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Open access publishing: towards a better and fairer communication system for science and scholarship
Jean-Claude GUEDON
University of Montreal
Scientific results are published within a somewhat paradoxical context: research is supported in large part by public funds; it is evalued on a free basis by peers or colleagues; it is then given away to various companies that take on the task of printing and disseminating these results for what may be fairly called a heavy cost. Then these publications are bought in large part by libraries that are also supported by public money. In short, the aggregate sum of public monies coming from various governments allow the production of research results and then allow for buying these results back by the libraries. A great deal of these public funds end up supporting profit-seeking publishing houses. One can only conclude that this can exist only out of collective blindness or masochism. 

Such a system obviously generates a whole series of negative consequences: for example, it selects readers on an economic basis rather than on the basis of excellence and/or needs; for example, it slows down the flow of scientific results and ideas and its decreases the impact of individual articles to the detriment of individual careers. Furthermore, by providing the financial foundations for a kind of academic super-promotion (to the level of « gatekeepers »), large commercial publishing houses manage to have a voice within the very process of science production. 

Publishing in the form of open access allows imagining a very different intellectual and scientific world. Such a vision rests on two different and complementary hypotheses:

1. The publication phase of research must be viewed as an integral part of the research process and not a separate step. As a consequence of this change in perspective, supporting the costs of publishing should not appear stranger than supporting scientific research per se: it is a part of scientific research.

2. Open access publishing is not inherently hostile to commerce, provided that companies change their business plan: instead of living off a subsidized reader system, such companies must learn to live with an author-subsidized regime.

Moreover, open-access publishing does not even require changing copyright or authors' rights laws; however, researchers should carefully consider which rights they really want to transfer to a publisher. The lessons provided by Creative Commons are fundamental in this regard.

To conclude, open-access publishing cannot portray itself as a cure-all for all situations. For example, it does not necessarily solve all the access difficulties that Third World countries constantly face in this regard. However, by breaking down one important (financial) barrier to access to scientific publications, it certainly allows focusing more precisely on other dimensions of the access-related issues. In this fashion, these second-order questions can begin to find some answers. Meanwhile, in rich countries, it would provide for a fairer research (and teaching) environment.
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