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FROM THE PRESIDENT

Susan Houde-Walter
OSA President

Once upon a
time, a librar-

ian was someone
who filed books
onto shelves. Now
librarians are 
negotiators in a
shrill and some-

times lonely battle to keep access to research
journals.

Libraries buy journal subscriptions from
professional societies like the OSA, and also
from commercial, for-profit publishers. In
recent years, the commercial publishers have
gone to market with packages. Single journal
titles are not available for subscription.
Instead, a suite of journals is predetermined
by the commercial publisher, and then the
package is presented to the institutional cus-
tomer at usually unpublished and ultimately
negotiated prices. The packages monopolize
library budgets and force librarians to
acquire journals of little interest. You may 
be surprised by how much of your research
library’s budget is allocated to commercial
publishers’ packages.1

Open access journals are paid for by
author charges; they are free to the reader.
There is some public sentiment that taxpay-
ers should have free access to publicly funded
medical research. In February, the Director
of the National Institutes of Health (NIH) in
the United States notified all NIH researchers
that their research should be freely available
to the public through the National Library
of Medicine’s PubMed Central. NIH-funded
researchers are encouraged to electronically
submit their journal articles to NIH for open
access publication on PubMed Central
within 12 months of publication.2 The
Wellcome Trust and BioMedCentral in the
United Kingdom have also announced 
open-access initiatives.

The trend has reached the physical sci-
ences. OSA’s introduction of Optics Express
was the tip of the spear. Now monies are
available to U.K. researchers to cover page
charges to encourage publication in certain
open access journals (e.g., the Institute of
Physics’ New Journal of Physics and Inter-
national Union of Crystallography journals).
Even universities are getting into the mix.
The University of Southampton has commit-
ted to a university repository of all academic
and scientific research output with a plan to
make it freely available to the public.

The intrinsic nature of digital media also
presents challenges for archiving. For exam-
ple, Optics Express is an electronic-only jour-
nal. Part of Optics Express is multimedia and
OSA no longer submits paper copies of on-
line PDFs to the U.S. Library of Congress.
One might reasonably ask whether it will 
be possible to read the multimedia files in
even the near future. The reason is familiar.
Software improves, and format migrates.

The U.S. National Aeronautics and Space
Agency (NASA) knows this problem. Space
probes that were developed 20 years ago and
have been in flight for years may be con-
trolled by early generation hardware and
software that project engineers locked into at
the start of the project. For electronic jour-
nals, it may likewise be necessary to archive
hardware and software along with the jour-
nals to maintain ability to read-out. Rest
assured that XML (the copy-editing coding
language used for Optics Express) is not tied
to any proprietary software, and its format
rules are stored in plain text. Nonetheless,
accessing the multimedia portion will pre-
sent challenges to librarians.

On the brighter side, electronic journals
give librarians tools for monitoring the real
usage of research results. Metrics such as
numbers of downloads, unique viewers and
so on can be tracked. This information, in
combination with faculty and researcher
requests, can help librarians better justify the
choice of research journal subscriptions in a
climate of shrinking research library budgets.

And speaking of shrinking research bud-
gets, did you know university libraries in the
European Union must pay double-digit value-
added tax on electronic journal subscriptions?

You learn a lot of interesting tidbits by
talking with librarians these days.

I am indebted to John Childs (OSA),
Doug Jones (U. Arizona, Tucson, U.S.), Steve
Gass (MIT, U.S.) and Liz Davis (Imperial
College, U.K.) for comments over the years.
As usual, I am prone to making mistakes and
any made are entirely my own doing.

Changing Relationship: 
Libraries and Research Journals

Notes

1. In a peculiar twist, some of the commercial publishing
houses are also approaching non-profit societies like
our own with plans for publishing management and
the promise of increasing society revenues. OSA has
turned down such propositions because they do not
serve the optics research community.

2. See http://grants.nih.gov/grants/guide/notice-
files/NOT-OD-05-022.html.
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