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What is SPARC?

SPARC is a worldwide alliance of libraries and library organizations.  It is part of a growing
international movement that aspires to transform the world of scholarly communication.
SPARC’s ultimate goal is to create a better, faster, and less expensive system of research
communication.  We propose to lower the cost of information access by encouraging competition
in the scholarly communications market and by introducing new technological solutions to
scientific journal publishing.

We believe that these goals are possible because knowledge is not merely a commodity.
Knowledge rightly belongs to human society generally and, more specifically, to the people who
create it.  If the men and women who create new scholarship and research decide to change
scholarly communication, then no power on earth can stop this change from taking place.

The membership of SPARC now includes 178 research libraries, college libraries, and research
institutions.  Most of the member institutions are in North America, but SPARC also includes a
few members in the U.K., Europe and Asia.  In addition, library organizations in North America,
the U.K. and Ireland, Europe, and Australia are affiliated with SPARC and work with us to
increase support for our common goals overseas.

“SPARC” is an acronym that stands for the Scholarly Publishing and Academic Resources
Coalition.  The arrangement of letters is, of course, intended to result in the same pronunciation
as the English word “spark”—a small flash of fire that may be insignificant, but, in the right
circumstances, may set off a much more profound and dramatic chain of events.

The name is quite appropriate.  It acknowledges the reality that SPARC may fail because it is
simply too small to influence the global information economy.  On the other hand, if SPARC
succeeds in convincing others to combine their efforts with ours, then great things are indeed
possible.  One thing is certain, SPARC cannot hope to change scholarly communication without
the participation of the wider research community.

I want to emphasize at the outset that we librarians—the founders of the SPARC movement—
have great respect for publishers and the value that they add to knowledge.  Most publishers,
including for-profit publishers, continue to offer excellent information products that are sold at
reasonable prices.

However, we cannot ignore the fact that some commercial publishers have broken faith with the
values of the research enterprise.  They have not done so because they are evil, but because the
reason for their existence is to maximize profits.  SPARC aspires to change scholarly publishing,
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not because commercial publishers are bad, but because the commercialized system is
malfunctioning.  It is too slow and much too expensive.  Publishers are restricting the flow of
new knowledge by imposing an unreasonable cost burden on information consumers and by
unnecessarily restricting reuse of knowledge for research and teaching.  The time is now ripe to
introduce alternative publishing models that are designed by scholars and scientists for the
benefit of scholarship and science.

The Need for Change

Many research institutions can no longer afford to buy the information resources that are created
by their own scholars and scientists.  This trend has been documented in data collected by the
Association of Research Libraries (North America).

During this same time period, the information industry has consolidated through a series of
mergers and acquisitions.  Small publishers have been acquired by large publishers.  Large
publishers have merged to form gigantic publishers.  The consolidated market has resulted in less
competition and increased subscription costs, even as publishers' production and distribution
costs have decreased.1

The largest publishing conglomerates can rightly be described as “empires.”  They control vast
holdings of information resources.  In some instances they own near-monopolies of information
in specific subject disciplines.  Their activities transcend national boundaries and they exert

                                                       

1The Impact of Publisher Mergers on Journal Prices by Mark J. McCabe
http://www.arl.org/newsltr/207/jrnlprices.html
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Association of Research Libraries

n Consolidation of the
publishing industry

n Growing gap
between journal price
& ability to pay

n Increasing supply &
demand for content

n Aggressive moves to
change copyright law

 Cost Trends (1986-98)
n Serials

Unit cost               +175%

Expenditure +152%

Titles purchased -7%

n Monographs

Unit cost               +66%

Expenditure +33%

Titles purchased -25%

n Consumer Price Index +49%
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powerful influence in shaping international copyright law.  And, they are cash-rich and
continually adding to their holdings through acquisition.

The consolidation of the information industry is affecting the market for all types of
information—books, databases, and journals.  However, it is the so-called “journals crisis” that is
the greatest cause for concern in the research community.  Most people—including members of
the research community—are entirely unaware of how expensive commercial journals have
become.  Faculty members are often shocked when confronted with the prices of the most
expensive scientific journals.

