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Universities in the UK and overseas are seeking advice 

from University College London on setting up open-

access journals, the institution has revealed after 

announcing the launch of its own open-access platform.

UCL announced its plans earlier this month, against 

a background of conflict over the cost of subscriptions 

between major science publishers and academics in 

countries including Germany, South Korea and Austria. 

David Price, UCL’s vice-provost for research, said 

the plans were “a pivotal point in the world of aca-

demic publishing”, adding: “We are breaking with the 

traditional model and opening it up for the good of 

academia and society.”

Universities in the UK, the European Union and the 

Pacific Rim are now consulting UCL about changing their 

own publishing models, Paul Ayris, UCL’s vice-provost 

for library services, told Research Fortnight. Ayris did 

not say which UK universities have sought advice, but 

said those overseas included the University of Helsinki. 

“These approaches are the first signs of a wider cul-

tural change in universities,” he said. “Universities 

could, for example, invest in their own publishing 

infrastructure. They can also buy in publishing ser-

vices from third parties, such as UCL Press. This is a 

trend that will only grow in the coming years.”

UCL is not alone in bringing its publishing in-house. 

The Wellcome Trust launched its open-access platform 

in 2016, while the European Commission and the Bill 

and Melinda Gates Foundation have both announced 

plans to set up their own open-access journals.

But as more and more universities look to start their 

own open-access initiatives, some researchers are 

voicing concerns that these publications will struggle 

to match the prestige of established journals. 

UCL academics will not have to pay to publish in the 

in-house journal, which is expected to launch at the end 

of 2018. And once it is live, Price said UCL would look to 

stop paying article processing charges—fees levied by 

some journals to publish open-access articles.

But as governments and funders are increasingly 

demanding publicly funded research to be open 

access, this means UCL researchers would still have to 

pay fees—which run to thousands of pounds—if they 

wish to publish in leading journals.

Article processing charges are controversial because 

some ‘hybrid’ journals collect both open-access fees 

from authors and subscription fees from libraries—

leading some to say they are effectively charging twice 

for the same content.

The fees are also “a waste of money”, said Candice 

Morey, a psychology researcher at Cardiff University, 

because they can cover a journal’s lost profit from 

making articles open access.

But Morey warns that putting pressure on research-

ers to publish in existing open-access journals could 

backfire. For the majority of academics, publishing in 

top-tier journals such as Nature and Cell is an opportu-

nity that cannot be missed, she said. Such papers are  

seen as a route to bigger grants and better jobs.

“What the open-access industry needs is some of 

the prestige that the traditional publishers provide,” 

said Morey, adding that universities such as UCL could 

be some of the best-placed organisations to provide it.

Rachael Ainsworth, a researcher at the Jodrell 

Bank Centre for Astrophysics at the University of 

Manchester, said: “The current high costs of open 

access in the scholarly publishing market is unsus-

tainable. I would absolutely agree that top universities 

such as UCL are the best actors to shift the culture.”

The developments signal that universities and some 

funders are starting to diverge from government pol-

icy on open-access publishing. Since 2013, Research 

Councils UK has provided a block grant intended to 

cover article processing charges. 

The reasoning behind the policy 

was to encourage major publishers 

to flip to open-access models, but 

this “hasn’t worked”, said Ayris. UK 

use of hybrid journals is twice the 

world average, a 2015 study from 

the Universities UK Open-Access 

Coordination Group found.
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