new models of scholarly communication, and practical solutions.

Two or three keynote speakers will contribute to boost reflection about the issues addressed in their session, providing some insights on converging problems, reporting on experiences, or in the last session, presenting some examples of good or new practice on the topics proposed. In each session, the communications will be followed by a discussion with participants in the form of a workshop, guided by a chairman. 

In the final session, the chairmen will present the workshop conclusions and draw recommendations. The closing presentation by Sir Brian Follett will address the future of scholarly communication and the speaker’s vision. 

The background of scholarly communication issues is presented hereunder and some relevant subjects for discussion are proposed.

Economical aspects of scholarly communication

· The scholarly publication market : pay or perish.

The concentration of researchers on a small number of core journals in their subject area creates an inelastic market in which demand remains insensitive to price increases. Reinforced by the use of the journal impact factors to assess individual articles, these journals’ commercial potential has not escaped some publishers’ attention, which purchase prestigious journals from scholarly societies facing financial difficulties. Mergers of publishing companies further emphasise the concentration of core journals into the hands of a small number of publishers. Competition diminishes whereas the demand is keeping steady. Such concentration does contribute to strengthen the major publishers’ dominant position in the scholarly journals publication market and leads to price increases. By selling access rights to digital journals through licences, publishers apply to electronic journals the economic model of print publication. Moreover, consortium purchases, imposed by some publishers, though they allow libraries to restrict and to control their budgets at short term, also contribute to strengthen the major publishers’ dominant position by reinforcing their market parts, and tend to isolate and further weaken smaller publishing companies. The issues at stake are important : in an era of knowledge economy and cognitive capitalism, access to knowledge and information control are at the basis of innovation, of economic development and of social and scientific progress.

Topics

· The specificity of the scholarly publication market in the analysis of competition conditions : economical mechanisms, imbalance indicators, indicators of dominant position abuse

· Consortium purchases : savings (joined purchase reduction, price cap, libraries network) and threats (distortion of the information supply when buying packages, which can bring a publisher to become dominant in the collections of a library; effect on the impact factor of these omnipresent journals and on the evolution of science?)

· Consortium licensing contracts : do they block the market?

· Electronic resources usage statistics : this key information on the use of articles by the major labs and research centres is now hold by private companies. What are the issues at stake ? (in terms of politics, industrial intelligence, investment strategies…)

· What are the possible convergent actions of the universities? At the national level, at the European level?

· The VAT issue

In the EU member states, there are differences in the VAT rates that are applied to written information published on paper (often granted a reduced rate) and to its electronic equivalent (generally submitted to the current VAT rate of the supplier state). On the national level, these differences yield a cost distortion in the purchase of written works in different media. On the international level, in the global electronic information market, such VAT differences yield a major competitive drawback for the universities of the member states that do not apply any reduced rate, and for the EU companies facing other world-wide economic actors.

Topics :

· Definition of what is the “electronic equivalent” of a printed work

· Definition of categories of on line information products in view of the application of a reduced VAT rate

· The issues at stake of a reduced VAT rate

· What are the possible convergent actions of the universities? At the national level, at the European level?

The new models of scholarly communication

· New communication patterns and contents

As from 1990, various actors of the scholarly communication system have been reacting against such concentration phenomena and serial price inflation. New models of scholarly communication emerge as alternatives to the economic models of printed material and of electronic journals licences imposed by the publishers. For instance :

· Pre-prints servers (Open Archives) : in various subject domains, supplied by different actors and along different organisation lines (institutions, publishers, public organisation, association…), free publishing software, server interoperability (OAMH protocol), development of new value-added services, analysis of usage forms (project Open Citation opcit.eprints.org)

· Creation of new competitive journals as alternatives to some too expensive core journals (cf. SPARC)

· Services for the electronic publication and hosting of journals from scholarly societies and university publishing houses; such services focus on financial viability rather than profit (HighWire Press, Muse, BioOne, Bepress, BlueSkye, revues.org…)

· Portals which are thematic access points to various electronic information resources and which can take different forms : collecting metadata of multiple databases scattered in the world, collecting and providing access to primary documents, creation of a distributed resources network (MPRESS, PhysDoc, TIPS, RePEc, E-BioSci, Fabula.org) 

· Platforms for the electronic publication of peer reviewed articles, which advocate free access to  quality scientific information, not necessarily published in journals (BioMed Central, HyperNietzsche)

· Actions to support the development of publishing activities of scientists and institutions (roquade.nl, signal-hill.org, SPARC Europe)

· Actions to free access to scientific journals contents after a certain period of commercial profitability (Public Library of Science, University of Kansas NEAR projet)

Topics

· Typology of electronic publication actors, services, software tools; overview of the current offer

· Copyright control : what rights have the authors on the dissemination of their articles, can the rights be negotiated with the publishers?

· Electronic publication peer review : a new commercial stake for the publishers?

· Separating the functions in networked publishing : results dissemination, author registration, content validation, articles quality and integrity control, archiving 

· Scientific information : free vs. paying for accessing, for publishing? Who’s paying?

· Analysis and evaluation of economical effects of the emerging alternative models in the publication market (Open Archives, alternative journals) 

· Analysis of the new patterns of knowledge usage and production, as the amount of information increases as well as ease of access to resources

· How to articulate the new electronic publication media with the researchers’ career management : which tools to assess researchers and their performance?

· The libraries’ role and functions : develop usage evaluation tools (statistics and what they reveal); develop distributed networks of libraries and organise cross-linking; develop common strategies with researchers and university presses to make publishing and access to articles easier.

· Archiving models and retro-digitisation

The exponential increase in scientific publications raises archival issues for both printed and electronic material.

More and more journals are available in electronic format. The current printed versions are less and less used. However, without any guarantee from the publishers for archiving and providing access to electronic information in the long term, libraries continue to buy the printed versions for preservation purposes. Some libraries do not even present them on the shelves and store them immediately in the stacks. Several factors lead libraries to develop collaborative networks : the lack of storing room; the multiple places where identical collections are being stored and preserved and which are available in electronic form; long term access to journals purchased by a consortium of libraries and of which the printed versions are scattered in different institutions.

On the other hand, organisations such as JSTOR, funded by private foundations, are launching ambitious programs for digitising entire journal collections, from the first issue onwards. Their objective is to facilitate access to existing validated scientific resources; the electronic availability really provides added-value to such primary resources that were until then more difficult to access and therefore less exploited. Other initiatives aim to digitise ancient collections of primary information resources for researchers (periodicals, newspapers, monographs, manuscripts etc.)

Topics

· The “de-acquisition” process : organising the shared preservation of printed journals collections, what actors, what role for the public organisms

· Electronic journals archiving : overview of the publishers’ current practices, what are the contractual guarantees for the libraries, new players and new distribution of functions (among publishers, libraries, subscription agents, aggregators and all the new actors in scientific information publication and communication)?

· Retro-digitisation : which funding bodies for digitisation? Which economical models? Free vs. paying access? Which long term archiving guarantees? Does the Open Source model bring a solution to obsolescence? 
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