Freely accessible electronic publishing

Extended abstract of a presentation made by Jonathan Clark, Technology Director, Elsevier Science 

It is important to remember that the scientific publishing process begins and ends with the scientist: the scientist is both an author and a reader of articles. If follows that to be successful any publishing initiative must take the scientists needs and wishes into account. To this end the goal of Elsevier Science is that every end-user should have unlimited, 24 hour a day access to the scientific literature. 

This goal is shared by many alternative publishing initiatives but the key differences lie in how this goal is achieved. Elsevier Science strongly believes that any solution must be efficient and effective, and must be stable over time. 

The strategy of Elsevier can summarized as follows:

· Create and develop an online platform

· Support the migration of print to electronic  

· Build content and features

· Create more flexible and affordable access (thereby correcting historical access problems)

The online platform is ScienceDirect. Since it’s launch in 1997, ScienceDirect has established itself as an efficient, effective and reliable source of full-text articles. It is expected that more than 80 million articles will be delivered in 2002, and usage is growing all the time. This growth is coming from both an increase in customers and from customers consuming more articles. 

The migration of print distribution to electronic has had huge benefits to the journals in terms of visibility. Typically, journals today have a distribution double what it was 5 years ago. The slow erosion of print subscriptions has been turned into strong growth in electronic distribution. Hybrid subscription models allow libraries to choose their most effective way of moving to electronic-only access.

Elsevier’s ambitious backfile programme best illustrates the strategy of building content and features. By the end of 2004, every article back to Volume 1 Issue 1 of each journal will have been scanned. Not only that we will have coded the metadata and references so this archived material becomes an integral part of the body of literature that is retrievable electronically today. We anticipate that at the end of the programme there will be upwards of 6 million articles on ScienceDirect, with an archive stretching back to, for example, 1828 <check date> with the first issue of The Lancet.

The historical problems of spiralling price rises can certainly be addressed by the move from print to electronic. Marginal costs in the electronic environment are lower both for the Library and for the Publisher, although it has to be noted that initial investment in infrastructure is much higher than for print. Nevertheless, it was also necessary to take positive steps to mitigate print subscription price rises, Accordingly Elsevier committed to annual price increases of no more than 10%. Elsevier journal prices increases have been between 7 & 8% ever since. It is interesting to note that in 2002, most journals including those run by non-for-profit organisations have increased their prices by around 7% (see slide). 
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This forum asked the questions what can be done and what must be done. In the opinion of Elsevier, the challenge now is to work with libraries to find flexible and affordable packages that ensure the scientist can have unlimited access anytime, anywhere. To this end, ScienceDirect has a host of options ranging from licenses that match the print holding to electronic-only packages by subject, called Subject Collections. The Backfiles can be added by subject too. Libraries can choose to bundle in secondary databases accessible through the same interface. New pricing models are being developed that support electronic-only options more flexibly. 

There are many publishing initiatives currently being undertaken that share the same goal of giving scientists unlimited access anytime, anywhere. In assessing which of these initiatives will turn out to be successful and which not, it is useful to look at the criteria for success:

· Understand user needs, now and in the future

· Satisfy users with effective products and services that meet their needs 

· Invest in continuous development 

· Provide stability & reliability over time, including provision for preservation 

· Deliver scalable solutions

· Afford customer service

· Do all this in the most efficient way possible for all those involved

In conclusion, Publishers and Libraries that continue to add value in the eyes of the customer will survive. Elsevier believes also that the only way to achieve this is to do constant market research and to benchmark against alternative offerings. 
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