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Realities of 
open access
Open access (OA) is not about 
guaranteeing soaring profits to lucrative 
commercial scientific publishers, but 
encouraging wide dissemination of the 
fruits of publicly funded research. The 
interests of scientific researchers and the 
general public should be given priority. 
Many of the premises of the 2012 Finch 
report on OA are put to serious doubt 
by the House of Commons Business, 
Industry and Skills (BIS) committee 
report (“UK urged to rethink open-access 
policy”, October p13), which recommends 
giving primacy to “green” rather than 
“gold” OA mechanisms.

If implemented properly, this could 
do much to correct the distortion of 
priorities in the policy adopted by 
Research Councils UK, which favours 
gold OA. The idea that a significant 
chunk of funding previously earmarked 
for research should be redirected to 
paying the article processing charges 
associated with gold OA – thus providing 
an insurance policy that safeguards the 
profit margins of companies like Reed-
Elsevier – was the result of a powerful 
lobbying effort by the beneficiaries. It 
had nothing to do with safeguarding 
the “public interest”, advancement of 
science or effective dissemination of the 
fruits of publicly funded research. The 
committee’s statement that “We strongly 
support author freedom of choice between 
green and gold open access” is thus a very 
welcome change in perspective. 

However, there is also a need for 
flexibility in the specific vehicle used 
for “self-archiving”. Mandating self-
archiving only in individual institutional 
repositories risks undercutting the 
mechanism that has been functioning 
very effectively in the physics community 
for decades: the use of global repositories 
such as arXiv. It is important that 
mandates by government funding 
agencies allow for continued use of such 
unified repositories, without imposing 
a requirement on authors of also 

depositing their work in an individual 
institutional repository. 

Finally, hardly any attention was given 
in the BIS report to the “value added” 
provided by scientific publishers. The 
imprimatur of peer review, rather than 
the mere reformatting and dissemination 
of published articles, is the key “added 
value” in a published article. The 
peer-review process is controlled by 
the publisher, and is partly used to 
justify the pricing, but in practice, 
some publishers invest very little in 
guaranteeing its integrity. The expertise 
and labour are provided rather by the 
community, through a mechanism that is 
voluntary, anonymous, unrewarded and 
unaccountable; its implementation is often 
unreliable and lacking in credibility. If 
the “value added” provided by refereeing 
is to continue to be taken seriously, both 
scientists and publishers need to give this 
problem priority.
John Harnad
Université de Montréal, Canada
harnad@crm.umontreal.ca

I read Michael Banks’ feature article on 
open-access publishing (“The reality 
of open access”, August pp22–27) with 
interest. The article explores many of 
the issues involved in OA for scientists in 
general and for physicists in particular. 
However, one of the most serious issues, 
to me, went unmentioned: the effect of 
OA on independent scholars.

Independent scholars often produce 
papers that encapsulate parts of their 
(usually PhD-related) research and try to 
get them published in suitable academic 
journals, but this already difficult task is 
likely to be made insurmountable by the 
adoption of OA. Whereas many academics 
can hope to get their parent organizations 
(usually their universities) to pay the fees 
associated with gold OA publication, 
independent scholars probably cannot, 
and most independent scholars in the 
sciences and humanities (the latter may 
well comprise the greatest number) simply 
will not be able to afford the possible 
£2000 fees for journal publication. Unless 
some waiver of those fees is produced, 
their contributions to the dissemination of 
research will surely be at an end. That is 
not in anyone’s interest, so a solution must 
be found sooner rather than later.

Having to pay to publish surely means 
that “open access” is actually a closed 
shop. If you are outside the established 
academic institutions, then no amount of 
merit in an article will avail.
Telford Moore
Monifieth, Angus, UK
telford.moore@physics.org

In his article, Banks quoted the Imperial 
College chemist Tom Welton as saying 

that “open access will only happen if 
academics want it” and that “researchers 
will only do it if it gives us prestige”. While 
dearth of prestige may be a factor, surely 
it is not the main one. The truth is that 
we want our papers to be costly so as to 
hinder our competitors – in other words, 
the other scientists working in our fields. 
If they cannot afford to read about our 
work, then they cannot criticize it nor use 
it in their own research.
Owen Storey
Cucuron, Vaucluse, France
storey84160@physics.org

A love for art 
and physics
Having qualified in fine art after 
retirement and even experimented with 
Jackson Pollock-style painting, I was most 
interested in Richard Taylor’s article on 
the connections between fractals in art 
and science (“A fascination with fractals”, 
September pp37–41). A fractal quality in 
Pollock’s “drip” paintings has of course 
been commented upon earlier, but in 
this article Taylor seems to go further 
by identifying a possible mechanism 
for achieving it. Although not explicitly 
linked, the drip experiments analysed in 
the article might give the impression that 
the fractal quality evident in Pollock’s drip 
paintings was an inevitable consequence 
of how they were made, the result of 
Pollock’s micro-corrections to his balance 
as he leaned over the canvas on the floor.

While this is an interesting idea, and 
there is even a photo of Pollock looking off 
balance as he scatters paint, I believe the 
reality to be more complex. First, Pollock 
did not just pour paint – he scattered 
it from sticks and brushes and even 
squirted it from basting syringes. Second, 
sometimes he would pause and consider 
before another bout of paint applications. 
He appears to have been aiming for an 
aesthetic effect, and despite the happy 
accidents contingent upon the methods 
of application, there were still choices to 
be made, consciously or subconsciously. 
That the finished paintings are at least in 
some measure scale-invariant patterns 
may therefore be as much due to efforts to 
achieve a satisfying composition as from 
being off balance.
Michael Huber
Bordon, Hampshire, UK
michaelfhuber@hotmail.com

Richard Taylor illustrates how art and 
science are intertwined, and in doing so 
helpfully promotes a respect for both art 
and science. Unfortunately, the article 
does not equally respect history. Henri 
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