LOCAL INITIATIVE 1.

“NEUROEPIGROUP.COM: a new site for the free but discriminating dissemination of scientific results”

by Dr Paul BOON and Dr Kristel VONCK, Reference Center for Refractory Epilepsy & Laboratory for Clinical and Experimental Neurophysiology, Ghent University Hospital, <Paul.Boon@rug.ac.be>

Traditionally, websites have been used to present researchers  and research groups, to advertise upcoming events and the like. But they also conveniently lend themselves to the exchange of scientific texts, manuscripts and preliminary results. 

Our research group at Ghent University Hospital has recently launched  a website (http://www.neuroepigroup.com) with the intention of making various types of scientific documents freely available: pdf.files of published abstracts, articles and doctoral theses from our group, as well as powerpoint files of recent presentations by members of our group to international audiences. At a higher level of confidentiality we would like to make research protocols and projects available to selected partners.

In the process of setting up this site, we encountered several problems concerning the public dissemination of scientific information. We had to deal with such constraints as the embargo between the date of the acceptance of a manuscript and the date of its publication or the copyright rules for published manuscripts. We also had to accommodate the researchers’ desire to protect their scientific work in all forms from uncontrolled copying. And we had to tackle the complication that not all information requires the same level of confidentiality.

We shall briefly share our problems and our solutions.

LOCAL INITIATIVE 2.

“CERES: A step towards interactive electronic scientific publication”

by Dr Samuel DUPONT, Centre de Recherche sur la Biodiversité, Université catholique de Louvain, <dupont@bani.ucl.ac.be>

The Internet is emerging as a new means of achieving a permanent, transparent, and rapid dissemination of information, cheap to use by publishers and readers alike, and very flexible in the sense of allowing the use of animations, colours, movies, hyperlinks, etc. In order to further exploit this potential, we have developed, with the consultancy society Outwares, a user-friendly toolkit called CERES. It consists in a combination of Java technology, Internet tools and AppDev studio (SAS software). Using CERES, classical statistical analyses (descriptive, general linear model, canonical discriminant analysis, etc.) can be performed online from any standard database. From a webpage, the reader or the referee can ask for the analyses that are immediately performed by SAS software and the results are presented on a new web page in a matter of seconds. Users can also edit and export reports in Excel or Text format. This enables scientists to easily present their results on Internet as an interactive publication. Readers can verify findings and claims, and they can easily drill down to the basic figures and check the methodology. More interesting still, the reader can perform other analyses than the ones proposed by the authors. Using this system in combination with conventional journal publication, the next generation of scientific publication might be more transparent, interactive and attractive than it has ever been. 

For further information:

http://www.sas.com/offices/europe/belux/academic/samuel_dupont.pdf 
http://www.sas.com/offices/europe/belux/whatsnew/references/ucl_success_story.html
CO-OPERATIVE INITIATIVE 1

BICTEL/e : a multi-institutional electronic repository

by Charles-Henri NYNS, chief librarian at the Université catholique de Louvain <nyns@sceb.ucl.ac.be>

The BICTEL/e project has been launched at the beginning of this year by the Bibliothèque interuniversitaire de la Communauté française de Belgique a.s.b.l., an association jointly funded by the Communauté française de Belgique and the French-speaking Belgian universities. Its aim is to set up the technical and administrative infrastructure to host free-access electronic scholarly publications produced in the nine universities of the Communauté française. BICTEL/e will act at the same time as a data provider and as a service provider. 

On data provider level, a separation is made between electronic theses and dissertations on the one hand and e-prints on the other. For each category, each institution will have at its disposal a separate database, distributed over 3 servers. For the electronic theses and dissertations, the etd software developped by Virginia Tech has been chosen, topped with an OAI layer. This allows at the same time harvesting by OAI service providers and presence in the international union catalogue of the Networked Digital Library of Theses and Dissertations (NDLTD). The e-print archives, using the EPrints software from the University of Southampton, will collect all other kinds of electronic scholarly publications, such as working papers, pre-prints, re-prints, conference papers etc., to build up a huge academic repository. Both types of repositories will be author-self-archiving. For theses and dissertations, the author will have to go through a formal approval process, but as regards the e-print archive the system will only need to check that the author is a member of one of the participating institutions.

As service provider, BICTEL/e will provide a unique access through a harvester enabling end-users to search the system globally, by type or by institution, and so create a geographically based archive of scholarly production in the Communauté française. Contacts with Flemish colleagues hold the promise that a similar structure will be set up for the Universities of the Vlaamse Gemeenschap, with another harvester on top level allowing a view on federal level.

