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Abstract

Background Latin America has historically led a vital and open access movement and

leads the worldwide region with the adoption of wider open access practices. Argentina
has expressed its commitment to join Plan S, an initiative from a European consortium
of research funders with a mandate to promote the open access publishing of scientific

outputs.

Analysis This opinion article suggests that the potential adhesion of Argentina or
other Latin American nations to Plan S ignores the reality and tradition of Latin
American open access publishing.

Conclusion and implications Plan S must demonstrate that it will encourage at a
regional and global level the advancement of non-commercial open access initiatives.
Latin America should invest and promote open nonprofit scholarly-led infrastructures,
allowing the academy to regain control of scholarly communications.

Keywords Plan S; Latin America; Open access publishing

Resume

Contexte Historiquement,’Amérique latine a été un chef de file dans le mouvement
pour fournir un accés aux communications savantes qui soit vital et ouvert.
Aujourd’hui, ce continent demeure un leader mondial en adoptant des pratiques de
libre acces qui sont plus englobantes. LArgentine, notamment, a manifesté son
engagement pour se joindre au Plan S, lequel est Iceuvre d’'un collectif de bailleurs de
fonds européens dont le mandat est de promouvoir [édition de recherches scientifiques
a libre acces.
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Analyse Cet article dopinion suggere que 'adhésion potentielle au Plan S par
I'Argentine ou d’autres pays latino-américains ignore la réalité et I'histoire de Iédition a
libre acces latino-américaine.

Conclusion et implications Le Plan S doit démontrer qu’il encouragera des initiatives
non-commerciales envers le libre accés a un niveau régional et mondial. CAmérique
latine doit investir dans des infrastructures sans but lucratif qui soient ouvertes et
menées par des universitaires, de maniére a permettre a ceux-ci de reprendre le
contrdle sur les communications savantes.

Mots clés Plan S; Amérique latine; Edition a libre accés

Introduction

Plan § is an initiative by a European consortium of research funders to mandate the
open access publishing of research outputs funded by public or private grants; it is
intended to become international by 2021. Launched in September 2018 and revised in
May 2019, the plan, which is supported by the so-called cOAlition S (2019a), involves
10 principles directed to dictate scholarly publishing in “Open Access Journals, Open
Access Platforms, or made immediately available through Open Access Repositories
without embargo” (n.p.). cOAlition S (2019b), coordinated by Science Europe and com-
prising 17 national research funders, five charitable foundations, and the European
Research Council, has pledged to implement the 10 principles of Plan S in 2021, and is
seeking support from other regions.

Since its inception, Plan S has received multiple and robust critiques regarding its
implementation guidelines from diverse members of the scholarly publishing ecosys-
tem, ranging from researchers (Baum & Coen, 2019; Kowaltowski & Oliveira, 2019)
(including an open letter of approximately 1,800 scientists around the globe [Plan S
Open Letter, 2019]), scientific societies (Brainard, 2019; de Knecht, 2019), the Society
Publishers’ Coalition (2019), nonprofit society publishers (McNutt, 2019; Purdy,
Michelangeli, & Fésiis, 2019), open access and professional publishers (Mudditt, 2019;
Pulverer, 2018), consultants (Clarke, 2018), and the European Federation of Academies
of Sciences and Humanities (ALLEA, 2018). Concerns about the possible negative
impact of Plan S on the Global South have been raised by the Network of Scientific
Journals of Latin America and the Caribbean, Spain and Portugal (Redalyc); Ameli
Open Knowledge for Latin America and the Global South (AmeliCA) (Becerril-Garcia,
2019); the Latin American Council of Social Sciences (CLACSO) (Sayer, 2019); among
others voices (Figshare, 2019). India, which had initially shown interest, has recently
decided to skip Plan S and focus on national efforts in science publishing (Mukunth,
2019). As an example of cOAlition S global promotion activities, and setting a prece-
dent in Latin America, a joint communication was released during the 2019 steering
committee meeting on cooperation in science and technology between the European
Union and Argentina stating that “Argentina will join cOAlition S” (ARG-EU, 2019,

p. 1). Considering the economic implications of Plan S for signatories and their
research communities, and the fact that the implementation guidelines of Plan S do not
demonstrate how publishers will provide transparent costing and pricing (Coalition S,
2019a - principle 5) and acceptable caps for article processing charges (APC), it seems
reasonable for Latin America to wait to join Plan S until its first evaluation informs
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results and implications for less privileged countries and institutions. This would give
time for further consultations within the region before the signing of an agreement
that would impose a significant conversion of funding allocation for scholarly publish-
ing starting no later than 2021. Regional funding restrictions are not trivial. Argentina
is in a context of a severe economic crisis and systematic spending cuts on research
and development (Carignano & Jaworski, 2019; Roman, 2018; Wessel, 2019a, 2019b),
and medium-term perspectives require the thorough analysis of the costs involved and
possible alternatives.

Opinion

Numerous stakeholders of the research and publishing enterprise share the spirit of
Plan S of immediately achieving full open access in scholarly publishing, but many crit-
ics of the plan are focused on its implementation guidelines. The potential adhesion of
Argentina and other countries from this region to Plan S ignores the reality of Latin
America and harms the advancement of non-commercial open access initiatives at a
regional and global level. Plan S implementation may encourage scholarly journals to
shift to article transaction models dependent on APCs that, in turn, will result in the
withdrawal of resource investments in public non-commercial infrastructure for open
scientific communications, which are crucial to move toward open science processes
and practices in Latin America. While this initiative will influence the publishing
ecosystem worldwide, its design has ignored more than 20 years of agenda on open
access in the Global South and the paradigm of a contrasting scholarly publishing land-
scape in Latin America (Becerril-Garcia, 2019).