The cost of an annual subscription is only one of the ways of looking at the cost of journals.  It is
also possible to measure the cost of a journal by calculating the cost per page.  Or, one can
measure the journal's cost-per-use by dividing the number of observable uses into the annual
subscription price.  Here are some sample data compiled by the University of Wisconsin at
Madison libraries:
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Journal Subscription Costs

Journal Title Publisher  1999 Cost    

Nuclear Physics A + B Elsevier $18,042
Brain Research Elsevier $15,203
Jour. of Comparative Neurology Wiley $13,900
Nuclear Instr. & Methods A + B Elsevier $13,671
Surface Science Package Plan Elsevier $13,227
Jour. of Applied Polymer Sci. Wiley $10,595
Biochimica et Biophysica Acta Elsevier $10,569
Chemical Physics Letters Elsevier $  8,368
Mutation Research Elsevier $  7,787
Thin Solid Films Elsevier $  7,742
Journal of Crystal Growth Elsevier $  7,545
Euro. Jour. of Pharmacology Elsevier $  6,876
J. of Electroanalytical Chem. Elsevier $  6,871
Hydrobiologia Kluwer $  6,500
Gene Elsevier $  6,487

University of Wisconsin-Madison
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Not all journals are expensive.  Most professional societies produce relatively low cost journals.
They are inexpensive in terms of subscription price, cost-per-page, and cost-per-use.

Commercial journals, on average, are about four times as expensive as journals produced by non-
profit publishers.  In fact, there is an amazing difference in cost between the most expensive
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High Cost per Use

Journal Title Publisher 98/99 Cost/Use

Int. Review of Hydrology Wiley $788.00
Medical Mycology Blackwell $742.50
European Physical Journal D Springer $584.33
Composite Structures Elsevier $449.00
Integral Equations and Birkhäuser $304.67
      Operator Theory
Journal of Risk Research Routledge $303.37
Advances in Heat Transfer Academic $274.86
Physics A Elsevier $221.29
Mathematische Nachrichten Wiley $219.80
Thermal Conductivity Plenum $217.74
Prog. In Solid State Chemistry Elsevier $143.75
Nuclear Engineering and Design Elsevier $131.16

University of Wisconsin-Madison
http://www.wisc.edu/wendt/journals/costben.html
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Low Cost per Use

Journal Title Publisher 98/99 Cost/Use

Journal of Dairy Science Am. Dairy Sci. Assc. $0.14
J. of Am. Veterinary Med. Assc. Am. Vet. Med. Assc. $0.16
Chemical Engineering McGraw-Hill $0.17
Journal of Chemical Education Am. Chemical Society $0.25
Landscape Architecture Am. Soc. Land Arch. $0.38
Conservation Biology Blackwell Science $0.43
Technometrics Am. Statistical Assc. $0.44
Applied Environ. Microbiology Am. Soc. Microbiology $0.50
Ecology Ecological Soc. Am. $0.55
Organic Syntheses Wiley $0.69
Nature Macmillan $0.92
Geology Geological Soc. Am. $0.99

University of Wisconsin-Madison
http://www.wisc.edu/wendt/journals/costben.html
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commercial journals and least expensive non-profit journals.  Commercial journals can be as
much as forty times more expensive in cost-per-page (than society-published journals) and
hundreds of times more expensive when measured in terms of cost-per-use.

Is Radical Change in Scholarly Publishing Possible?

Research libraries have not passively accepted the commercialization of scientific and medical
information.  Librarians have used many strategies to bring escalating costs under control.  They
have cancelled subscriptions, improved interlibrary loan services and, most importantly, joined
together in consortiums to negotiate licenses that provide information access for groups of
institutions.  As you know, European research institutions are negotiating national licenses with
some major publishers.

These strategies have been successful in mitigating short-term costs, but the underlying problem
will continue to be with us, especially if commercial publishers are able to use large national
licenses to discourage competition from new publishing alternatives.  The long-term effect of
national licensing may be damaging to the cause of reform in scholarly communication.  Once
individual journal subscriptions are replaced with a single comprehensive license for all the
articles in an essential database, research institutions will find it even more difficult to say no to
price increases.

We are now in a crucial time period—to use an English idiom, a “turning point”—during which
collective action by the scholarly community can have a great influence.  Commercial journals
have undermined their position in the marketplace by placing too high a price on their products.
For example, most expensive journals have fewer than 500 institutional subscribers and almost
no individual subscribers.  By making their journals too expensive, commercial publishers have
given new competing electronic journals the opportunity to communicate with a global research
community at affordable costs.  Brendan Wyly, in an excellent paper entitled "Competition in
Scholarly Publishing? What Publisher Profits Reveal,” cites this as the most troubling
consequence of commercial control of published knowledge:

“The worst disservice to the research community by the current system of
commercial scholarly publishing is that it dooms scholarly research to reach a
shrinking audience as commercial publishers profit from the artificial scarcity
enforced by high prices.”2

SPARC’s answer to the question “Is radical reform of scholarly communication possible?” is
“Yes!”  Such a transformation is possible because we believe that information consumers,
especially young consumers, will welcome alternatives to commercial journals.  The availability
of the Internet and other new publishing technologies has lowered the cost of entering the
marketplace.  And, most importantly, more authors and editors have become dissatisfied with the
old system of research publication.

