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Recent headlines have portrayed librarians as warriors in the battle
to reduce the prices of scientific journals. "Librarians Fight Back!"
one U.S.-based academic monthly proclaimed. And a well-known
library periodical declared that keepers of the bibliographic flame
are behaving with "A New Militancy."
But high journal prices aren't just a library problem, and there is
evidence that scientists, academic administrators, and government
officials recognize this. There is growing recognition that scholarly
communication is being undermined by a system that doesn't allow
market forces to serve consumer needs. A headline in an American
newspaper put it this way: "Research and commerce are in a risky
embrace."
The problem is clear. Scholarly journals, which in the past were
largely the domain of societies whose aims were to disseminate
research as broadly and cost-effectively as possible, are now
increasingly controlled by publishing companies whose intrinsic
and unalterable goal is to garner as much profit as possible. There's
nothing philosophically wrong with this. What is wrong, though, is
that it places for-profit incentives on the publishing portion of the
process without enabling consumers to exert any pressure on price.
The emergent model replaces the traditional 'circle of gifts' between
scholars and their societies not with a real market economy, but
with a dysfunctional hybrid. It's a system that can't regulate itself.
According to biologist Mike Rosenzweig, founder of the new
journal Evolutionay Ecology Research (www.evolutionaryecology.com),the problem is that commercial publication of
research is a system that "admits only stockholders as
stakeholders." Scientists and libraries have been silent, non-voting
partners.
But that is changing. SPARC (the Scholarly Publishing and
Academic Resources Coalition)was created to nourish competition
in the scientificjournal market as a means of providing attractive
alternatives to high-priced publications. It is not the first to call for
competition as a response to the growing journals crisis, but its call
has been met with unprecedented vigor - and action. SPARC (an
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initiative of the Association of Research Libraries )
partners with scientific societies and researchers to
prod new journals to life -journals that are
directly competitive with high-priced
counterparts. SPARC facilitates their entrance into
the marketplace with subscriptions of SPARC
member libraries, institutions affiliated with
universities, colleges, and research institutions in
North America and Europe. These SPARC
alternative journals are top-quality publications at
a fraction of the price offered by the dominant
commercial publishers. Given time to establish
themselves, they will offer authors, readers and
subscribers alternatives to today's high-priced,
low value titles.
The numbers alone explain the need for change.
According to Library Journal's 1999 periodical
price survey, the cost of scientific titles has
increased 11percent between 1998 and 1999, and
54 percent since 1995. The average cost for a
physics title in 1999 was 49 percent higher than in
1995. The average chemistry title in 1999 saw a 53
percent increase during the same period.
SPARC's publisher-partners aim to alter the
trend radically. Evolutionary Ecology Research,
published by a researcher who founded and
edited the competitor title - which he and his
board abandoned because of their opposition to
price hikes - costs $272 for an institutional
subscription to the electronic edition and just $305
for the electronic and print versions. Its competitor
has increased in price an average of 19 percent
annually over the past dozen years.
PkysChemCornrn, a product of SPARC's
partnership with the Royal Society of Chemistry,
is available online at only $353, compared to an
$8368 commercial journal. It aims to deliver
research at a fraction of the cost per article of the
competitor. Organic Letters, from SPARC and the
American Chemical Society (ACS),launches in
July 1999. At $2300, the ACS title - 65-70 percent
of the content at one-quarter of the price - is a
high quality alternative to a journal that costs
$8602.
Traditionally, it takes years for a new journal to
establish itself. During the building period it can
be difficult to attract authors, and without authors,
there's no prestige (and ultimately no journal).
Here's where SPARC's library support is
invaluable. SPARC library members have
earmarked funds to support the journals
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published by its partners. So in a relatively short
period of time a journal can have a respectable
base of readers as a foundation upon which to
further build its circulation and attractiveness to
authors. SPARC's endorsement of new ventures
has also drawn attention and subscriptionsfrom
the broader market beyond SPARC's membership.
SPARC supplies an incentive to shift publishers'
product development expenditures away from
creating unique new journals that fill the gap
between two established titles ('twigging'). By
reducing the risk of competing against an
established title, we offer motivation for societies
or other publishers to direct their investment
toward offering consumers a choice. This gives an
inducement to launch titles that reclaim key
ground lost to commercial publishers. Such
strategic action will be essential in the world
ahead, in which control of a critical mass of
content will decide who dominates the users'
desktop.
SPARC support is not limited to startup
ventures. The goal is to aid market-friendly
journals that can demonstrate a plan to build upon
their established position of prestige and value to
win away articles from high unit-price journals
and offer these articles at lower unit prices. This
may be an attractive avenue for societies with
strong 'brand equity' to leverage their name and
publishing scale to drive down the cost of
disseminating research.
To address the complex problems facing
scholarly communication, it is vital that people get
involved. Scientists, their professional societies,
libraries, and academe must mobilize now or risk
standing on the sidelines as research increasingly
is sold like widgets to the highest bidder. Indeed
there is cause for optimism that scientists are now
in a strong position to turn back this exploitation
of their research.
A number of other factors suggest the time is
ripe for action. Changes in technology and an
ever-growing appetite for high profits makes
traditional commercial players vulnerable to
competition. The instinctively defensive posture of
large, highly profitable corporations can make
them hesitant to take risk and slow to act - though
their ability to buy out the innovators certainly
provides some remedy for sluggishness.
University and government-based initiatives
are hard at work creating solutions for their
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communities, and the matter demands attention at
the highest levels. Consider the recent call by
University of Kansas Provost David
Schulenburger for establishment of NEAR, the
National Electronic Article Repository
(www.arl.org/arl /proceedings/ l33/
shulenburger.html), or the proposal for E-Biomed
from Harold Varmus, director of the US National
Institutes of Health (www.nih.gov/welcome/
director/ebiomed/ebiomed.htrn). Look at the
number of new electronic journals being launched
by groups of scientists - Internet Journal of
Chemistry (http:/ /ijc.chem.niu.edu) and Journal of
High Energy Physics (http:/ /whep.mse.jhu.edu),
for example.
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SPARC has identified one approach, and these
complementary solutions are also circulating.
Time alone will determine the appropriate route.
In the meantime, librarians have a critical and
clear role to play. By supporting alternatives to
high-priced publications, alerting the appropriate
faculty to the possibilities available, and speaking
on behalf of the need for new models in scientific
publications, librarians can turn their knowledge,
vision and credibility into a future that includes
not just the survival, but the vibrancy, of scholarly
communications.

