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Varmus Defends E-biomed 

tern that allowed immediate electmnic publi- 
cation of new clinical studies without the 
usual carell process of peer review and revi- 
sion would be risky at best and might well fill 
the clinical databases with misleading and iri- 
adequately evaluated information."~e sug- P ~ o ~ o s ~  1, Prep res to Push A head 
gested clinical that iournals ~ - b i ~ r n ~ d  "enough might to undermine threaten their the 

This summer, many biomedical editors and 
publishers are wondering how their journals 
will survive if the government goes ahead 
with a plan to distribute biomedical papers 
for free on the Internet. But such qualms do 
not trouble the plan's author, Harold Var- 
mus, director of the National Institutes of 
Health (NIH). He's charging 
forward with "E-biomed," as 

to their boards" right now. He hopes to create survival.;' The ~merican~~h~siolo~ical  Soci- 
an international govemce  structure. Var- ety, the Journal of Zmmunology, and other 
mus is also sounding out private backers: In society-based publications have expressed 
mid-June, he met with Vitek Tracz, chair of similar concerns. But the American Associa- 
Britain's Current Science Group, which pub- tion of Pharmaceutical Scientists is "enthusi- 
lishes Internetdistributed journals, but they astic" about E-biomed, its president Larry 
apparently did not reach any agreement. Augsburger wrote, as are some other clinical 

- - 

- G i t e  Varmus's groups and even basic science organizations - forceful advocacy, within FASEB, like the American Society for 
he calls it. His idea is to create E-biomed has been Cell Biology (ASCB). Elizabeth Marincola, 
"free, fast, and full access to taking flak in the ASCB's executive director, says, "My feeling 
the entire biomedical research past month. On 2 is that a society like ASCB has more to gain 
literature" for anyone with a June, Varmus met than to lose" from E-biomed, as "we are not 
computer and an Internet con- privately with lead- making any money on our journal." 
nection. E-biomed would dis- ers of journals pub- Varmus released the addendum to his pro- 
tribute unedited preprints, as lished by the Feder- posal to try to allay the worries and to review 
well as articles that have been I ation of American some of the many unresolved practical 
through the traditional mill of issues. He writes that 
peer review. Varmus's reason E-biomed "most em- 
for doing this: Taxpayers have E-biomed not phatically" would not 
paid for the research already, eliminate peer review 
he says, so NIH should make be owned by the or create “xist quanti- 
the results widely available. ties" of useless data. 

 armu us released a written NlH or any other Existing journals, he 
description of E-biomed in hopes, will "establish 
April (Science, 30 April, p. component of the U.S. peer-reviewed electron- 
71 8), and since then he has u ic journals operating 
defended the proposal in pub- government." within E-biomed." And 
lic and private venues. His most recent de- Societies for Exper- although the system 
fense came in an "addendum" posted on imental Biology -4aroM Vannus will permit the posting 
NIH's Web site on 21 June (www.nih.gov/ (FASEB), who wor- of unreviewed material, 
welcome/director/ebiomed/ebiomed.htm). ry that the project Varmus argues that 
This six-page memo suggests that the plan- could undermine not just their societies' "few scientists would knowingly" put sloppy 
ning is moving toward a dramatic climax. revenues but cherished traditions of scien- reports in the public domain, "because it 
Indeed, in an e-mail response to questions ti f ic publishing. Those who attended would soon diminish their reputations." 
from Science, Varmus said "we are in the say Varmus seems determined to launch But tough questions remain unanswered, 
process of assembling" cost estimates to E-biomed in some form in the next 9 including: Who will run the operation, and 
submit to Congress. months and describe the session as "tense." who will pay for it? It is "an unfortunate 

The addendum also indicates that the "We were not reassured," says FASEB pub- misreading" of the proposal, Varmus writes, 
venture has picked up key support from Eu- lications committee chair Ed Rekas. Indi- to think that the government will be in 
rope. Both the European Molecular Biology vidual researchers appear to be more recep charge. "It would not be owned by the NM 
Organization and the European Molecular tive, but in hundreds of responses to the or any other component of the U.S. govern- 
Biology Laboratory have expressed their original proposal posted on Varmus's Web ment." NIH would only provide technical 
support, Varmus writes. "We are discussing a page, many worry about the threat to peer and financial support. But Varmus leaves 
potential partnership with them:' he says, review, the need for editorial independence, many details to be filled in by a proposed 
which would allow joint development of and how E-biomed would be financed. E-biomed governing board, whose authority 
technology and "encourage other organiza- The New England Journal of Medicine and composition remain undefined. Critics $ 

E tions to collaborate." Varmus told Science has weighed in heavily, firing a blast at are annoyed by what one editor calls this p 
that "we agree on the basic principles" and E-biomed in its 10 June issue. In an editorial, "foggy" aspect of the plan. t 

that the Europeans "are presenting the issues former editor Arnold Relman wrote: "A sys- As for financing, Varmus notes that ! 
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New life ... while 
for old others race 
accelerator ... for the Higgs k 

E-biomed could charge authors a fee- 
perhaps a low one to handle a simple submis- 
sion and a higher one for peer-reviewed pub- 
lication. How high? That will depend on sev- 
eral factors, Varmus says, "but will likely be 
in the range of $100 to $1000 per article" to 
cover the participating journals' costs. How- 
ever, publishers of some FASEB journals re- 
port that they already have costs in the range 
of $1000 to $4000 per page, and that convert- 
ing from subscriptions to a page-charge 
method of financing would drive authors 
away. FASEB members were not reassured 
when Varmus suggested in a meeting-as in 
the addendum-that societies should find 
other ways of raising money, such as raising 
meeting fees. As one observer said, "People 
didn't appreciate being told they should go 
out and sell Girl Scout cookies." 

