Open Access: The French Approach

Francis Andre, CNRS/INIST

I am here today to present the French approach to Open Access to scientific information as exemplified by the position taken by the CNRS and INSERM,  two French organizations that signed the Berlin Declaration.  

CNRS, the leading French public research organization, does research in all fields of knowledge in order to put its findings at the service of society.  INSERM, the French Institute for Medical Research, an organization under the dual authority of the ministry of Research and the ministry of Health, is dedicated to research in the field of health, from Medicine to Public Health.

Both organizations employ over 15 000 researchers working in roughly 1 700 laboratories.  These researchers account for 70% of French publications, i.e. slightly over 5% of the world’s overall scientific production.

By signing the Berlin Declaration on Open Access, these two major French organizations have shown their commitment to improving accessibility to the results of public research for all.  They could not have signed the declaration without the support of their authorities which have endorsed the need for:

· a coherent national scientific information policy

· the inclusion of fundings for such a policy in the overall research budget.

The implementation of a coherent national policy for Scientific and Technical Information should greatly improve the dissemination of knowledge, which is one of the major missions of CNRS and INSERM. Today, as in the past, scientific publications are the major vector of knowledge. But with the advent of new technologies, factual data, images, figures and even multimedia documents can be linked to the text of an article.  These data have to be collected and processed in a way that should guarantee an overall interoperability.  And the crux of the matter is to find a way to bring together various research practices that vary from one discipline to the other, so that their research output can be similarly accessible.

Another crucial matter is the issue of funding.  Open Access has a cost.  Funding must be specifically allocated for the setting up new e-journals, institutional archives and in general to support initiatives dedicated to Open Access.  Furthermore, researchers need to be educated in all the aspects of Open Access such as how to structure exchanges, how to guarantee an editorial quality.  This will require training programs which in turn will require funding.

Today, our ministries are aware of the stakes of Open Access. Nevertheless, budgets allocated to the access to information and its dissemination are under estimated, while it is common knowledge that  researchers spend a third of their time searching for and communicating information.

At this point, it is important to distinguish the various aspects covered by the concept of Open Access, from the creation of e-journals and open archives to the various business models involved. And all that in the context of great differences between STM publishing practices and Humanities and Social Sciences publishing practices.

Furthermore, under the impulse of the Open Access debate, we have seen the emergence in recent years, of new commercial scientific publishers based on a new business model.  Under this model, publication costs of journals are shifted from the subscribers to the authors or their institutions.  E-journals are freely accessible on line but the researchers’ parent institutions must support the publication costs.  Here again there is a crucial need for funding.

The CNRS, a multidisplinary research organization divided into 8 scientific departments, is well placed to fully apprehend the issue.  The huge disparities observed between the so called “cumulative” sciences and exact sciences are a good example of the impossibility to transpose a model from one discipline to another.  By signing the Berlin declaration, CNRS and INSERM have shown the same concern, i.e. valorize and organize the production of their teams while providing their researchers with the means for a cost-effective and rapid “direct communication”.  This is why the CNRS created in 2000 the Center for Direct Scientific Communication (CCSD). At first an initiative of the Physical and Mathematical Sciences  Department and of the Nuclear and Particle Physics Department, the CCSD’s mission is, on the one hand, to facilitate access to preprints (in Physics at first) in direct relation with major international organizations already involved in such practices, and on the other, to investigate the issues of the authentication and preservation of the documents.  As for INSERM, they have an e-print program which lets researchers post their manuscripts or preprints in a dedicated data base in which raw data and metadata can be combined, therefore ensuring that their scientific community has a relevant information resource at their disposal.

On a European scale, the E-Biosci project is an important step towards the implementation of a network dedicated to improved dissemination of research findings in Life Sciences and taking full advantage of the latest information and communication technologies.  The business model of the project combines freely accessible and commercial resources.

Both CNRS and INSERM have already moved down from scientific information policies into the field.  Last January, they both signed a partnership agreement with the British publisher BioMed Central, while at the same time launching institutional archiving projects and promoting the creation of new e-journals.  CNRS is also supporting traditional scholarly publishing through CNRS Périodiques, one of its service unit.

But most importantly, the success of such projects fully rests on the researchers themselves.  They must be aware of the stakes that Open Access represents.  They are both scientific information producers and consumers and as such they must participate in debates and support existing initiatives.

To foster this awareness on the researchers’ part, institutions in charge of evaluation must take into account research findings published in new electronic journals as well as those published through traditional channels.  Recent studies have shown that, even though the new e-journals bearing the “Open” label had a lower impact factor than traditional journals, they had a greater visibility.  Therefore we can say that the Open Access movement has achieved its objective i.e. improving the efficiency of the dissemination of knowledge.

