Science’s

Considerations in
Creating Online Archives

IN THEIR DISCUSSION OF A PROPOSED ONLINE
archive of published science, PubMed
Central (PMC), Richard J. Roberts and
co-authors and the editors of Science raise
excellent points (Sci-
ence’s Compass, View-
point, 23 Mar., p. 2318).
As Editor-in-Chief of
The Journal of Cell Bi-
ology (JCB), I agree
with much of what they
have to say. Like all of the other academic
scientist-editors responsible for running
the JCB, I am deeply committed to en-
hancing the free exchange of scientific in-
formation. As a result, the JCB will make
all of our back content free after 6 months.
Although the material will remain on
our servers, it will be posted without
any password or entrance controls.

If other publishers took similar
steps, the most important goal of
Roberts et al. could be realized, and
without the unavoidable risks that
would accompany release of material to
multiple servers. We believe that the inter-
ests of our authors, readers, and the com-
munity at large will be best served by this
approach. Efforts would not be duplicated,
and the quality of posted material would
not be endangered.

Roberts et al. say that making existing
electronic content available on other
servers would be “natural and simple.”
Those of us involved in the day-to-day
practicalities of scientific publishing know
that the process is anything but simple.
The electronic posting and decoding of
scientific text and symbols involve com-
plex parsers that are custom-made for each
journal. Every new symbol must be sent to
and tagged by each server host, a process
prone to error. Thus, hosting content with
multiple providers would measurably in-
crease this workload. Biologists may toler-
ate a certain number of errors (e.g., disap-
pearing statistics symbols), but when “pg”
is transformed into “mg” in a medical pa-
per, there is cause for concern. The same
considerations apply to the reproduction
of complex digital images.

*...centralization of
information is an
outmoded concept.”

There is no need, however, to risk such
a loss of quality control, because duplicat-
ing content on PMC is unnecessary.
Roberts et al. assert that only a single
comprehensive collection can be “effi-
ciently indexed, searched, and linked to.”
This, however, would be akin to AltaVista
claiming that they can only index a Web
site if the complete con-
tent of that site is sent to
them and hosted on
their server. Clearly, this
is not the case. The abil-
ity to search across
thousands of servers, as
long as those servers do not have access
controls, is the very reason that the Web is
such a powerful tool. I believe that cen-
tralization of information is an outmoded
concept. Roberts and co-authors argue
that a central repository is necessary for

PubMed Central

access FREE full text articles

full-text searching; this is also incorrect.
PubMed is already developing methods
for full-text searching of articles on other
servers. And finally, PMC duplicates the
archiving efforts of entities such as the
journal site developed by
HighWire Press (a depart-
ment at Stanford Univer-
sity, in the University Li-
braries). If such efforts
were redirected, PMC
would have funds to help
develop cross-server
search capabilities and to
electronically archive old-
er material that as yet has
no electronic presence.

I find it difficult to justify spending
public funds that might otherwise be avail-
able for research and training to under-
write efforts to provide what already ex-
ists, especially when what exists is im-
mensely successful. However, at the JBC
we believe that a great deal of good can
come from PMC if its supporters will
abandon the idea of duplicative and
error-prone release of content to multiple

“Journals are in that
rare position where
they can do the right
thing and profit at the
same time."”

servers. Instead, they should focus their ef-
forts on ensuring that all journals, both
nonprofit and commercial, make their
content freely available to those of us who
have produced the work in the first place.
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For Free Access, Follow
the Brick Red Buttons

TO ADD TO THE DIALOGUE ABOUT AN ONLINE
Public Library of Science, I wish to share
as Editor-in-Chief of The Proceedings of
the National Academy of Sciences (PNAS),
our experiences with PubMed Central in
order to allay some of the concerns ex-
pressed by the editors at Science. I al-
so offer a compromise position that
would expedite formation of a public
library while requiring little from
publishers.

The National Academy of Sciences
is passionately committed to broad ac-
cess to the scientific literature. PNAS be-
came a charter member of PMC over a year
ago, and its content is posted at PMC only
4 weeks after the release of the print edi-
tion. This free availability has not caused us
any perceptible eco-
nomic harm. If any-
thing, it has been bene-
ficial. It may seem
paradoxical that giving
our content away has
helped PNAS, but it is
an experience shared
with other enterprises
from pop music and
book publishing to ra-
dio. The number of people accessing the
PNAS online sites at PMC and HighWire
Press has continued to grow exponentially
during the time we have been associated
with PMC. No doubt the brick red button
next to PubMed citations to our journal
that says “Free in PMC” has provided an
incentive for readers to explore PNAS.
The increase in accesses to a free journal
naturally leads to increased readership, au-
thorship, and even subscriptions. Journals
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