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	Edward Stourton
	An American Nobel Prize-winning scientist has been trying to persuade the scientific community here that research should be published online rather than in old-fashioned magazines.  Harold Varmus has been talking to the Science Select Committee about it.  I discussed the idea with him and with Bob Campbell of Blackwell Publishing and I asked Professor Varmus what changes he wants to see in scientific publishing.     

	Harold Varmus
	We want to see the scientific community take advantage of the remarkable opportunities that have been offered by the internet to change the way science is published, in a way that allows positioning in remote places, scientists who can make much better use of information that is generated by science, a curious student to gain free access to scientific information to see it all in one amalgamated public library that is highly accessible.  To make the whole process simpler, faster, cheaper and much more useful for the scientific community and acceptable to the public which pays for the science.

	Edward Stourton
	Well, Bob Campbell, that sounds pretty sensible, doesn’t it.

	Bob Campbell
	Well to me the key issue for the public is how best to safeguard the quality of research publishing and at present as Harold referred to, this is done with peer review.  We only publish articles that are properly peer reviewed.  They have been read and checked by experts to ensure the work is original, important, error-free and objective and if we get that wrong, we publish irrelevant material then the journal will be damaged and subscribers will leave that journal.  So market forces apply and won’t allow shoddy publishing.  So we have a very robust system already.

	Edward Stourton
	But why shouldn’t that be possible on a virtual library on the internet.

	Bob Campbell
	Well, the problem is where the money comes from.  Everyone on both sides of this debate agree that the publishing process isn’t free.  The cost of publishing an individual article is perhaps between £1,000 and £3,000.  At the moment these costs are paid for by the reader or the reader’s institution.  Now under the Author Pays model that Harold is proposing the best way to make money or prevent a loss is to charge the author a lot.  So where is this money going to come from?

	Edward Stourton
	That’s a fair point, Harold.

	Harold Varmus
	No it’s not a fair point because these are closed systems.  The money ultimately comes in a large part from the government whether it comes to the institution or through the author, the author’s a scientist, it doesn’t matter.  Every journal whether it were an open access journal the type we propose or the traditional journals that work on subscription basis have a vested interest in making the quality of their articles as high as possible.  We use the same high quality review that the very best for profit as subscription based journals use and we have, as you can see if you go to www.plos.org, you will see journal of an incredibly high quality and similar journals published by Biomed Central in London.

	Edward Stourton
	Forgive me when you say all the money comes from the government presumably in Bob Campbell’s case a lot of it comes from, as he said, from his subscribers and institutions

	Harold Varmus
	Yes but the subscribers for the large part they don’t pay for these journals out of their pocket, they pay for…

	Edward Stourton
	No but the point is he gets money which allows him to go through the rigorous checking process to publish the articles in the way that he wants to.

	Harold Varmus
	Yes but the money comes from subscribers who are being paid by the government.  They are taking the money out of their grants whether it’s an educational grant to universities or whether it’s a research grant to an investigator, the money ultimately comes in the very large part from the government.  It needs to be rerouted this is not going to undermine the quality process because all of us want to publish the very best journals we can because scientists want to publish in the best journals.

	Edward Stourton
	So Bob Campbell you are, I’m afraid to say, according to this theory a middle man whose time has come and gone.

	Bob Campbell
	No, Harold is talking from a very narrow range of experiences as his research is in biomedicine which is well-funded and he has researched in rich countries and worked with rich companies but authors in the humanities or social sciences or other sciences, such as ecology or in poorer countries cannot.  If you look at publishing in the round, over a million articles every year are published; something like 25% of those articles come from the developing world, or places like East Europe which are less well-funded.  What he’s failed to answer is how those people get published in his system.

	Edward Stourton
	You wouldn’t want, Harold Varmus, would you, to close down an entire area of the world.

	Harold Varmus
	We don’t expect to do that.  We believe that the cost of publishing is part of the cost of doing research.  In general the cost of publishing is roughly 1 -2% of the cost of doing research.  There will be some exceptions in the way in which we build the model we allow for reduced rates or even forgiveness of authors fees for individuals who come from poor countries and have no resources left for publishing and there are fields I would agree where the resources are extremely limited.  We are focused on science which in general is supported handsomely and it’s a matter of shifting costs within the system but again money is coming from governmental sources in general.

	Edward Stourton
	An argument with a good way to go, Harold Varmus and Bob Campbell.  Thank you both very much indeed.


