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Abstract
With this inaugural editorial, we introduce Vegetation Classification and Survey (VCS), the new gold open access (OA) 
journal of the International Association for Vegetation Science (IAVS). VCS is devoted to vegetation classification at 
any spatial and organisational scale and irrespective of the methodological approach. It welcomes equally case studies 
and broad-scale syntheses as well as conceptual and methodological papers. Two Permanent Collections deal with 
ecoinformatics (including the standardised Database Reports published in collaboration with GIVD, the Global Index 
of Vegetation-Plot Databases) and phytosociological nomenclature (edited in collaboration with the respective IAVS 
Working Group). We discuss the advantages of OA as well as challenges and drawbacks caused by the way it is currently 
implemented, namely “pay for flaws” and publication impediments for scientists without access to funding. Being a 
society-owned journal, editorial decisions in VCS are free from economic considerations, while at the same time IAVS 
offers significant reductions to article processing charges (APCs) for authors with financial constraints. However, it is 
recognised that sustainable OA publishing will require that payment systems are changed from author-paid APCs to 
contracts between the science funding agencies and publishers or learned societies, to cover the production costs of 
journals that meet both quality and impact criteria.

Abbreviations: APC = article processing charge, GIVD = Global Index of Vegetation-Plot Databases, IAVS = Interna-
tional Association for Vegetation Science, JVS = Journal of Vegetation Science, OA = open access, VCS = Vegetation 
Classification and Survey.
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Introduction

Welcome to the first issue of the new journal Vegetation 
Classification and Survey (VCS).

After one year of intensive discussion, the Council of 
the IAVS decided in June 2019 to start VCS as a third as-
sociation-owned journal, alongside the Journal of Vegeta-
tion Science (JVS) and Applied Vegetation Science (AVS), 

which means that now the whole spectrum of vegetation 
science is covered by IAVS-owned journals.

The scope of VCS is focused on vegetation typologies 
and vegetation classification systems, their methodo-
logical foundation, their development and their applica-
tion. The journal publishes original papers that develop 
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new typologies as well as applied studies that use such ty-
pologies, for example, in vegetation mapping, ecosystem 
modelling, nature conservation, land use management, or 
monitoring. We particularly encourage methodological 
studies that design and compare tools for vegetation clas-
sification and mapping, such as algorithms, databases and 
nomenclatural principles, or are dealing with the concep-
tual and theoretical bases of vegetation survey and classi-
fication. VCS is for the international audience, meaning 
that large-scale studies are preferred, but regional studies 
will be considered if they fill important knowledge gaps or 
are used to develop and present new methods. Apart from 
“regular” articles, VCS will include two special sections, 
called “Permanent Collections”:

The Collection Ecoinformatics invites papers present-
ing vegetation-plot databases and other ecoinformatics 
data sources relevant for vegetation classification as well 
as concepts, methods and tools for using these. VCS has 
established a formal collaboration with the Global Index 
of Vegetation-Plot Databases (GIVD; http://www.givd.
info) and it will serve as an outlet for reports on GIVD 
activities, Short Database Reports (1–2 printed pages, no 
text except abstract, no references) and Long Database 
Reports (3–15 printed pages). Submissions of Database 
Reports must be accompanied by a recent Fact Sheet 
from the GIVD website.

The Collection Phytosociological Nomenclature fo-
cuses on nomenclature issues for syntaxa. We encourage 
comprehensive nomenclatural revisions of major syn-
taxa, analyses of nomenclatural problems related with the 
names of wide-spread high-rank syntaxa as well as Forum 
Papers on general nomenclatural issues that are of interest 
to an international readership. Further, official documents 
issued by the Working Group for Phytosociological No-
menclature (GPN) of the IAVS, such as Reports, Decisions 
and Proposals, will be published in this section.

It has certainly not gone unnoticed that the editori-
al team of VCS is largely identical with the one that has 
been responsible for Phytocoenologia during the last five 
years (Jansen et al. 2016; Biurrun et al. 2019). The reasons 
why we and IAVS decided to start a new journal with a 
new publisher are manifold. The situation resembles the 
launch of JVS in 1990. Indeed, the words of Eddy van der 
Maarel in the inaugural editorial of JVS (referring to the 
journal Vegetatio, now Plant Ecology), could equally be 
applied to summarise our own decision: “not only did 
IAVS as a society lack a real influence on the journal, [...] 
the journal became a luxury for libraries in rich countries” 
(van der Maarel 1990). We hope that you as readers and 
authors will now follow us into a successful future of aca-
demic exchange and development. We, the Chief Editors 
of the old and the new journal, are excited about the new 
possibilities and we hope for your support. In particular, 
we want to thank the members of our very diverse edito-
rial team. Representatives from many regions of the world 
have agreed to support the journal and will guarantee an 
unprecedented level of expertise to cover research on veg-
etation from all around the globe.

