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Web librarians in institutions with substantial commitment to research (particularly in the sciences) can expect to become involved (if they are not already) in discussions of institutional repositories, data curation, publishing support, and other open-access–related issues. This timely collection of essays from top names in the open-access movement provides a fast, effective education in why these demands arise and what value open access offers to the researchers librarians serve as well as to the world at large. 

The book is divided into five sections. Its first section forms an admirably lucid explanation of open access, its history, and its reasons for existing; it would be an excellent introduction for library-school students, academic or public librarians, library or institutional administration, or academic faculty. Taken together, Alma Swan’s brief history and Charles W. Bailey Jr.’s definitions can ground any imaginable discussion of open access.  Well-supported advocacy pieces by Andrew Odlyzko, Michael Kurtz, and Tim Brody  may help librarians convert skeptics and critics, while Jean-Charles Guédon charts the movement’s social and technical future with pleasant erudition. Chris Awre’s article on the technical infrastructure of open access is surprisingly weak, briefly cataloguing standards and software packages without situating them in context or offering hints on how to choose among them; a longer, more detailed article would have been of greater use.

The second section’s thought-provoking essays, from scholarly-communications researchers Alma Swan and Arthur Sale and long-time open-access advocate Stevan Harnad, discuss actual and potential researcher reactions to open access. Swan summarizes survey research into researchers’ awareness of and opinions about open access, and suggests how those opinions should inform content-recruitment strategies. Harnad’s piece discusses what he calls “Zeno’s paralysis” among researchers, listing and sharply countering nineteen reasons they do not self-archive their work, and advocating university-wide self-archiving mandates as the overarching cure. Sale’s brief contribution points out that researchers are consumers as well as producers of research and discusses how institutional repositories serve them in both roles.

The third section triangulates challenges and opportunities for funders, publishers, learned societies, governments, and institutions in the emerging open-access landscape, providing useful perspective for both skeptics and too-eager open-access advocates. All but Mary Waltham’s essay (on scholarly societies) expand upon the Odlyzko and Kurtz/Brody essays in the first section, providing pragmatic, first-hand reasons for decisions in support of open access. Waltham’s summary of a survey of nine United Kingdom society publishers hints that some societies will find a transition to open access difficult, but does not suggest solutions, even though several ideas (from cooperation with academic libraries to the formation of nonprofit publishing cooperatives) have been floated in the literature recently.

Essays in the fourth section summarize the progress of open access to date in the United States, the United Kingdom, the Netherlands, Australia, and India. All essays merit at least a skim, remote though their subjects may seem by virtue of geography. The United States is somewhat behind the rest of the world in progress toward open access; other nations’ experiences may well offer a glimpse of our future, and several of the projects discussed are well worthy of imitation.

Notably absent from the volume is any evaluation of the impact, present or future, of open access on academic libraries. The omission appears to be editorial rather than authorial; several essayists are librarians, and several mention libraries’ participation in the open-access movement. Charles W. Bailey’s “Open Access and Libraries” (self-archived online at http://www.digital-scholarship.com/cwb/OALibraries2.pdf) in a forthcoming Haworth volume entitled Electronic Resources Librarians: The Human Element of the Electronic Resource Age  plugs this gap. University presses are also absent from the picture, though questions certainly arise about the impact of open access on monograph publishing, should library acquisitions budgets recover from the serials crisis.

Nor is this collection a how-to manual for those about to plunge into running an institutional repository, publishing initiative, or other open-access project. None of the essays discuss planning, policy and procedure creation, or the day-to-day details of repository management, and despite the word “technical” in the title, systems librarians will find little to help them make library hardware or software choices. Librarians who already understand the practical implications of these projects but need buy-in from colleagues and administration, however, will find a wealth of solid, current information and convincing arguments to bring to bear.
