ACCESS TO SCHOLARLY LITERATURE AND RESEARCH DOCUMENTATION IN THE ONLINE ENVIRONMENT

The problem

Over the past 5-10 years there has been a dramatic reduction in public access to scholarly information as a result of the move from print to electronic resources, especially journals. This move has locked up, into highly controlled datasets, most of the research documentation of the world’s academic and research institutions. This information is now mainly available to those fortunate to be part of either an academic institution or research organisation that subscribes to the electronic resources. Clearly this benefit favours those associated with institutions affluent enough to be able to pay the very high subscription costs of aggregated datasets.

The irony is that most of this research information has been created using public resources: researchers in public institutions undertake the research, write the articles, peer review them and provide them free to commercial publishers, who then charge the researchers’ institutions a rapidly rising subscription cost to gain access to the information. Smaller research institutions, independent researchers and the general public are prevented from accessing this information through a combination of cost, licensing and technical barriers.

An excellent summary of the problems of closed access, and what can be done about it, can be found in an a presentation by Mary M Case, Director of the Office of Scholarly Communication, Academic and Research Libraries (refer footnote
). In introducing her presentation, Case quotes Donald N Langenberg
 saying “… much of the power of science … derives from the steadfast commitment to free and unfettered communication of information and knowledge”. This is also true of research information from other disciplines.

Cost barriers

In the past libraries and other organisations have been able to subscribe to key journal titles that they require, and to obtain other information on inter library loan. Most research information is now primarily available through aggregated datasets, containing hundreds, or even thousands, of journal titles, but carrying subscription costs of hundreds of thousands or millions of dollars. 

Licensing barriers

Most licences limit use to members of subscribing organisations. Inter library loan is either prohibited or highly constrained, and on-selling for commercial purposes is not allowed. Some licences have been negotiated with provision for walk-in use at subscribing libraries, but this presents a major psychological and/or technical barrier.

Technical barriers

Without training it is difficult to use information held in many datasets, which adds to the difficulties of small organisations or casual users, who are not supported by information literacy training.

Intellectual property barriers

Many commercial publishers require exclusive copyright of the material they publish. This prevents the material being republished in any other forum.

Stakeholders

Governments 

NOIE and other national and state enterprises, such as Multimedia Victoria, herald the new information age as being a time of unprecedented opportunity. A strategic framework for the information economy states that: “The information economy opens up new ways of communicating with each other and doing every day activities – and it offers huge opportunities to all Australians”
. In many ways this is true, but when it comes to research information and, in some cases, government information itself, digital publishing has reduced or completely removed access.

An informed and educated community has always been one of the fundamental cornerstones of democracies, and of creative and innovative societies. At times like this, when the world is going through such turmoil, and when Australia is competing in global markets for its livelihood, it is more important than ever that all people, should they wish to, can gain access to relevant information in order to more effectively engage with key issues, assist government with policy development and capitalise on business opportunities.

Small business 

As it becomes harder and harder for small companies to gain access to the specific information they require, they realise that there is a business impact on them. Of special concern are the myriad small bio and other technology companies that are extremely important to our economy, but which do not have access to the full range of current research information.

The general public 

Recently the Victorian branch of the Over 50s Association wrote a letter to academic libraries pointing out their members’ disquiet about no longer having access to journals they could previously browse on open shelves or obtain on interlibrary loan. This communication reflects a growing awareness of the decreasing availability of research information to individuals.

Academics

There is a growing awareness among researchers and academics that information they need for their pursuits is in some instances not available to them unless their institutions subscribe to the necessary journals. Many researchers and academics have been leading advocates of open access strategies, and they are a key to the success of creating the cultural change necessary to release research information into the public domain. (Note for example Professor Henry Hagedorn of the University of Arizona, who resigned as the editor of a commercially produced insect biology journal to produce an open access version with his university library. He did this because he feels strongly that “commercial publishers are ripping academic scholars off”
). Academics should be fighting for improved intellectual property agreements, and they should be supporting initiatives designed to provide open or easy access to their research output (Refer Attachment B).

Libraries
Libraries have always endeavoured to support individual resources and their communities’ intellectual capital by providing equitable access to information. To realise the significance of this, one need only look at the tag line of many public and state libraries – “providing access to the world’s information”. Not only is this no longer the case, the change is so profound as to be called a paradigm shift. 

Because of its concern, the International Federation of Library Associations (IFLA) is in the process of drafting a manifesto on the topic of open access to scholarly literature and research documentation. The draft manifesto declares that comprehensive open access to scholarly literature and research documentation is vital to the understanding of our world and to the identification of solutions to global challenges. It also acknowledges that the discovery, contention, elaboration and application of research in all fields will enhance human well being, progress and sustainability 

The way forward

Academic libraries around the world, with gathering momentum, are now working with their universities’ faculty staff to build an alternative source of research information, one that is based on open access and pay-for-publishing rather than pay-for-access (Refer Attachment A for information about key initiatives). 

A number of Australian university libraries have recently joined this growing international movement to try to reclaim their institutional research documentation and make it available to the world via open access repositories, however Australia is significantly behind North American, British and European university libraries in this regard, mainly due to the lack of government support for these initiatives.

Another factor holding Australia back is the lack of debate about this issue, and the associated lack of appreciation of the seriousness of the issue. 

A number of suggestions for possible action follow. If they are to be successful they would need to be championed by the National Library of Australia, government agencies, academic libraries and the wider library sector, academics and end users of scholarly information. 

