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I should at the outset clarify that Portland Press is the wholly
owned publishing subsidiary of the Biochemical Society. The
Society is a learned society based in the UK but with a large
component of international members. Its aims are to advance the
science of biochemistry through meetings, publications and
professional and educational activities. The promotion of
'biochemistry' rather than 'biochemists' (as would be the case with
a trade union as opposed to a learned society) is significantand
should always be remembered when considering the legitimacy or
other wise of surpluses from publishing operations.
Although a different title, my original remit was much the same
as John Tagler - five years back and five years on - but from a
learned society viewpoint. However, in this area it is particularly
difficult to be sure that one has anything interesting or new to say.
Conferences analysing what has happened in journal publishing in
recent years and attempting to predict the future have become a bit
of a growth industry and probably a more profitable exercise than
publishing. In addition, apart from scale and where the money
goes (if there is a surplus) the practicalities of learned society
publishing do not differ too much from anyone else in the field.
So to attempt a slightly different approach, I thought I would
handle the historical perspective by listing one or two myths that
have achieved temporary currency over the last few years. I will
then, perhaps, risk a few prognostications that may well be
debunked as myth by some future presenter in years to come.
I have of course been highly selective about the chosen myths of
the last five to ten years and I am sure others would come up with a
different list.
1. Learned societies have a competitive advantage over commercial
publishers because their lower prices are subsidized by society income,
including membership subscriptions and investment income.
I wish it were true. In my experience the vast majority of really
active societies rely to some extent on publishing income - what I
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like to call in our case the science dividend. This
income is essential to deliver the programme of
meetings and other support to the academic
infrastructure that plays a major part in any
country's academic culture. Learned society
members and in particular their elected treasurers,
are just as difficult to please as commercial
shareholders.
I am taking the liberty of taking as read that the
voluntary association of academics in learned
societies is intrinsically good for mankind, i.e. in
the same category as the 'public good' claimed by
some American authors as a reason for not
transferring copyright to publishers. If the premise
that learned societies do good and should
continue is accepted then their activities have to
be financed somehow. Librarians may be irritated
that their budgets are often the mechanism for
delivering this finance indirectly by payment of
journal subscriptions.
However, one thing is certain. If this source of
income disappeared, it seems likely that the
functions would also disappear. There is no
immediately identifiable alternative source of
finance and I think that few would expect
individual academics could or should pay for such
support personally - either directly or through
increased membership subscriptions.
If learned societies did not deliver meetings
programmes, travel support, professional and
educational initiatives, policy maters involving
representation to government and funding
agencies and recognition of achievement, e.g.
through medals and lectures, these would still
have to be funded from the overall investment in
academe, although admittedly the route for the
funding might differ.

2. There will be no paper journals in 15 years' time.
1first heard this in 1984!This, coincidentally was
the year in which I came into this area of activity.
When, year on year, despite the alleged capability,
journals failed to 'go electronic', this claim
changed to 'well, it will take a little longer but
then suddenly it will move very quickly'. Now 15
years later we have a steady but relatively gradual
movement towards simultaneous hard copy and
electronic availability but the incidence of
'electronic only' joumals is still small. I was told
the other day that only some 8% of joumals were
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available online. This suggests that despite the
speed of development of technological capability,
it is other factors, such as the culture in the area,
the subject matter, the size of the area and all such
matters which determine the pace of development.
3. All librarians want to do away with paper copy as
soon as possible.