Together with the new journal title and the new pub-
lisher, we also decided to implement some additional 
major changes. The most important ones are to go open 
access and to introduce double-blind peer review.

Open research
It is acknowledged that research which is freely available 
has a greater impact than research hidden behind a pay-
ment wall (Antelman 2004), benefiting science by accel-
erating dissemination and the uptake of research findings 
(Eysenbach 2006), especially for developing countries 
(Evans and Reimer 2009). Other academic, economic or 
societal benefits of an open research approach have been 
identified (Tennant et al. 2016) and as part of this ap-
proach the availability of primary data is recognised as be-
ing crucial for the reproducibility of analyses (Reichman 
et al. 2011) and must be encouraged.

The development of the Internet and how it redefined 
communication and publishing has been the main driver 
of the open access (OA) movement (Laakso et al. 2011). 
Making printed versions of articles obsolete, the costs per 
research article theoretically should have decreased as a 
result of not investing material resources in publication 
printing and distribution. Instead, the subscription pric-
es within the traditional publishing model have increased 
steadily, enabled by the inelastic demand for finding pres-
tigious publication venues for authors.

The way towards open access

The resulting OA initiatives have led to “gold open access” 
venues, these are journals that solely publish open-access 
papers with the costs of publishing either marginalised 
by the publication work being undertaken on an unpaid 
voluntarily basis or paid for by the authors via APCs. At 
present, however, “green open access” (i.e., the publication 
of accepted but unformatted articles on personal web-
pages), and “hybrid” models are still more common. The 
latter have become standard in most traditional journals. 
Hybrid OA means that additional to the normal subscrip-
tion fee for a journal, individual papers can be paid-off 
from the pay wall restrictions but in most cases without a 
reduction of the journal subscription fee. This effectively 
means “double dipping” for the publisher (Cheung 2015), 
making it attractive within traditional business models, 
but without generating momentum for a general shift to-
wards OA. Therefore, such hybrid models have been ex-
cluded from the OA payment regulations of many science 
funding institutions.

The biggest challenge of OA is located outside of sci-
ence and is a problem of financial cash flow. As exempli-
fied in Geschuhn (2015) there probably is enough money 
in the system to cover all costs of OA publishing. Pub-
lication costs are much more transparent in OA than in 
traditional subscription models and average costs have 
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been estimated to be much lower. For 2015, a global ex-
penditure of at least EUR 7.6 billion, mostly in the form of 
subscription fees, and a production of 1.5 to 2 million pa-
pers has been calculated, resulting in an allocation per ar-
ticle of EUR 3,800 to 5,000 (Geschuhn 2015). This money 
would need to be transferred from subscription fees paid 
by libraries (mainly for huge bundles of journals from a 
small number of mega-publishers) to the APCs for OA 
papers. Only if the money is re-purposed from subscrip-
tion fees to individual or bundled APCs, transforming the 
underlying business model for publishers and overcoming 
the “serial crisis” (McGuigan and Russell 2008), will OA 
be as disruptive as predicted. Until recently the most tar-
get-oriented step has been the introduction of “offsetting” 
models instead of hybrid approaches. Offsetting means 
that for every OA article the subscription fee for the jour-
nal is effectively reduced, making the transition between 
subscription and pre-publication business models trans-
parent and flexible.

A widely perceived step towards a complete transition 
to OA was the so-called project DEAL between German 
science organisations and major global publishers in 2019 
and 2020 (Wiley and MPDL Services 2019; Springer-
Nature and MPDL Services 2020). The core objective of 
this deal is open access to all research articles written by 
corresponding authors based at German science institu-
tions, while paying for such services with a model based 
on the number of articles published by the institution. If 
this model could be adopted in more countries, it could 
become a very powerful driver for a fast shift to OA, be-
cause in this scenario APCs do not have to be covered by 
the authors of a paper but are being be paid by a country’s 
research institutions.

Challenges of open access

While in the initial phase of the OA movement a broad 
believe was predominant among scientists, librarians, and 
science funders that “gold open access” would be the solu-
tion to many of the problems of the traditional subscrip-
tion journal system, nowadays scientists are often disillu-
sioned by how OA is implemented in practice:

Firstly, gold open access often only transfers the barri-
ers from one place to another. While published science in 
an OA world is accessible to everybody, it does depend on 
the financial capabilities of authors and their institutions 
whether a relevant piece of science is published or not; as 
long as it is based on APCs and no non-discriminatory re-
funding mechanism exists. In the traditional publication 
system, libraries in rich countries subsidize the produc-
tion of high-quality journals and good scientific work is 
accepted irrespective of the origin and financial capabili-
ties of the authors. Getting access to a published non-OA 
article, even if your own library has not subscribed, is in 
practice much easier than securing funds for your own 
OA manuscript. In fact, APCs are not only prohibitive for 
authors from developing countries, but also for many au-

thors in rich countries who are not associated with large 
scientific institutions.

