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•	 Since HSS disciplines receive only a small percentage of RCUK 
funds, HEFCE’s policy on the admissibility of work for future 
REFs will be the most important determining factor.

•	 Other countries do not have RAE/REF equivalents to drive them 
down the Gold route; hence they are more likely to stay with 
Green and with longer embargo periods.

•	 Some leading international journals, particularly in the 
Humanities, have set their face against Gold OA and the 
introduction of APCs.

•	 UK scholars in HSS thus face a dilemma. If they publish in non-
compliant international journals their work risks being ineligible 
for future REFs; if they don’t publish in these venues they risk 
falling off the international pace.

•	 A particularly intense variant of this dilemma threatens those 
whose professional community does not operate in English.

•	 Future REF criteria will need to reflect these discipline-specific 
circumstances.

I strongly share the desire for open access as an aspiration for the future 
availability of research; who wouldn’t? But I am very concerned about its 
practicalities, and about the unintended dangers which imposing some 
forms of open access on the academic community will have on the research 
landscape as a whole. There are many concerns, all of which I cannot deal 
with here. In this article I will concentrate on the effect current proposals in 
the UK risk having on the standing of the country’s research in the world, 
particularly in Humanities and Social Science. 

The UK government and Research Councils UK (RCUK) have taken quite 
a gamble, in fact two: that the growing worldwide interest in open access 
will end up with a system of procedures which will privilege Gold open 
access and not Green; and that this will, in its turn, encourage (or force) 
journals outside the UK to become compliant with UK policies. At the 
time of writing (March 2013), neither of these bets seem at all likely to pay 
off; we will come to the latter in due course, but, as far as the former is 
concerned, European research funders, and not only they, are for the most 
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part indicating that Green open access is their major interest.1 What follows 
from this? I will come back to this crucial question after I have set out some 
basic elements in the current picture, ones well known to those who have 
followed the debate, but not necessarily to all readers.

Humanities and Social Science (HSS) do not, in fact, derive most of 
their funding from RCUK. The total budget of the Economic and Social 
Research Council and Arts and Humanities Research Council (AHRC) 
combined is only 10% of Research Council funding; and HSS academics 
are, taken together, some 50% of all academics.2 The Research Councils 
plan to set aside enough money for Gold open access, but these figures 
mean that their funding for it is going to be fairly restricted for most HSS 
disciplines; which will almost certainly mean that Gold open access as a 
whole will have a relatively restricted role in this half of the sector, and 
that Green will be much more important. The impact of research council 
rules as a whole on research and publishing strategies is also relatively 
limited for HSS, for the same reasons; instead, the great bulk of HSS 
funding comes through QR, the government research budget which is 
distributed according to RAE3 scores, and, in future, REF4 scores. What 
the Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE) and its 
sister councils in Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland5 decide will be 
the rules for submission to REF2020 therefore matter much more for 
HSS academics than do the views of RCUK. Research Council rules, in 
fact, matter above all in that it is unlikely, on the present showing, that 
HEFCE’s eventual position on requiring open access for journal articles 
submitted to future REFs will be very different from RCUK’s. Both 
HEFCE and RCUK are currently consulting on this matter: HEFCE in a 
more open and identifiable way, with a wide-ranging proposal, interesting 
in that it does not appear to have all the answers already decided, out for 
consultation since 25 February 2013;6 the research councils in a rather less 
clear manner. HEFCE’s policies are liable to change quite substantially 
across 2013, depending on this consultation; RCUK, for their part, have 
committed themselves to a wide-ranging review at the end of 2014. My 
reactions are therefore provisional, and are restricted to what are currently 
the proposals of the main public funders.
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Currently, the view of the research councils is that Gold open access is 
definitely their preferred model, but they recognise that funding constraints 
make it currently impossible to pay for the article processing charges 
(APCs) necessary to fund full and instant open access. Green open access, 
by contrast, involves free access to articles published in journals after an 
embargo period with no need to pay APCs; how long this embargo period 
will be allowed to be is thus of intense interest, for HSS in particular – but, 
actually, for Natural Science and Medicine too. RCUK intends to make 
this embargo period 12 months (6 months for the STEM7 subjects), coming 
down to 6 in the end for all subjects, but, as they have now made clear, only 
in the future. For the moment, for a period of five years, 24 months will be 
acceptable (12 months for STEM – except Biomedicine, where 6 months is 
established now), as long as the journal in question offers Gold open access 
to anyone who can pay APCs for it. Some disciplines may well be able to 
argue for longer than 24 months, although it is not yet clear how they will 
argue this and to whom. HEFCE have indicated that they are minded to 
follow this pattern, and it is also the pattern favoured by the Minister for 
Universities and Science, David Willetts MP.8 