Suggested actions

1. The message that electronic scholarly publishing broadens access to members of academic institutions, especially larger institutions, but significantly reduces access for many other people and sectors of the community needs to be disseminated. 

2. Governments should develop policies that support access to research information. (Refer Attachment B, which argues that Federal legislation should require that, as a condition of accepting a federal research grant, scientists and scholars agree to place articles reporting their results in a free, publicly accessible repository within a specified period after publication in a journal).

3. Governments, universities, research organisations and libraries should support open access publishing initiatives such as e-repositories and e-publishing that improve access to research information. 

4. Libraries should negotiate more advantageous and enabling licences and agreements with publishers. Inter library loans and fee-for-service capability is critical. A national and international collaborative approach is desirable.

5. Libraries, universities and publishers must work together to strengthen fair dealing provisions to ensure unhindered access to scholarly and research information by other researchers, industry and the general public.

6. Research should be undertaken into the impact of closed access to electronic scholarly communication on non-academic sectors of the community.

7. The impact of government information on the web should be investigated to try to identify instances where electronic dissemination acts as a barrier to the availability of information.

8. Support should be gained for preservation of digital material, especially that generated by publicly funded institutions.

9. Strategies to improve information literacy skills beyond academe should be developed and supported.
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CEO & State Librarian, State Library of NSW
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Attachment A: Open Access Initiatives

Budapest Open Access Initiative http://www.soros.org/openaccess/ 

The Budapest Open Access Initiative arises from a meeting convened in Budapest by the Open Society Institute (OSI) on December 1-2, 2001. The purpose of the meeting was to accelerate progress in the international effort to make research articles in all academic fields freely available on the internet. The participants represented many points of view, many academic disciplines, and many nations, and had experience with many of the ongoing initiatives that make up the open access movement. In Budapest they explored how the separate initiatives could work together to achieve broader, deeper, and faster success. They explored the most effective and affordable strategies for serving the interests of research, researchers, and the institutions and societies that support research. Finally, they explored how OSI and other foundations could use their resources most productively to aid the transition to open access and to make open-access publishing economically self-sustaining. The result is the Budapest Open Access Initiative. It is at once a statement of principle, a statement of strategy, and a statement of commitment.

The initiative has been signed by the Budapest participants and a growing number of individuals and organisations from around the world who represent researchers, universities, laboratories, libraries, foundations, journals, publishers, learned societies, and kindred open-access initiatives. 

SPARC, http://www.arl.org/sparc ,

SPARC is an alliance of universities, research libraries, and organisations built as a constructive response to market dysfunctions in the scholarly communication system, which they argue have reduced dissemination of scholarship and crippled libraries. SPARC serves as a catalyst for action, helping to create systems that expand information dissemination and use in a networked digital environment while responding to the needs of scholars and academe.

HighWire Press, http://highwire.stanford.edu 

Stanford University Libraries' HighWire Press began in early 1995 with the online production of the weekly Journal of Biological Chemistry (JBC), the most highly cited (and second largest) peer-reviewed journal. Scientists and societies rapidly saw the potential for new forms and features of scientific communication, and Science and Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences soon joined JBC online. HighWire now (March 2003) produces 349 sites online, with many more planned. HighWire is organisationally a department within Stanford, much as the Stanford University Press is. 

California Digital Library, http://www.escholarship.cdlib.org/ 

Using digital technologies, eScholarship offers a range of University of California-supported infrastructure that both meets scholarly communities' needs and is extensible to other projects and disciplines. Projects include: an eScholarship Repository; the University of California International and Area Studies (UCIAS); University of California eScholarship Editions; Interactive Map-Based Digital Scholarship for the Humanities; and, Dermatology Online Journal.

BioMed Central, http://www.BioMedCentral.com 

BioMed Central publishes more than 50 online journals covering biology, medicine, and the life sciences. It operates via institutional memberships and author fees.

Figaro, http://www.figaro-europe.net/  

Figaro is a European academic e-publishing initiative focused on the creation of an effective and affordable communication and publishing environment for scholars. 

Project Euclid, http://projecteuclid.org/  

Project Euclid is a partnership of independent publishers of mathematics and statistics journals based at Cornell University Library.

Attachment B: Example of Academic’ response
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From the Scholarly Publishing and Academic Resources Coalition

http://www.arl.org/sparc, http://www.sparceurope.org

_____________________________________________

In this issue:

2.  Shulenberger Calls for Public Access to Publicly-funded Research

Federal legislation should require that, as a condition of accepting a federal research grant, scientists and scholars agree to place articles reporting their results in a free, publicly accessible repository within a specified period after publication in a journal. That was the case presented by University of Kansas provost David Shulenberger at a joint SPARC and ACRL panel session during the recent ACRL National Conference. Shulenberger's presentation offered participants a preview of an article he has co-authored, due to be published in the October issue of Change magazine.

Also on the panel, entitled "Scholarly Communication: Taking Stock, Charting Next Steps," were James Neal, Columbia University, and Jean-Claude Guedon, University of Montreal.  Neal examined the impact of low-price journal alternatives, open-access business models, and open archiving on the scholarly communications market.  Dr. Guedon, a historian of science and outspoken critic of the current system, discussed faculty motives for publishing in the current system of scholarly communication.

ACRL plans to offer a webcast version of the session.  For more information, please visit the ACRL home page http://www.ala.org/acrl/ .
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