Secondly, it has been widely perceived in the scientific 
community that a business model that is built on APCs 
might jeopardize the quality of scientific journals. Gen-
erally, APCs incentivize quantity rather than quality: the 
more articles are published, the more revenue is generat-
ed by the publisher, at least in the short to medium term. 
Accordingly, many new OA publishers have been estab-
lished promising faster and higher acceptance rates. In 
order to ensure this promise, it is often the employees of 
the publisher, instead of respected and independent sci-
entists, that make editorial decisions. However, also tra-
ditional scientific publishers have opened new low-pro-
file OA journals to which they redirect those articles that 
did not reach the standards required for acceptance in 
their own high-profile subscription journals. We call 
this a “pay for flaws” model. It should also be recognised 
that there are still hardly any top-tier journals among the 
gold OA journals, neither in ecology nor in multidisci-
plinary sciences.

Ways to overcome the challenges

They are far from trivial, but there are ways out of this 
labyrinth. Science funders should not pay gold OA fees 
independent of the journal’s quality, but should look 
more closely into editorial practices and base payment 
on the average quality of the outcome (e.g., citation 
rates). Editors have to be independent and not employ-
ees of the publisher. Usually reviewers and editors have 
made a big contribution to the quality of an article be-
fore it reaches the scientific public and there must be no 
incentives or pressure to shortcut this process. Journals 
that violate such ethical standards must be excluded 
from receiving APCs paid from public money. Moreo-
ver, for those journals meeting specific quality stand-
ards funding agencies should cover different levels of 
cost depending on the quality level of the journal, for 
example by setting different thresholds depending on 
the impact quantile of the respective discipline to which 
the journal belongs.

Science funders also need to nurture science as a whole, 
not only those scientists employed at high-profile institu-
tions within their own country. Gold OA will only work 
properly when we overcome the current situation of in-
dividual APCs paid by authors and replace this with pay-
ments from consortia of science funders and institutions 
to publishers or learned societies, to produce high-quality 
gold OA journals.

The role of learned societies

Learned societies have always played a major role in 
scientific publishing. The first scholarly journals were 
founded by learned societies such as the Philosophical 
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Transactions by the Royal Society of London in 1665. 
Learned societies will also play an indispensable role 
in the transition to OA, fostering scientific excellence 
beyond economic stimulus. Currently, however, the in-
centives for learned societies are detrimental to OA as 
they are paid by publishers for the journals published 
under their name and editorial team, as is the case for 
the two long-standing IAVS journals. This is often the 
predominant source of income for a society which in 
turn is used to fund scientific activities, such as grants 
and prizes for young scientists or discounts on confer-
ence fees for participants with financial constraints. On 
the other hand, membership is coupled with discounts 
on journal subscription fees, which is often the major 
incentive to become a society member. At least the latter 
can be replaced by switching from an incentive for read-
ers to incentives for authors by reducing the APCs, as is 
done by the IAVS in the form of a 10% discount for VCS 
for IAVS members.

How VCS addresses the challenges

We Chief Editors fully support the open research philos-
ophy. However, we also see the drawbacks of the current 
implementation of OA for science in general and the 
problems that APC OA causes for many of our authors.

As VCS is owned by a respected scientific associa-
tion, which controls the publication policy and appoints 
the Chief Editors, full economic independence from 
the publisher is guaranteed. This means that we do not 
promise that the acceptance of an article in our journal 
will be fast or the revisions easy. However, both authors 
and readers can trust on the quality of all articles when 
they are published.

It is important that authors consider the bigger picture 
if confronted with an APC bill. The whole scientific com-
munity is asked to work within sustainable financing and 
it should be recognised that the IAVS will do its best to 
distribute financial burdens fairly, by offering reductions 
and waivers for authors until more countries find solu-
tions to refund the cost of pre-publication fees. Authors 
should discuss with co-authors the best solution for your 
manuscript. If in doubt, please contact the editors. The 
distribution of good scientific research should not be hin-
dered by financial obstacles!

You can find the current APCs for VCS, set by the 
IAVS Publication Committee, at https://vcs.pensoft.net/
about#Article-Processing-Charges. The comparatively low 
base price is further reduced for IAVS members, Editorial 
Board members, authors from countries with low income 
or with financial hardship. Please talk to your research in-
stitution about possibilities for refunding the costs. An in-
creasing number of institutions and funding agencies are 
happy to cover the costs for gold open access journals such 
as VCS, knowing that in the long term this is an opportu-
nity to move away from the serial crisis of traditional sub-
scription pricing. We hope that the science funding bodies 
will recognise the opportunities that learned societies like 

the IAVS and medium-sized publishers such as Pensoft of-
fer and consider implementing similar deals to the ones 
they have struck with some mega-publishers.