There has been quite a swirl of politics around this set of proposals in 
recent months, which is by now of mostly historical interest. It is, however, 
important to recognise that RCUK came to this position only after having 
forcefully advocated shorter embargo periods, which are still favoured 
by many people in that body; what happens after the five-year ‘journey’ 
remains to be seen. The problem with embargo periods shorter than 24 
months for HSS is that most journals, including most journals published by 
learned societies, would not be able to sustain anything resembling their 
current business models, and would risk rapid failure.9 That is not the focus 
of this paper, so I will not develop it further; but it is important to stress that 
a 12-month embargo period is very widely feared by the sector, whereas a 
24-month period is regarded by many (although not by any means all) HSS 
disciplines as acceptable on a long-term basis.10 RCUK and government, 
too, accept that a 12-month embargo period is very dangerous for journals, 
but believe that the solution is Gold open access funded by APCs, which 
would give back money to journals; whether or not that is true, it is beside 
the point for HSS journals if very few Gold articles appear in them.
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One other caveat is necessary to add here: current proposals only concern 
journal articles. Although the prospect of open access for books and essay 
collections is frequently canvassed with enthusiasm, no sustainable moves 
in that direction are likely for the immediate future, and certainly not in 
the next REF cycle, up to 2020. Most Humanities disciplines publish less 
than 40% of their work in journal-article form; most Social Sciences publish 
less than 70% in journals.11 The impact of this whole debate is therefore 
incomplete in HSS, especially in most Humanities disciplines. But this 
does not mean that it is unimportant, by any means. How we come to 
agreement about open access journal publishing is very likely to be a 
template for future rules around all publishing, however hard this may be 
in practice to achieve, as Nigel Vincent discusses in his own essay.

Many non-UK funding bodies, led by the European Commission and the 
US government, have recently advocated, and sometimes demanded, 
the restricted 12-month (for HSS) embargo period now temporarily 
abandoned by RCUK.12 This is certainly very worrying in itself, for 
journals would not be then sustainable in most areas, a concern shared by 
everyone in the UK, including, as already noted, government and RCUK. 
Whether this short embargo period ends up set in stone remains to be 
seen, however; a significant straw in the wind is the unease expressed 
by the French Minister of Higher Education, Geneviève Fioraso, about 
it in February of this year.13 But if countries do fall into line behind the 
European Research Council (ERC) here, the effect on international journals 
will not be at all the same as the UK rules will have inside the UK. 

HSS abroad is no more often dependent on research grants than it is in 
the UK; for example, only a little over 1% of the money from the ERC’s/
European Science Foundation’s current FP7 research programme has 
gone to HSS projects since it began.14 So the main way in which the ERC 
rules would affect standard HSS research practices, and standard journal 
publication, would be if research valuation projects equivalent to the 
RAE/REF became major funding drivers in other countries, and if these 
valuation projects adopted the rules for open access proposed by the ERC 
as a requirement for submission to them. No such trend is remotely visible. 
The USA has no such valuation project (indeed, it would be inconceivable 
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in a country dominated by private and state-funded – i.e. not federal – 
higher education institutions). France has recently closed its evaluation 
agency for a rethink, and anyway did not use it as a vehicle for funding. In 
Germany, the valuation project currently under way is explicitly one which 
does not have funding attached.15 In Italy, the valuation project under 
way, which does have funding implications, favours publication in high-
ranking journals, which, however these are determined – the decision-
making process has been controversial – will do nothing to force such 
journals to comply with open access procedures.16 So, overall, the major 
force which might move HSS journals in other countries in an open access 
direction is the rules of project-orientated research funders, who fund very 
little HSS research.