In general, editors who liked the original 
E-biomed idea are enthusiastic about the ad- 
dendum; those who didn't are as cool as 
ever. But many society chiefs are reluctant 
to sound off in public, says Michele Hogan, 
executive editor of the Journal of Zmmunol- 
ogy. The E-biomed plan casts them as de- 
fenders of the status quo, even though many 
journals have led the way to e-publishing, 
she says: "We're a little afraid of how the 
scientific societies are going to look." Some 
will have a chance to air their views at a 
"summit meeting" of electronic publishers 
being held at the National Academy of Sci- 
ences in Washington, D.C., this week. But 
no matter what attendees think of E-biomed, 
says Marincola, it appears that Varmus con- 
siders this wssibly one of the most impor- 
tant things he's done as NIH director." 

-ELIOT MARSHALL 
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Library-Society Alliance 
Puts Bio Journals Online 
Research libraries are taking their fight to 
hold down the cost of journals into cy- 
berspace. This week the American Institute 
of Biological Sciences (AIBS) announced it 
will work with major U.S. research'libraries 
and a private printer to distribute electroni- 
cally dozens of nonmedical biological jour- 
nals published by its 55 member societies. 
The arrangement is aimed at allowing 
smaller societieGsome of whose journaG 

3 may be threatened by the advent of preprint 
$ servers (see previous story)--to stay in the 
6 publishing business, while giving libraries a 

say on subscription prices, which are rising 
much faster than inflation, and access to 
archival material. But some observers pre- 
dict the collaboration will face many of the 
same challenges confronting other scientific 
publishers that have gone online. 

The joint venture will create a collection 
of Web material, called BioONE, that will 
debut in 2001. BioONE will initially offer 
about 50 journals published by ATBS mem- 
ber societies, which range from the 6000- 
member Ecological Society of America to 
the American Fern Society, 
with fewer than 1000 mem- 
bers. Most of the journals, 
including the AIBS's flag- 
ship BioScience, do not 
- 
I 

Going electronic. Bio- 
Science is the flagship of 
the AIBS, which plans to 
put its journals online at 
BioONE. I 

annually. In 1997 ARL officials formed 
SPARC, which has helped to sponsor several 
new journals that compete head to head with 
pricier existing titles (Science, 30 October 
1998, p. 853). 

SPARC and its allies want to promote 
competition by helping small, cash-strapped 
scientific societies jump into online publish- 
ing. Over the next 2 years, it will work with 
the Washington, D.C.-based AIBS, the Uni- 
versity of Kansas and Allen Press, both in 
Lawrence, Kansas, and the Big 12 Plus Li- 
braries Consortium, a group of 23 rnidwest- 
ern research collections, to create a Web- 

%sed service that could 
eventually provide access 
to 200 journals in the bio- 
logical, ecological, and 

now offer full text online. Without f i c i a l  
help, many of the member societies might be 
forced to lease or sell their relatively lowcost 
journals to for-profit publishers, says Rick 
Johnson of the Scholarly Publishing and Aca- 
demic Resources Coalition (SPARC), an or- 
ganization of research libraries. 'What's mo- 
tivating us is the plight of the small society," 
he says. "If their journals can't make the 
jump to electronic dissemination, [the soci- 
ety] may get squeezed out of publishing." 

Research librarians have become increas- 
ingly alarmed in recent years about rising 
journal prices. Since 1986, median prices for 
journals issued by both commercial and non- 
profit publishers have increased by more than 
three times the rate of inflation, according to 
the Association of Research Libraries (ARL) 
in Washington, D.C., which represents more 
than 120 collections in the United States and 
Canada. As a result, library budgets are being 
stretched to the breaking pint-to cover key 
commercial titles that can cost up to $15,000 

environmental sciences. 
Although the framework 

for BioONE is still under 1 discussion, its organizers 
hope to raise $750,000 in 

I 
start-up funds and in-kind 
donations from foundations, 
libraries, and other university 
departments, says Johnson. 
The University of Kansas, for 
instance, is planning to donate 

1 the technical expertise and com- 
puters needed to store and oper- 

ate the database. Campus staff will 
also work with nearby Allen 
Press-which already prints more 
than 100 AIBS journals-to prepare 

papers for Web publication. The company 
will be paid for its work. 

In return for their support, libraries will 
have a significant voice in setting BioONE's 
subscription prices and access policies. One 
major issue involves electronic back issues. 
Although libraries routinely store past issues 
of a printed journal, they are sometimes de- 
nied access to archives of electronic publi- 
cations once a subscription lapses. At the 
same time, societies are seeking assurances 
that Web publishing won't shrink revenues 
by reducing the number of library subscrip 
tions to their print journals. 

BiooNE isn't the only Web journal pub- 
lisher looking for a winning formula. In re- 
cent years more than a dozen groups4mth 
commercial and nonprofitt--have become on- 
line ''aggegators'' of scientific journals, treat- 
ing Web pages that allow subscribers to re- 
trieve papers from a large number of related 
titles. The American Chemical Society, for 
example, has created ChemPort, which pro- 
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