                                                       

2 Competition in Scholarly Publishing? What Publisher Profits Reveal by Brendan J. Wyly, Cornell University
(ARL Report 200, October, 1998). http://www.arl.org/newsltr/200/wyly.html
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SPARC Support for Competing Alternatives

 In 1994, a task force report of the Association of American Universities called for academe to
“introduce more competition and cost-based pricing into the marketplace for STI by encouraging
a mix of commercial and not-for-profit organizations to engage in electronic publication of the
results of scientific research.”  Numerous other studies reached the same conclusion.  In 1998,
another “think tank” called the Pew Higher Education Roundtable recommended the use of
competition to create “a more coherent market.”
 
 SPARC arose from this context as a vehicle for collective action by a relatively small number of
librarians and publishers who were determined to try changing scholarly publishing, even at the
risk of failure. SPARC's decided to focus its resources on scientific, technical, and medical
(STM) information—where the average journal title is twice the cost of a social science title and
five times the cost of a humanities journal.
 
 We believe that the mere existence of SPARC has caused commercial publishers to begin to
exercise some restraint in their pricing practices.  As much as we welcome moderation in the
pricing of information, SPARC aims to be a catalyst for both incremental change—by offering
the market competition on a title by title basis—and for radical change of the communication
process made possible by electronic technologies.
 
 SPARC Partnerships
 
 SPARC creates collaborations among the various stakeholders in the scholarly communications
process.  We have developed various types of partnership activities that may be thought of as
either offering the market alternatives to established titles or offering new models of scientific
communication.  To illustrate, I’ll describe some of the partnerships we’ve already established.
 
 The "SPARC Alternatives" program aims to offer the market direct alternatives to established
high-priced scientific and medical journals.  The very first SPARC Alternatives partnership was
the journal Organic Chemistry Letters published by the American Chemical Society (ACS).  It
is significant that the world’s largest scientific society was the first publisher to join with
SPARC.  Chemistry is an area where journal prices are especially high, and ACS is in a position
to make a real impact.
 
 Their commitment to offering three alternative journals over a three-year period is quite
significant.  ACS consistently delivers top journals at low unit prices, and they are among the
most heavily used science journals in most libraries.
 
 ACS’s relationships with well-respected chemists has been a key factor in the effort to win
articles and build prestige.  Organic Letters, is a good example of their ability to enlist key
support.  The editorial team includes three Nobel laureates and 21 Members of the National
Academy of Sciences.  Launched in June 1999, it has already published over 600 articles and is
attracting a prodigious volume of material on the best research in this field.  It will offer
subscribers and readers access to some 65-70 percent of the volume of material contained in a
commercially published competitor, at just one-quarter the institutional subscription price.
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 As ACS’s partner, SPARC is helping to sell subscriptions to the ACS alternative journals,
helping them to reach financial viability so scientists and libraries will have a choice.  Our efforts
have been well received in the market, and we are so encouraged that we have recently
announced the second SPARC-ACS collaboration, Crystal Growth and Design.

The SPARC experience with ACS has successfully demonstrated that an alternative journal can
deliver equal or higher quality and prestige at lower prices.

Evolutionary Ecology Research is another example of how our partnership program is working.
The force behind this venture is Dr. Michael Rosenzweig, a University of Arizona biologist.  In
the 1980s Rosenzweig founded and edited a journal that, without his consent, was bought and
sold several times by commercial concerns over a period of a dozen years.  During this period,
the journal’s price increased an average of almost 19% annually.

Rosenzweig and the editorial board decided to rebel.  In January 1999 they launched their own
independent journal.  They are offering it at little more than one-third the current subscription
price of the competing title.  In under a year, despite its lower price and comparable volume, it
has already reached break-even.  This achievement is due both to the rapid acceptance of
scientist-authors and to the subscriptions of SPARC member institutions.

When we announced our partnership with Evolutionary Ecology Research, the New York Times
described Rosenzweig as the “poster child of the movement.”  We certainly agree.  The story of
Evolutionary Ecology Research clearly demonstrates the power of scientists to shape the kind of
communication system that truly serves science.

New Communication Models

SPARC also encourages and supports projects that represent a paradigm shift in technology use
or introduce an innovative business model to meet the needs of researchers.  The goal of these
new ventures is to provide scientists with a credible, cost effective new outlet for their papers
and to ensure that researchers have a quality resource for access to new information.

Internet Journal of Chemistry is a good example a new communication model.  It is an
initiative of an independent group of chemists whose intent is to use the full capability of the
Internet as a publication medium.  An electronic-only, peer-reviewed journal, Internet Journal of
Chemistry intends to demonstrate that chemists can efficiently publish more information that can
be better understood and utilized using the Internet than by continuing to rely on paper.  It
utilizes technological processes that can lead to reduced publication costs and it has implemented
copyright ownership policies that facilitate unhindered communication of scientific research.