Open data

As important as open access to scientific articles is the 
access to the underlying data. In the last decade, we 
have seen how the availability of vegetation-plot data at 
the national (see Dengler et al. 2011) and international 
level (Chytrý et al. 2016; Dengler et al. 2018; Bruelheide 
et al. 2019) has fostered cooperation and enabled com-
pletely new avenues of research (Bruelheide et al. 2018; 
Dengler et al. 2020). Hoewever, for vegetation classifi-
cation there is still much progress to be made. Many 
of the analytical methods utilised in the production of 
classifications can generate unstable results, as they are 
highly dependent on small parts of the input data. The 
availability of primary data is an indispensable require-
ment for the reproducibility of ecological research (Re-
ichman et al. 2011).

VCS expects that data will be archived, if possible, in 
an appropriate public repository or in electronic Supple-
mentary Information connected to the paper. The authors 
should make a statement of where the primary data are 
stored. If they are archived in a public repository, a ref-
erence to a DOI (digital object identifier) or permanent 
URL (uniform resource locator) should be provided. If the 
paper uses data from large multi-contributor databases 
such as sPlot, EVA (European Vegetation Archive) or TRY, 
which cannot be made publicly available because of the 
third-party ownership issues, the data selection released 
for the study should be stored in a permanent repository 
and made available for re-analyses upon request. As Chief 
Editors of VCS we are interested in making all underlying 
data permanently available to the scientific public on plat-
forms where the data are easily located and in formats that 
preserve the rich and complex information that is con-
tained within vegetation data. You can expect us, together 
with related journals, to spearhead the development of 
new approaches that will improve on the current scattered 
and inconsistent solutions.

Double-blind
The second significant change the editorial team have im-
plemented, compared to our predecessor journal, regards 
the peer review system. Following other journals like 
Global Ecology and Biogeography, we now have a dou-
ble-blind review system where not only the reviewers are 
unknown to the authors but also the other way round (i.e., 
the authors are unknown to the reviewers).

The discussion whether single-blind reviews discrim-
inate specific authors based on their affiliation, gender 
and seniority is controversial and the findings context-de-
pendent (Snodgrass 2006; Budden et al. 2008; Webb et al. 
2008). However, whether a paper is accepted for publica-
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tion should be made on the basis of the manuscript alone: 
Are the methods correct, the conclusions substantiated by 
the results and overall does the contribution advance sci-
ence? It should not be dependent on circumstances such as 
who wrote the paper or the professional affiliations of the 
authors. We have experienced that biases in both direc-
tions can occur, whether manuscripts from young, female 
authors from developing countries are assessed over-crit-
ically compared to those from senior, well-known male 
authors, or the other way around are just waved through 
despite obvious weaknesses. By introducing double-blind 
peer review, we want to contribute our part to reducing 
such biases where they might exist. We are well aware that 
sometimes authors can be guessed from the manuscript 
content, but this does not make the approach invalid. Be-
yond double-blind reviews we will always try to do our 
best to be fair to all authors, fairness to unknown authors 
or institutions, fairness to prolific or to less-published au-
thors, as well as gender equity.

The first papers of VCS
This Editorial goes online together with a group of pa-
pers, covering five continents and much of the journal’s 
research spectrum. A study from China examines Pinus 
yunnanensis forests, a commercially, culturally and eco-
nomically important tree of south-western China (Tang 
et al. 2020). We would like to see more vegetation stud-
ies from this species-rich region, from both natural and 
anthropogenically influenced vegetation types. Hunter 
and Hunter (2020) report on montane mire vegetation 

from the New England Tablelands Bioregion in Austral-
ia and how it fits into previous classifications. Zeballos et 
al. (2020) classify dry subtropical forests in the Espinal 
province, Argentina, using vegetation plots, and call for 
their urgent conservation. Abutaha et al. (2020) describe 
the plant communities and their environmental drivers on 
Gebel Elba, Egypt. Finally, Zervas et al. (2020) present a 
phytosociological survey of aquatic vegetation in the main 
freshwater lakes of Greece.

Classification methods in VCS are not limited to any 
specific approach. This is exemplified by the selection of 
papers published together with the Editorial. They range 
from phytosociology (Guarino et al. 2018) to the EcoVeg 
approach (Faber-Langendoen et al. 2014) and we hope to 
see many more approaches together with papers that try to 
unify different approaches. As explained in our scope (see 
Introduction), we also appreciate methodological papers, 
such as the one from Attorre et al. (2020), who compare 
finite mixture models to a more traditional classification 
method. Such comparisons are fundamental to advance 
our toolbox for vegetation classification and survey.

Author contributions
F.J. planned and drafted this editorial while all other au-
thors made significant contributions.
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