At first sight this was entirely believable given the
costs of shelf space and holding physically bulky
archives. The dream of slim ranks of disks - then
CD-ROMs or some even more efficient storage
medium was seductive. But the 'or some other
medium' has proved to be one of the most
significantbrakes on progress. The fear of a
succession of redundant technologies has rightly
concerned all in the information chain. The
realities of what has to be provided to support the
paperless library - physically and financially, and
the good old cultural liking for a well produced
journal in the hands of the user, have all slowed
the initial enthusiasms and predictions.
4. All disciplines are the same as regards journal
requirements in general and electronic in particular.
This is closely allied to "All peer review can be
dispensed with in the electronic era. Everyone can
make their own mind up." This useful but often
heated debate has, I believe, finally exposed the
differences between disciplines or sub disciplines.
There are clearly some areas; e.g. high-energy
physics where the long-standing practice of
circulated hard copy pre-prints was naturally
translated into the Ginsparg facility at Los
Alamos. But, patently, even in that discipline it
does not fulfil all needs.
I think it is now generally understood that the
pace and characteristics of electronic publishing
will vary according to the discipline. The culture
in life science is perhaps a bit more competitive
and, therefore, the publications profile has to
adapt to its needs. There is no 'one size fits all'.
5. Selfpublishing, whether by author or institution
will replace 'the publisher'.
This one is borderline insofar as I am sure it is a
myth -but I would, wouldn't I! Nevertheless,
there are still a number of proponents about. I
believe that they ignore the acknowledged
validation process performed by properly
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conducted peer review. I think they overlook that
the value is in the collection and the added value
that the publisher gives editorially, through
production and most importantly distribution and
marketing. I do not think putting a paper on a
server, either personal or institutional comes close
to these added values nor will it achieve the
exposure that the academic rightly requires.
Of course if the author, or his or her institution,
starts to add these values they become 'publishers'
themselves, so the publisher is not replaced, the
industry gets another entrant! Fine so be it, if it is
that easy and we, as publishers, are not adding
value then we do not deserve to be paid for our
services and we should go out of business. The
slightly worrying thing is that it could take a little
time for those espousing self-publishing to get
the results of their experiment, find out the
realties and decide to stick to what they have done
best traditionally. In the meantime, the
experiment could prove costly to established
publishers.
If this results in some learned societies and
smaller publishers going out of business or further
mergers and acquisitions, I doubt if the end result
would be in the best interests of the academic and
library community as a whole - who will be left to
deal with whoever is left.
6. The myth of myths -electronic publishing is
cheaper.

I wish it was but until you get rid of all the hard
copy, you only save the possibly declining print
run costs. In the main, although there are new
possibilities, for example, journal linking,
multimedia links and continuous publication electronic technology is not a new publishing
concept it is a new delivery concept. So, although
all journals will have different profiles, in at least
one of our journals nearly 70%of costs are
incurred before you even decide how you are
going to deliver it. If you decide you are going to
produce both electronic and hard copy, it costs
more. In the UK even if you do away with paper
completely, you have a new 17.5% VAT element
in the price. And it does not take a recruitment
specialist to work out that IT professionals cost
rather more than post room clerks and warehouse
operatives - especially this year in the run up to
the millennium.

Glyn Jones

Serials - Vo1.12,no.2, July 7999

7. Learned society publishers will not be able to keep
up will the pace of development.

Well by and large we have, and some would say
we lead. Certainly, I do not know of any learned
society that used to publish on its own behalf that
has ceased to do so. I do know of learned societies
who have started to do their own publishing for
the first time and learned societies who have
successfully bid for publication of journals which
have formerly been in the hands of commercial
publishers. I am sure this will continue.
Apart from the obvious attraction of surpluses
being ploughed back into academe, these societies
can and should exploit the edge they have in
closeness to their field. Those who deal with them
know that their chosen publisher is not going to
change character over night through merger or
take over.
8. The interests of authors, publishers, agents,
librarians, users, vice -chancellors and funding
agencies are virtually incompatible so there is no point
in talking to one another but everyone should simply
try to ring fence one's own interests.

Until comparatively recently this last myth ruled
supreme and conference presentations by the
interested parties consisted largely of thinly
disguised special pleading by one or other of the
parties and much wailing and gnashing of teeth as
to the impending doom.
When the lights go out, there is clearly a need
for the 'mend the fuse' mentality, rather than that
which bewails the disaster.
I do not know anyone who is really confident of
the events and their timing in serials publication
in the coming years but one thing that is certain, is
that a fragmented approach will be disastrous. So
my prognostications for the next few years are
largely hopes based on co-operative approaches.
A greater sense of working together

