Some Consequences of Open Access Publishing
Background to open access
There is international interest in the concept of open access publishing, in which
research publications are freely available to all, without payment of a subscription.
The concept has driven recent policy on publicly-funded research in the UK. Indeed,
in some respects the UK might now be said to be in the vanguard of open access
publishing policy.
There are some clear points in favour of open access: anything promoting wider
dissemination of research results is in almost all cases advantageous; intuitively, it
seems fair that work that has been funded by the public should be available to the
public without individual subscription; and (from the perspective of the UK) it could
be argued that if knowledge of the research is more widely disseminated, then it is
more likely to be exploited to our economic advantage.
Key to the current model of scientific publishing is the practice of pre-publication
peer review. Such review provides the reader with at least a degree of confidence in
the quality of published work, and a validation that would be difficult for the reader
to achieve otherwise. Inevitably, different journals and publishers acquire different
reputations in their fields. The 'quality stamp' of peer review is what gives a journal
its value, and might be said to justify (at least in major part) the cost of subscriptions.

'Green' and 'Gold' open-access
Two models of open access are usually defined. Green open access is based on the
deposit in a publicly accessible repository of the author's paper. This can be of the
'pre-print', or the author's original manuscript before peer review, with an
assumption that some form of post-deposit peer review will be carried out by the
community; but more generally it is of the author's 'accepted manuscript', following
peer review by a journal but before final copy-editing and typesetting. Gold open
access involves the full publication process as under the subscription model, with
peer review, copy-editing, typesetting and all the other services carried out by
publishers.
The Green model imposes no cost on the author and makes no payment to the
publisher for its services; the Gold model is funded by pre-publication payments to a
publisher by the author or the author's funding agency. Both models already exist.
Some established journals offer a mixed model, where the journal is available by
subscription (as at present), but where an author can choose to make a prepublication payment, and in return their paper is made freely available via the
internet, even to those without a subscription. This is known as 'hybrid' open access.
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Gold open access continues to provide a publisher with a direct source of income
available to support the peer-review process, whilst Green does not. Hence a
concern amongst the community is that open access publishing may lead to an
increasing risk of dubious results being published or misleading information being
promulgated.

Research council policy and the Finch Report
UK government policy on open access is guided by the Finch Reporti. The Finch
Report supports the Gold model. The UK Research Councils (RCUK)now require
that for work supported by their funds, investigators publish their findings in an
open access format, based on payment to the publisher of a publication fee. If the
author's chosen journal does not offer this Gold model, then the author must make
the accepted manuscript freely available via a repository within six months of
publication (for an interim period, twelve months in the humanities and social
sciences). Thus the UK is more advanced in policies requiring open-access
publication than almost all other research-intense nations. RCUK agrees with Finch
that the Gold model is appropriate, and therefore intends to provide UK grantholding universities with block grants to enable them to pay the authors' prepublication fees.

Consequences for UK research and universities
One might argue that in the long-term, provided that the funds available for
publication fees equalled those currently available for journal subscriptions, then the
net effect would be more-or-Iess neutral. However, in practice there will be several
substantial and potentially detrimental transitional effects, and some potentially
permanent disadvantages.
Details of proposed block grants from RCUK are not yet finalised. However, on
almost all calculations it seems unlikely that any 'new money' will be sufficient to
support current publishing practices. Thus the net effect will be a reduction in the
overall funds available to conduct the research itself. Particularly for UK publishers,
UK authors are represented above the average, whilst subscribers are predominantly
international. Thus the overall effect is to increase costs disproportionately for the
UK. In the international literature generally, UK authors are inevitably a minority.
Thus, because the UK is in the lead in requiring its researchers to use open access
publication, the majority of the literature will still require subscription payments at
levels similar to the present. Therefore the expenditure on publication charges will
not be offset to any great extent by reduced library subscriptions.
In the UK, university libraries are primarily supported by the Funding Councils,
whereas a primary source of public funds for research is RCUK. Thus a major shift
to open access publication would imply a need to move resources from the Funding
Councils to the research councils. An interesting complexity for Scotland is that the
Funding Council is devolved, but the research councils are not.
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With current patterns of publishing, in universities the primary decision on where to
publish is made by the author. Gold open access will require uruversities to set-up
processes to administer the distribution of block grant to pay publication fees. Thus
universities will begin to take an institutional view on publication strategy, and
generally will seek to maximise impact in ways that would optimise e.g. league table
positions. Thus there would be a risk that publication strategy began to be driven by
factors other than simply the wish to disseminate research results where they will be
read by the most relevant communities. There might be a temptation for institutions
to concentrate resource on more senior researchers more likely to be able to publish
in journals of higher impact.
It is probable that UK publishers will quickly develop open access and hybrid
models for their authors. A number have done so already. Publishers outside the
UK do not have the same policy pressures to do so, but will probably develop open
access models in order to continue to attract high-impact UK authors. RCUK policy
will mean that UK researchers will no longer be able to publish in prestigious
journals that do not have open access arrangements and who would not give
permission for the work to be re-published in an open access institutional repository.
An additional complication is that nearly half (46%) of all publications by UK
authors include a non-UK co-author, who would not have the same policy
imperative for open access.
It is argued by some that a further benefit of open access is that it will improve public
engagement and understanding. However, essentially all of the literature affected by
open access policies is specialised, and tends to be written in a style and with content
very difficult to understand by those outside the specialist community.

Consequences for UK learned societies and professional institutions
For some, open access policies would be a means of limiting what they would see as
excessive profits by publishers. It is sometimes observed that whilst value is added
by peer review, the reviewers themselves are not paid. However, the high-quality
editorial management of the peer review process is expensive, and the largest single
cost in the publishing process. Contrary to an often-expressed view, physical
printing is a minority expense, and so the switch to largely electronic publishing has
not substantially reduced costs. The situation is not helped by complexities of VAT
policy: VAT is not levied on paper publications, but it is applied to electronic ones.
A distinction may be drawn between commercial and learned society/professional
institution publishers. For the former, profits go to shareholders; for the latter,
profits are donated to the society/institution-these charitable organisations in turn
deploy their resources for the benefit of their specialist communities, who are
themselves the authors and readers of the journals. In the UK, many of the learned
societies and professional institutions are heavily dependent on their publishing
income in order to support their charitable activities. Moreover, much of the
publishing income comes from overseas, whereas the charitable activities are
principally directed towards British communities. If the transition to open access is
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not carefully managed and properly funded, then substantial reductions in income
would lead either to a cessation of those charitable activities, or a requirement for
them to be funded from the public purse.
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