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Comment

Scientific publishing: some food for thought

Vittorio Bo

Scientific publishing, here to be considered in raaber sense, as publishing of both specialised
scientific journals and science popularisation wsoakidressed to a wider audience, has been sailing f

some years on troubled waters. To gather somelpedsiod for thought is the purpose of this brief

article.

Firstly, a crisis has apparently invested tradaiopaper publishing, owing to a number of problems
that, in my view, can no longer be addressed atghint, e.g. more and more manifest delays between
the time the article is written and its actual pedtion, that is preceded by a number of pre-pramd
different pre-publication versions that make pajpmmrnals an inadequate updating instrument for
scientists. In addition, there has been a genarad, sometimes excessive, increase in costs and,
correspondingly, cuts in funds available for litearto purchase journals, that has led to an evane m
harmful vicious circle. Finally, paper journals Witably imply a storage problem, given the incraegsi
high number of publications libraries have to avehiHence the birth of on-line electronic journals,
apparently a necessary and appropriate solutionntiiagt be harnessed and guided towards its most
useful evolution for the benefit of scientific comnication and research itself.

In this scenario the crucial issue of the free ssde scientific information stands out more andeno
conspicuously. Even though, in principle, basicestific information should be available to all
interested readers, or at least to the entire Stieoommunity, this is, in actual fact, blatanthpt so.
Think, for instance, of wide stretches of the stifencommunity in developing countries. And if ¢hi
difficulty in accessing scientific publications wadready an issue for paper journals, it does not
automatically disappear with electronic journals;tbe contrary, it exists in another insidious fothe
digital divide. On the one hand, the digitalisatmminformation and the world-wide web have allowed
for a revolutionary spreading of scientific infortima, but on the other hand we should be careftitmo
overlook the new issues together with the old ailidoending ones.

Another crucial point to be raised is that in thestpfew years we have witnessed attempts to take
over/usurp and privatise the results of the mosaaded research, with a consequent attempt to abnce
them. For instance, what has happened in the cag®p the human genome. A possible and interesting
response is apparently being provided by the idedsnd the open source movement, open access
archives or, at a different level, the onset o&femcyclopaedias, such as the popular Wikipediag Th
article is not the appropriate place for dealintgpgively with such complicated issues, but evethn
relation between collective information and theisture of scientific information, there are a numbe
problems that cannot be disregarded. The integgstiticle by Jarom Lanier (2006), Digital Maoisne th
Hazard of the new On line collectivisniifitp://www.edge.org/3rd _culture/lanierO6/lanierBlex.htm|
is one such useful example.

Finally, the other side of scientific publishing @ is presented here, is the one of the textimdpa
with popularisation, and this is a central issuesg@ience communication, given the now evident
importance of scientific information within societgince scientific culture is central within cukun a
broader sense, the publication of a work of scigrapularisation becomes a highly significant angimo
necessary cultural offer. In the scenario of thet few years — that have witnessed a general réenlu
in publishing triggered by the digital revolutiondathe arrival of the Internet and of the world-eideb
— books have to redefine their function as an imsént of knowledge and should take on new and
different roles. In this context, scientific boo&squire the fundamental role of an instrument Far t
dissemination of information and in-depth analysigeting a growing demand outside and inside the
scientific community. Indeed, in a context markeg & progressive specialisation of scientific
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disciplines, popularisation literature becomes mt$sefor scientists themselves, as they seek mag
in areas that they are unfamiliar with.

As a consequence, we are witnessing an evolutigeiantific publishing that needs to be understood
and guided to the best achievable result becalikepgh its role is can be redefined, it is a deeisind
central element in the communication of cultureghtat specialised and at popularisation levels.

Trandated by Massimo Caregnato
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