I think there is growing evidence of a greater
sense of working together than hitherto. Some
dialogues between groups have always taken
place but often one or other group was sigruficant
by their absence. I also sense a greater willingness
for people not to just recite a wish list but also to
try to understand what the other players need. I
have been particularly impressed with the various
initiatives undertaken by the International Council
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for Scientific Unions (ICSU) and UNESCO later
joined by the American Association for the
Advancement of Science (AAAS),in promoting a
number of conferences and workshops bringing
together research scientists, journal editors,
commercial and not for profit publishers, learned
society representatives and librarians to discuss
their differing perspectives and make
recommendations to the international community.
Reports on this work can be found at the ICSU
Press Web site - http://associnst.ox.ac.uk/
-icsuinfo/
The Association of Learned and Professional
Society Publishers has recently carried out a largescale survey of contributors to learned journals.
The aim was to discover what motivated
researchers to publish in journals, and how they
decided where to publish; we also tried to find out
what were their concerns about the current
system, and what changes they wanted or
expected to see in the future. We were keen to
make sure that the questions were completely
unbiased, so we employed a professional
company, Key Perspectives Limited, to design the
questionnaire and carry out the survey, and they
undertook preliminary telephone interviews to
make sure that we were asking the right
questions.
Many publishers participated - both ALPSP
members and others, including several from
outside the UK, including the USA.
Questionnaires were sent to approximately 11,500
contributors to learned journals, covering a
comprehensive spread of subjects; the recipients
were chosen to give a representative worldwide
geographical coverage. Nearly 30% have
responded to date, which provides a substantial
body of evidence of what the authors of research
articles really think and want. We are able to
analyse the responses by subject area, by age of
respondent, and by their country of residence.
The full report will be published in May1.
A major part of the work on the SuperJournal
project was directed at establishing k e
requirements of the various parties in the
information chain.
All of these initiatives are essential because
there is some evidence to suggest that, in their
efforts to win the 'added value war', publishers
may be adding features (and associated costs)
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which are not required or seldom used. The
publisher may not be sufficiently attuned to the
differences between "would you like?", "do you
need?" and "would you pay for?".
As an aside, when, at the ICSU/UNESCO
Workshop in Oxford last year, a research scientist
was asked whether an alerting service was a
useful function in an electronicjournal, he agreed
that he would probably make use of.onebut only
if it were sent to him in hard copy because he
would have a quick browse on delivery. If it came
as an e-mail attachment, he would probably not
get round to opening it and would probably delete
before opening!
Concerted approaches

Where these dialogues reveal clear uniform
positions, I believe the bodies concerned should
make a concerted approach to the appropriate
national or European regulatory or funding body.
An example of this is the potentially destructive
effect of obsession with impact factors which
guides publishing decisions more than any other
factor. I believe this to be damaging to the
community as a whole and would welcome some
joint consideration of the implications and
representations to the appropriate quarters.
Co-operative ventures

I believe that we will see more co-operative
ventures between learned societies in general,
which wiU eventually lead to alliances in
publishing initiatives. In my own field, the
establishment of the UK Life Science Committee
has brought together, with no loss of identity,
thirteen leading learned societies totalling some
30,000 members.
The co-operation is in policy and education
matters at present but I feel this demonstration of
ability to work closely together could eventually
permeate other areas, including publishing. I
would also not exclude joint ventures between
learned society publishers and commercial
companies where complementary expertise exists.
Choice
I am not sure that I can say I foresee, but I would
welcome, more players in the delivery of online
journals, particularly in the life science market
place.
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Reasonable apportionment of rights
I think in the coming years there will be a
realisation that some substantial apportionment of
authors' rights to publishers is essential if the
publisher is to be able to promote and protect its
authors. But to blur this with a debate as to who
owns copyright is not particularly helpful. I
believe authors, institutions and publishers, when
they take time to find out what each other wants and why - will be able to agree on an
apportionment of rights that will serve each of
their interests.
For example we at Portland Press discovered
that, in most cases, authors who said they wanted
to retain copyright only did so because they
thought it was the only way they could put their
paper on their Web site. Once we understood this,
we were able to change our copyright assignment
form to ensure that this was possible.
Technological progress
I think progress on the DO1 will help provide
technological solutions to matters of principle in
areas of security, integrity, primacy of publication
and tracking and recompense for rights.
Solution to the archiving problem
A major impediment to progress is archiving of
electronic publications. Once this is solved many
of the librarian's concerns disappear and the way
towards 'electronic only' will be easier. I favour a
national system but see problems in the US - so it
might have to be a publisher/librarian solution
with some sort of licence to archive at the
institution with appropriate security guarantees.
But as already mentioned, at the end of the day,
the pace will depend on the culture and
requirements of the community served - no matter
what the whizz kids say. So, in my view, there
will still be paper journals in fifteen years time.
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Remember that the digital watch was expected
to kill the analogue watch in five years and
decimate the Swiss watch industry.
And to round off - two predictions for the
fantasy future.. ...
In five and ten years' time I predict that there
will be learned societies who publish, there will be
those who contract their publications out to
others, and there will be commercial publishers.
And at conferences like these there will be those
who criticise the past and the status quo and who
attempt to prophesy the future.
Finally, in about 150 years time when the article
or paper has been the unit of publication for over
100 years and the literature is an amorphous mass,
peer reviewed by robots and interrogated by
sophisticated, customised, thought-activated
search engines, some bright spark will make a
selection of articles and have them checked out by
his friends for quality and likely appeal to a
specific cohort. The papers will be printed on
expensive touchy feely coated paper, with lots of
pretty pictures and bound in a designer cover
with the names of the most eminent contributors
prominent on the front. He will announce to the
world this new concept - 'the journal' which will
bring you, at regular intervals, a good selection of
uniform quality material in your field, without the
hassle of computer searches and information
overload.
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