Non-UK HSS journals, therefore, not surprisingly, have been slow to adopt 
open access guidelines; and, when they do, they have certainly been slow 
to adopt the open access guidelines of a different country from their own. 
The research to determine exactly which HSS journals have adopted (or 
plan to adopt) which guidelines, across all disciplines, has not been done 
yet – it is vitally necessary, but will be arduous – but the information on the 
SHERPA/RoMEO website (www.sherpa.ac.uk/romeo), which collects this 
data, although in a different format and often in out-of-date forms, shows 
very little take-up of short embargo periods (and virtually no take-up of 
Gold open access) in France or Italy. Germany shows more interest in open 
access, but there, too, not across the board.17 Some major journals – I here 
choose as examples History journals, which I know best – most publicly 
the American Historical Review, have formally set their face against Gold 
APCs. Among others, Annales: Histoire, Sciences Sociales has no Gold, and a 
long Green embargo period (four years in this case) which is far from any 
research funder’s demands, and does not intend to get anywhere near 24 
months. For Historische Zeitschrift the embargo period is actually eleven 
years, and, although that is longer than for many German History journals, 
for almost none is it less than three.18 Gold open access indeed has little 
resonance in most countries (although some German publishers do offer 
it19), and it is, indeed, not easy to see why it would have if the only research 
funder which favoured it and was prepared to put substantial money 
behind it was in one country, the UK – which, although punching well 
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above its weight, which is 4% of the world research population, still only 
publishes some 6% of journal articles, leaving 94% to follow whichever 
rules they (or their host countries) choose. UK journals are likely all to offer 
Gold as an option, which will allow them to have 24-month (or sometimes 
perhaps longer) embargo periods for Green open access, but non-UK 
journals which do not offer Gold may turn out not to be ‘compliant’ if they 
do not have a 12-month embargo, which not many do. This will change; 
publishers may well extend to HSS the journal strategies which they will 
develop for STEM journals, where ERC rules matter more – where they can, 
at least; learned societies will resist this abroad as much as they do at home. 
But, to repeat, there is no reason to think it will change quickly, and still 
less completely. And, it is necessary to add, if journals do move, they are 
by no means necessarily going to offer other more detailed elements of the 
new UK rules, such as the need to house articles in institutional repositories 
(rather than the author’s personal website), and generous CC-BY licences 
for reproducing and refashioning the work of others.

A problem thus appears. UK academics will be faced with a situation in 
which UK journals are ‘compliant’ with RCUK (and, probably, HEFCE) 
rules, but very many non-UK journals will not be. What happens then? The 
Research Councils and HEFCE have so far been resistant to the argument 
that there should just be a blanket exemption for non-UK publishing; 
they argue that no one would then publish in UK journals at all. (If this is 
their real belief, it does at least show a recognition of the unpopularity of 
these proposals.) But the alternative is far worse: it is that no UK scholar 
would be able to publish outside the UK, except, as it currently seems, 
in a restricted percentage of journals. This is the crux. There are plenty of 
countries in which scholars do not publish outside their borders; but they 
are not, any of them, major international players. (There are, however, very 
few countries where they are actually prevented from so doing; in fact, I 
have not found any.) The UK is a major international player; but if it cannot 
publish in the major international journals, it will soon cease to be. The 
country will have shot itself in the foot.

