The Washington Times

www.washingtontimes.com
Open Access or Costly Duplication?

October, 3, 2005

Let's just cut to the chase on the National Institute of Health's policy on open access. Unhappily, Peter Suber muddles the argument in his rebuttal ("The NIH open access plan," Letters, Sept. 23) to the potential harm of NIH policy. He writes that "the NIH policy is about archiving, not publishing," then states its primary purpose is "to bring peer-reviewed medical research to professional researchers whose institutions can no longer afford access to the full range of journals" -- that sounds a lot like publishing to me. It implies that the NIH is stepping in to take over what private enterprise has bungled.

I can see where Mr. Suber is confused. I, too, have had trouble figuring out what the real objectives of the NIH policy are, since the stated objectives of the policy have varied wildly over the past year, depending on who said them and where they were said. The "official" objective at nih.gov is "creation of a stable archive... of vital, peer-reviewed research publications resulting from NIH-funded researchfindings...." Nonetheless, NIH officials have publicly said that the goals of the policy are: 1) to create avenues for NIH-funded authors to make work available independent of particular publication; 2) to provide high-quality medical information for Internet-savvy public; and 3) to enable end-to-end electronic management of NIH grant process and better portfolio analysis.

First, if the NIH believes that this will provide the public with easier access to meaningful medical information, it's wrong. The public will continue to use the Web sites like www.Medicinenet.com and www.WebMD.com to get information about their health. They will not log onto the NIH site to sift through unedited manuscripts that are predominantly about basic research.

Second, if the NIH wants to become a free alternative to scientific publishers because, as Mr. Suber states, 'knowledge is non-rivalrous" and "can be shared by everyone," then, at best, the effort will be duplicative. At worst, it will fail in practical terms because publishers provide infinitely more content. Worse yet, if the NIH continues to take publishers' content and make it free without recompense to the publisher, the NIH is dangerously close to violating U.S. copyright law.

The last objective -- archiving and managing NIH-funded research -- that, the NIH can accomplish.

But do not forget, the federal government will use taxpayers' money to do all of this. 
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