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released slowly over thousands of years, 
disturbing the seabed just adjacent to the 
seepage site. As for the tube-like struc-
tures are concerned, they are undoubted-
ly seep-related and cannot be equated to 
fossil remains, which are not expected in 
Neoproterozoic examples. 
 The late Neoproterozoic glaciation and 
associated carbonates have been generat-
ing a fresh controversy just when the 
earlier one is about to be settled. Now, 
the newly proposed ‘methane hydrate’ 
model opposing the ‘snowball earth’ 
model, which is quite popular among earth 
scientists, has kept alive the unending 
debate. The abundance of methane in 
early earth atmosphere, both volcano-
genic and biogenic, is well-documen-
ted21–23. Its role not only in cap carbonate 
genesis, but also as an effective green-
house gas in addition to CO2 to inhibit 
ocean-freeze, a vital requirement for the 
‘snowball earth’ model, seems to favour 
the methane–cap carbonate link. Unless 
more data from similar carbonates formed 
during younger-period ice ages become 
available, an answer to which one of 
these two routes is likely to have had a 
part in the genesis of cap carbonate, will 
have to wait. 
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COMMENTARY 

The future of scholarly publishing 

John Willinsky 

The academic journal has been the main-
stay of scholarly publishing for some 350 
years, with its current crop of articles 
bound and printed, issued periodically 
and serially, from weekly to annually. The 
journal’s print run will continue for some 
time, it seems certain, but just as cer-
tainly, the journal is moving on-line with 
a rapidity and thoroughness that suggest 
that this where its future lies, in a way 
that is not at all so apparent for  
the scholarly book or any book, for that 
matter. In the course of the World Wide 
Web’s first decade, at the close of the 

twentieth century, it has been estimated 
that some 75% of academic journals are 
offering some form of on-line access 
with more than a 1000 peer-reviewed 
journals publishing only on-line. This 
immediate, hyperlinked, multimedia envi-
ronment appears to serve the journal 
well. 
 Although much of this shift in publish-
ing mediums amounts to old-wine-in-new-
bottles, one radical variation has emer-
ged in the economics of this knowledge. 
While most journals simply stayed with 
their subscription model in the great on-

line migration of the 1990s, many expe-
rimented with free on-line access on first 
going electronic. That utopian moment 
soon passed, and on-line editions were 
restricted to subscribers, and prices rose 
for print-plus-on-line-access subscriptions, 
while revenue innovations, such as pay-
per-view and site licensing were intro-
duced. 
 Yet, from the beginning of the Inter-
net, many of those involved in scholarly 
publishing – and which researcher or 
faculty member is not in some way –
could not help but notice the ease with 
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which a document could be posted to the 
web, where it was immediately and freely 
available to everyone one might hope to 
reach. The web in those early, heady days 
was everywhere about free access and 
open exchanges of information. It was a 
small step from observing the ease with 
which items are posted to the web to the 
idea that perhaps the academic journal –
even with its editorial overlay of peer-
review and standardized formats – could 
dispel with subscriptions, and make itself 
immediately and freely open to all read-
ers with access to this new medium. Al-
ternatively, authors could deposit work, 
published in journals only available to 
subscribers, in open access and indexed 
eprint archives. 
 Open access appears to be the perfect 
counter-measure to the ongoing serial 
crisis of increasing subscription prices 
and journal proliferation, which erodes 
the access of research libraries around 
the world to the available scholarly lite-
rature. With print production and distri-
bution costs eliminated for the on-line 
edition, it was possible to make the jour-
nal free to read. This form of open-
access publishing has enabled journal 
editors to better serve their authors by 
increasing readership and citation rates, as 
well as reducing the digital divide in 
information access. 
 Now, for all that the Internet promises 
to do for scholarship, I would hold that 
open-access publishing possesses the radi-
cal potential to change the nature of this 
work. I do not see open-access offering 
some idealistic form of universal access 
to knowledge, but as part of a historical 
development, in which innovations both 
technical and social have expanded the 
range of intellectual participation in re-
search and scholarship. Open-access 
could well prove to be another step, fol-
lowing on all that the printing press and 
penny post, public libraries and schools 
have done to improve the democratic 
circulation of knowledge, and all that 
this increased access has done for the 

state of that knowledge. On-line publish-
ing can clearly provide faster research 
and more of it, but it could offer far more 
than this, if researchers, editors, scho-
larly associations and librarians work to-
gether to develop more open models of 
access to knowledge. 
 In my recent visit to Bangalore and 
Chennai, I was deeply impressed by the 
open access initiatives already under way. 
To name just a few, the Indian Academy 
of Sciences, Bangalore has made the on-
line editions of its journals free to read. 
T. B. Rajashekar, National Centre for 
Science Information, has established an 
open-access eprint archive at the Indian 
Institute of Science, Bangalore that en-
ables faculty there to easily post copies 
of their papers for others to read. Sudha 
S. Murthy, National Tuberculosis Insti-
tute, Bangalore is providing open access 
to the institute’s journal, as well as pro-
viding a free article service for its pro-
gramme workers in the field. India is 
clearly in a position to lead by example 
and vision in the development of this 
greater global knowledge exchange. 
 Now the research that I have been do-
ing through the Public Knowledge Pro-
ject at the University of British Columbia 
in Canada has been focused on mustering 
the legal, economic, technical, social, 
career arguments for creating open-access 
journals, archives and other scholarly re-
sources (see http://pkp.ubc.ca). In my 
work, I have tried to establish how cur-
rent copyright practices in scholarly pub-
lishing work against the best financial 
and altruistic interests of authors, whose 
principal goal, after all, is to increase the 
circulation and growth of knowledge. I 
have worked with the financial records 
of scholarly associations in an effort to 
demonstrate how traditional forms of 
print publishing and selling membership 
subscriptions are no longer financially 
viable, and that new ways need to be 
developed to serve members better in an 
age of potentially extended electronic 
readership that could improve the public 

presence of the discipline. I have also 
explored the democratic dimensions of 
making knowledge that has been publicly 
funded as a public good, freely available 
to students, amateurs, policy-makers, and 
the public, as part of a basic right to 
know in an age of increasing democratic 
accountability. 
 And finally, a team of students and I 
have built both journal and conference 
software systems that manage on-line 
peer-reviewing, editing, indexing and 
publishing, while helping to reduce the 
costs and technical skills involved. Open 
Journal Systems and Open Conference 
Systems are open-source, free to down-
load, and are designed to improve the 
quality of knowledge that is published by 
providing not only well-indexed and 
open-access to research, but as well to a 
study data, related studies, background 
sources, forums and other materials in a 
way that will allow both experienced and 
novice readers of research to interpret 
and position the study in hand. 
 Open-access publishing, then, is not 
just about budgetary concerns or obtain-
ing a wider readership. It could yet prove 
a critical turning point for the place and 
role of research in the world, placing this 
digital transformation on par with the 
very introduction of the scholarly journal 
way back in 1665, which turned the pri-
vate correspondence of scientifically in-
clined gentlemen into a form of public 
inquiry. Open-access publishing is one 
means of advancing the circulation, verifi-
cation and utilization of knowledge. In 
support of a more open future for schol-
arly publishing, I continue to seek inter-
ested faculty, students and librarians  
to collaborate with, in realizing such a 
future. 
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