I am of course aware of the argument (expressed, among many other 
places, elsewhere in this collection) that open access is of such obvious 
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benefit that, if journals do not adopt it, so much the worse for them. No 
one needs to publish in a prestigious journal (or in any peer-reviewed 
form at all), as long as they publish; also, if their article is fully available 
now, it will even increase their visibility, for the alternative would be to 
sit behind a paywall for 24 months. That last point does not actually fit 
my experience of googling; one has full visibility of the existence of the 
article, even if one cannot, at the moment, read it gratis outside a large 
academic institution. But the argument also does not take into account 
standard elements of academic sociology. For a start, there are many 
disciplines which rely on citation indices and impact factors; if one is 
publishing in a UK journal with a relatively low impact factor, one will 
simply be less visible. There are also disciplines with a very evident 
international pecking order. Political Science, for example, has a clear 
international hierarchy of journals, which hardly changes from country 
to country, at least in the English-speaking world.20 All but four of the 
top fifteen are US journals (the exceptions are three UK and one Europe-
wide journal); their open access policies are various, but only six accept 
Gold open access at present.21 If one were to maintain a strict view of 
RCUK policies, most of these journals would be simply ‘non-compliant’, 
and one would have to look elsewhere; but to abandon these signs of 
international excellence, whether or not they are good ones (I am not at 
all sold on them myself, speaking personally), requires either a lordly 
insouciance, typical of people who are at the top of their field and do not 
need them any more, or a hostility to hierarchies which one tends to find 
in far-left political groups; it is strange to find the Coalition government 
in either company.

The need to publish abroad is also not just because an academic wants to 
focus on the top US journal at all costs. Many disciplines in Humanities 
have large sectors which have to publish abroad – and often in foreign 
languages – to get any international attention at all. French literature can 
stand for all of the modern languages here; obviously, experts in it will 
do much of their publishing in French, in journals of record such as Revue 
d’histoire littéraire de la France, whose open access policy is a five-year 
embargo period.22 History, too, where some 37% of journal articles were 
published abroad in the current REF cycle23 (above all in the USA and, 
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not far behind, the EU), is very internationally divided.24 A historian of 
the USA is inevitably going to need to publish much of their work there; 
no one can risk one’s work not being found by other scholars in the same 
field because one is not publishing in the right country; that, however, 
is even truer of historians of Russia or Spain, whose colleagues in those 
countries also may not read English at all well, and so will not seek out 
the excellent articles (as they would need to be, to be accepted) in English 
Historical Review. Archaeology is equally divided; to use an example close 
to my own work, Archeologia medievale is the undisputed journal of record 
for medieval Italian archaeology; one could not be a player of any kind in 
the field if one could not publish there, and that would be the case whether 
or not one’s excavation was funded by the AHRC. Archeologia medievale’s 
current and planned access policy is entirely non-open access; its online 
copy, for all its back numbers, is only available for payment.25 

On good days, I cannot envision this blocking of an international presence 
actually happening. But it is there in current policies, and all players, 
academics and funders, need to be aware of the dangers, as they do not 
always seem to be. The issue has not, for example, been a prominent part 
of the arguments submitted to the House of Lords Science and Technology 
subcommittee or the House of Commons BIS Select Committee.26 It would 
be easily possible to think of ways around it. One could indeed have 
a blanket exclusion for non-UK journals from UK rules, which would 
certainly, at least, act as a recognition that in moving towards open access 
– as is widely recognised for other international issues such as climate 
change – one has to move internationally, or nothing happens at all. If, for 
example, most US academics continue to publish behind paywalls, the 
cause of open access will not be advanced, whether or not the UK has been 
an early adopter, a first mover. It would also be possible for the rules for 
deciding which journal to publish in to contain explicit statements that 
publishing abroad in a ‘non-compliant’ journal will often be appropriate 
to the discipline concerned, and that, if it is, then the rules will not have 
to be the same. REF2020 sub-panels (or their REF2014 forerunners) might, 
for example, be asked to make discipline-based decisions here. I commend 
these variants to government and the funding bodies. And, if they do not 
like them, I urge them to think of better ones. For something will have to 
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be done here: if the international standing of UK scholarship is not to be 
damaged, deeply and perhaps irreparably.
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