The prototype is available at  http://edoc.bib.ucl.ac.be/
Contact : Florence Dardenne <dardenne@sceb.ucl.ac.be> 

CO-OPERATIVE INITIATIVE 2

Electronic publishing in languages other than English: A project for a portal of French-language scientific journals.

by Carolyn DOUGHERTY (Ingenta), Georges HOYOS (De Boeck) and Marc MINON (Université de Liège, LENTIC) <marc.minon@ulg.ac.be>, <Georges.hoyos@deboeck.be>, <Carolyn.dougherty@ingenta.com>

With the Internet, new actors have appeared in the distribution of scientific information : the “infomediaries”, typically electronic portals, whose task it is to help the supply and the demand for articles and other scientific documents meet one another effectively. Can these informediaries reconcile the interests of the research community (both as producers and as consumers) and the property rights of the publishers? Do they end up facilitating or limiting access to scientific information? These issues will be illustrated by looking at the project for a portal of French journals developed by a set of French and Belgian universities and publishers, with the collaboration of Ingenta.

A substantial report on the digital dimension of scholarly publishing has recently been prepared by Marc Minon for France’s Syndicat national des éditeurs and will be available from <marc.minon@ulg.ac.be>.

REFLECTION 1.

“Commercial publishers: friends or foes?”

by Françoise VANDOOREN (Service des bibliothèques, ULB) <fdooren@ulb.ac.be>

The scientific community world-wide is worried about the future of scholarly publication and of access to information in an era of journal price inflation and electronic communication. The journal price crisis is not new but it has been exacerbated by the extra costs for electronic access. Pointing to some of the causes of the current situation may prove useful to highlight some avenues for action.

The scholarly publication market, now largely dominated by a few commercial publishers, has been destabilised through the operation of several interdependent factors, including: the concentration of researchers on a small number of core journals in their subject area, which creates an inelastic demand, insensitive to price increases; the use of journal-level impact factors to assess individual articles and their authors; the purchase of prestigious journals by commercial publishers from scholarly societies facing financial difficulties; successive mergers of publishing companies; and the development of “big deal” licences, i.e. licensing access to bundles of electronic journals rather than to selected titles.

Although the analysis of market conditions is not straightforward, some indicators and practices have attracted the attention of economists. They include significant differences of price per character between publishers; some publishers’ exceptionally high benefits, largely above the average; licensing exclusively through library consortium; no-cancellation clause, forbidding cancellation of any title subscription during the whole duration of the contract (up to 3 years).

In this context, a number of worrying side-effects of the dominant position of some publishers, further amplified by the electronic revolution, have been pointed out. For example, there is a risk of insidious boosting of the impact factor of some journals (and hence of their irresistibility for both authors and users) as a result of their overwhelming presence and accessibility. There is also a growing commercial control over critical usage statistics, with possible consequences for industrial intelligence or investment strategies. By holding copyright and selling access rights to bundles of digital journals through high-price licences, some publishers increase their control over the distribution process and the dissemination of research results. Is such a situation desirable, acceptable? If not, how can it be reversed. There is no obvious solution but each of these points, whether cause or effect, provides a track for a change that should come from the actors concerned, scientists, libraries and publishers, in order to stimulate competition.

A complete report in French on the subject is available at http://www.bib.ulb.ac.be/csd/communication-scientifique1.doc. 

It contains many references of relevant papers in English.

REFLECTION 2.

“Copyright legislation: friend or foe?”

by Prof. Marie-Christine JANSSENS, Centre for Intellectual Property Rights, KuLeuven <M-Ch.Janssens@law.kuleuven.ac.be>

Like all the rest of the ever-swelling flow of information carried by the Internet, scientific publication, as it turn electronic, are and remain ‘copyright-sensitive’. 

Copyright and endeavours by scientists to make publications widely available free of charge can be viewed as pursuing the same aim: the production and dissemination of scientific information. But whereas copyright aims at stimulating individual initiative through material reward, scientists are concerned above all with the spreading of their work. It is therefore unavoidable that conflicts may emerge between the two means.

As copyright owners of their own publications, scientists may decide to ‘give away’ their research results by making them available on their own web pages, via institutional archives or via alternative (free) on-line journals.  This does not make copyright irrelevant.  Scientists may not care who copies the material, but what about improper use (e.g. altering the text) or illegal use (e.g. for commercial gains) or the copyright protection of the databases into which their publication may be included?.

Furthermore, as users of copyrighted material (uploaded by colleagues), scientists will have to observe the provisions of the relevant copyright laws and, in particular, understand the so-called ‘exceptions to exclusive rights’ which authorize them to use protected material without needing to obtain prior authorization from the right holders. A recent EU Directive aims at adjusting the copyright framework to the challenges of the information society. The Belgian Parliament will soon have to transpose it into national law, while taking a stand on a number of “optional provisions” in the Directive. This will not leave Belgium’s copyright unaffected, with important consequences for the potential use of electronic material by the academic community.

Finally, copyright will generate a new protection mechanism that relates to technological systems designed to prevent or restrict access to and/or use of some protected material.  This may stimulate the setting up of powerful (electronic) barriers to information and thereby raise the question whether copyright might threaten the fundamental freedom of access to information.  If so, we are indeed heading for a serious conflict between copyright and free scientific publishing.