Another innovative venture SPARC is involved with is the New Journal of Physics (NJP), a
joint venture of the UK's Institute of Physics and the German Physical Society.  NJP is also a
peer-reviewed, all-electronic journal.  It is different from IJC in that it is at no charge to readers
via the Internet.  It has adopted a business model based upon an article charge paid by the
authors of papers once these are accepted for publication.  The overall aim of NJP is to publish
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outstanding research papers from across physics that merit the attention of all physicists. The
British and German physics societies have backed this new model because they recognize that
traditional subscription-based funding for journals is under pressure and they want to explore an
economic model that allows free access for researchers.  Collaboration with SPARC will help
bring New Journal of Physics the broad recognition it needs to succeed.

Scientific Communities

In thinking about how scientific information is consumed in the new digital environment, it is
safe to say that traditional usage patterns and brand loyalties are in flux.  Scientists may soon be
looking to their favorite Internet “portal” or “gateway” for information instead of a journal.
These new “online information communities” may become the primary resource where scientist
will go to find the information and services that they need.

The creation of online information communities may offer a promising strategy for addressing
inefficiencies in the current scientific communication process.  SPARC is eager to see that these
new resources are developed in a way that benefits researchers and information users, as well as
publishers.

That is why we are playing a leading role in development of BioOne—a non-profit aggregation
of biological, ecological and environmental sciences journals from small but leading scientific
societies that are members of the American Institute of Biological Sciences (AIBS).  We are
pursuing this in collaboration with AIBS, the University of Kansas, the Big 12 Plus Libraries
Consortium, and Allen Press. BioOne will be delivered via the Web, and we expect it to be
available in 2001.  It will offer a strategic alternative to commercial aggregations.

The journals we expect to offer in BioOne are some of the lowest cost, highest value titles in
their field.  But today most of them are available only in printed form.  For many AIBS societies,
the cost of creating electronic editions of the printed journals is simply too high for their limited
resources.  Through BioOne and with support from libraries, these small societies will have an
opportunity to make the jump into electronic dissemination.

The average annual print subscription price of self-published journals from AIBS member
societies is $165 each.  In contrast, the commercially published society titles in this field
typically are many times the cost of the titles that are self-published by societies.

The reality is that journals must be digital to survive in the future.  BioOne offers an avenue for
academe and societies to survive in an electronic age.  From the perspective of libraries, it is vital
that these publications not just stay alive, but play an expanded role in creating a more
competitive and cost-effective information marketplace.

SPARC’s Scientific Communities Grants

In October 1999, SPARC announced that it was giving a total of $519,000 to support three new
publishing ventures.  The awardees were chosen on the basis of an independent peer review that
evaluated compatibility with SPARC values; feasibility of the business model and plan; and
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likelihood of becoming financially self-sustaining.  At the a risk of being far too brief to do
justice to these exciting new enterprises, I will briefly describe to scope of each one:

Columbia Earthscape is a radically new kind of electronic information product developed by
Columbia University Press in New York City.  It will include reports of research projects and
conference proceedings as well as teaching materials for faculty.  It will also offer an online
magazine, Earth Affairs, designed to educate undergraduate students, the general public, and
policy-makers about current issues in earth interactions, domestic and international
environmental policy, and other related topics.

eScholarship is a new publishing service the California Digital Library (CDL) of the University
of California.  It will support scholar-led innovations in scholarly communication by providing
an infrastructure for experimentation.  The first part includes an “e-print” database system; the
second part includes a set of support services and community building activities for its use.

MIT CogNet is a new “Internet Gateway to the Cognitive and Brain Sciences” being developed
within MIT Press of the Massachusetts Institute of Technology.  As an electronic community for
the cognitive and brain sciences, CogNet will integrate a range of online utilities in a unique
customized workspace, delivering access to the very best, accurate, and most timely technical
information in contemporary cognitive and brain research.  The prototype is now available at
http://cognet.mit.edu.

We believe that these new publishing ventures will demonstrate that a better, faster, and less
expensive model of scholarly communication in the sciences is indeed possible.

A Renaissance—Not a Revolution

The true goal of SPARC is not to create a revolution in publishing, but, instead, to promote a
renaissance of values that have always been present in the international community of scholars
and scientists.  The great English lexicographer Samuel Johnson is often quoted as saying “no
one but a blockhead would write, except for money”—but he was wrong, even about himself.
Most scientists and scholars, including Johnson, have always written for a readership of their
peers in the hope that they might make an enduring contribution to knowledge and discovery.

These are ultimately the values of the European Enlightenment that have been a part of our
culture for a very long time.  We now have the prospect for creating a much more democratic
information system that is open to a worldwide community of scholars and researchers.  It is a
vision not unlike that of the early scholarly community that created the first scientific journals in
Europe in the 17th and 18th centuries.  Information technology has given us the tools to fulfill
this vision in a way that was never before possible.


