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Prior to the start of the millennium, scientific papers were
published largely as hard copy, usually by editors working
for particular organisation and societies, which either paid
to have them published by firms such as Academic Press
and Wiley, or more usually the journals were sent out
to subscribers (usually institutional libraries rather than
individuals) who paid for each one or for a “basket” of those
in a similar field. Most publishers did not see any particular
profit in providing this service for the scientific community.
But all this was soon to be quickly superseded by electronic
publishing, with almost no journals continuing to produce
only hardcopy, and increasingly fewer offering both
hardcopy and online versions, as had been the case with Cell
Biology International in the last few years, for which I was
Editor-in-Chief for 14 years before recently demitting office.

Around 2000-2001 when electronic online publishing
began in earnest, there was a rapidly growing demand for
publication, and the “author-pays” model took off. Authors
were charged for papers that were accepted for publication,
and the papers were immediately made accessible to readers
free of charge once online. Although the converse method
still remains available, ie the reader or the institution pays to
download the full paper (only the abstract being free), this
has become less and less common. Crucially, the author-
pays system means that publishers get paid up-front.

Taking an overview of the present situation, publication
costs are miniscule compared with the cost of hardcopy
journals published before the 21 century. Unlike authors
of novels and other publications, who sell their work or
receive royalties, scientists and other academics do not get
paid for their contribution to the literature; on the contrary,
they pay for the privilege. And the costs can be hefty, with
publishers charging thousands of pounds or euros per
accepted article. The scientific paper has become a cash-
cow, which is why there has been a burgeoning of new
journals. Many less reputable outfits have jumped on the
band-wagon - the predatory journals. Bealls list shows how
prolific these have become as the entries are coming close to
a thousand; see http://scholarlyoa.com/publishers/.

Now I come to the crux of this article, which concerns
my own experience as an independent editor. When these
changes in electronic publishing began, some publishers
created “core” journals edited by their own staff. However,
they also encouraged the creation of new journals that
would be independently edited. This meant that someone
not employed by the publisher would work hard to establish
ajournal, raise an impact factor and get a healthy submission
rate of good articles. Anyone who has attempted this
exercise will know how much time and effort is required
to succeed. In my own case, I created two new journals,
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both of which are now in good shape, viz. Theoretical
Biology and Medical Modelling (IF 0.95) and Cancer Cell
International (IF 2.77). The former has since had two
editors-in-chief, both highly competent experts who took
up their posts after invitation. Both journals are “owned” by
the same publisher, and the editor-in-chief receives a small
annual honorarium and a little of the article processing
charge (APC) paid by the authors of accepted papers. This
recompense, however, amounts to only about 10% of the
heavy charges levied by the publishers. During the last 10
years or so, the remuneration of editors per accepted article
has remained essentially unchanged, whereas the APC has
at least doubled, hardly fair on those who have to do the
most work, ie the editors, some - but not all - of whom will
be helped by paid assistants.

Independent editors need to be respected for the hard
work put into creating and running successful journals
while maintaining the high standards of research integrity.
The fewer manuscripts accepted by a journal, the smaller the
salary becomes. If weaker manuscripts start being accepted,
an independent editor’s income will increase but standards
will fall. This raises another issue regarding the treatment
of independent editors by publishers; the publishers are
there to make money, not primarily for the science or its
veracity. The more papers are published, the greater the
publisher’s profit. Pressure on independent editors to relax
their standards is therefore inevitable.

Independent editors have an agreement with a publisher
regarding the continuation of the journal annually. Since
the publishers “own” the journals, agreements can come to
a close by either party provided it is mutually understood
why this is being done; this should be through a process
which is fair and ethical. WAME (www.wame.org/), COPE
(www.publicationethics.org/) and other similar bodies in
several countries have set out regulations regarding the
way in which independent editors should be treated.' But
business is business, and independent editors can find
themselves out of a job. These regulations are not readily
enforceable, but when they are flouted, cases need to be
brought to the attention of everyone? especially to other
independent editors, who must be aware that their editorial
position and independence can be quite fragile.

In my case, not one of these regulations was taken into
consideration, and therefore there was no redress after I
was literally dumped by the publisher as the chief editor of
my journal. According to the WAME regulations, the main
issues that were ignored are as follows:

1. There was no negotiation before the termination

notice was sent.

2. All parties involved were not informed.

3. No clear reasons were given for terminating the
agreement.

4. Notice of termination should have come from the
senior management of the overall owning company,
based on information from both sides following prior
discussions (some major publishers having a small
committee dealing with such matters).
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There were two further concerns. First, the publisher’s
sub-editor, who had my journal in her portfolio, waded
in without my permission almost immediately after the
termination notice was sent, effectively pushing aside the
editorial role that my assistant and I had been operating
smoothly for nearly 15 years. Second, the publisher had
already decided who they wanted to take over, and this
person was not identified until well through the 6-month
termination period. No information was provided about
the new editor and his standing in the field of the cell
biology of cancer (necessary for a journal called Cancer
Cell International). Passing on an editorship usually
involves extended consultation between the editor and the
publishers, since it is essential that the journal is passed
on to trustworthy and competent persons with sufficient
experience of editing.

Independent editors must be made aware that under
present day publishing practices they can find themselves
out of office at short notice, as has been experienced
by others with little or no redress’. The case for legal
regulations in such circumstances has been well argued by
Matko Marusic*. Therefore it is particularly important that
a contract or “agreement” between an independent editor
and the publishing company (usually on an annual basis) is
carefully drawn up and renegotiated as necessary each year,
along with negotiations on an increase in remuneration
at least commensurate with any increase in APC by the
publisher. Second, the business considerations mentioned
above (particularly in the case of predatory journals) can
seriously compromise and undermine the integrity of
scientific publications. This problem needs to be recognised
before it gets much worse, and this is why WAME and other
editorial organisations have asked that instances such as
this are made public.

Finally, it seems odd that many independent editors, like
myself, can be and have been exploited in helping to fill the
coffers of wealthy publishing houses. We seem to act as the
“piggy-in-the-middle” that gets the raw deal. This raises
the question of who is truly important in the publishing of
scientific articles. Cannot independent editors provide the
scientific fraternity with a better service than having authors
spend a great deal of valuable funding to get their papers
published? Thanks to ever advancing IT, there are other
ways of going about this business that can greatly improve
the situation compared with the now “conventional” online
publication process.
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