Plan S guidelines were released without consulting the many stakeholders from diverse
fields and institutional backgrounds in different regions of the world. Nevertheless, the
2019 update on the original plan, prompted by more than 600 responses from the
research community during an “open consultation” (cOAlition, 2019¢) is to be
applauded. These queries attenuated some of the requirements of the first version of
the initiative (SPARC Europe, 2019), such as that very few of the current open access
journals are compliant with Plan S (Frantsvag & Stremme, 2019), and that APC-based
journals are better positioned to comply with Plan S. Some advances in the updated
version of Plan S, outlined in the recent Scholarly Publishing and Academic Resources
Coalition (SPARC, 2019) report, are: i) the recognition of repositories as comparable to
open access journals and other platforms; ii) the right of authors and/or institutions to
retain copyright at no extra cost; iii) a commitment to assess research outputs based on
their intrinsic value; and iv) the extension of the deadline to implement the plan from
2020 t0 2021.

From a geopolitical perspective, there are fundamental differences in the approach to
scientific publishing and scholarly publications. They appear to be handled as a com-
modity prone to commercialization in Plan S guidelines, while in Latin America they
are conceived as the community sharing of public goods. Latin American scholarly
publishing is supported by non-commercial and publicly funded infrastructure ori-
ented to advance open access as the natural form of scientific communication. In
essence, scientific outputs in Latin America belong to the academy and not to large
publishers, with a tradition of free-to-publish and free-to-read collaborative/coopera-
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tive publishing (Becerrill-Garcia & Aguado-Lopez, 2018). This is considered a univer-
sal right in the region (CLASCO, 2015). For instance, since 2003 the nonprofit organi-
zation Red de Revistas Cientificas de América Latina y el Caribe, Espafia y Portugal
(Redalyc, 2019) has pioneered as an inclusive network of scientific journals of Latin
America and the Caribbean, Spain, and Portugal, functioning as a hub for scientific
information and contributing to the visibility of journals published in the region.
Redalyc (2019) now contains more than a half million full-text articles from 1,260
open access peer-reviewed journals published by 622 publishers from 22 Ibero-
American countries, with an average of four million article downloads per month
(Alerpin, 2015, 2016). In addition, Redalyc (2019) supports AmeliCA (2019a) an inter-
institutional community initiative involving UNESCO and CLACSO as partners,
which pursues a collaborative and sustainable non-commercial enterprise for open
knowledge in Latin America and the Global South. AmeliCA (2019b) intends to con-
tribute to the equitable integration of the Global South in the universal dialogue of sci-
entific communication, “recognizing its experience and leadership in defending and
contributing to Open Access” (n.p.).

AmeliCA shares the ultimate goal of Plan S, which is taking pivotal large-scale steps to
achieve open access, and recognizing a need to review current research assessment
schemes in the region (Becerril-Garcia, 2019). AmeliCA recognizes that the traditional
practices of research assessment are based on flawed metrics and distorted incentives,
and thus, as cOAlition S (2019a), AmeliCA expressed a commitment to the San
Francisco Declaration on Research Assessment (DORA, n.d.). However, AmeliCA does
not agree with the mandate that funders or universities should cover open access publi-
cation fees, saying those resources should be funelled to secure the development of aca-
demic infrastructure to take back control of scientific publication by academic
institutions (Becerril-Garcia, 2019). Regarding the implementation of resources to sus-
tain open access publishing, Plan S suggests the capping of APC fees and eventual pub-
lishing waivers for underprivileged countries, which represents a naive and
condescending partial answer to financial restrictions on publishing for researchers in
countries and institutions with limited economic resources. It reveals a patronizing
view of scientific sharing that translates into rich countries controlling science and
diminishes the Global South as a mere passive observer with no control beyond global
commercial agreements between wealthy governments and the few large oligopolist
commercial publishers (Becerril-Garcia, 2019; Lariviére, Haustein, & Mongeon, 2015).
Plan S overlooks that its mandates affect scholar communication structures from other
regions, regardless of whether they sign the initiative. Moreover, waiver policies and
APC caps are indifferent to the tradition of non-commercial publishing in Latin
America.

For developing regions with no tradition of APCs, this global proposal from cOAlition
S (2019a) to accelerate the transition to open access, which follows a previous global
proposal called OA2020 (Zhang, 2019), is problematic because it takes for granted that
open access is a market, as subscriptions are, and it asks the world to support this
implied vision without discussion. Jean-Claude Guédon (2018) says in The History of
Open Access and its Meaning, “commercializing scholarly journals profoundly changed
their nature and their economic framework: they became a commodity. It was in effect
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a (counter) revolution” (n.p.). Will accelerating the transition to open access once again
benefit the industry shareholders, giving them outrageous benefits as with subscrip-
tions? As John Willinsky (2018) mentioned in an interview, “they charge what the mar-
ket endures” (n.p.). Why not take the opportunity of global proposals such as Plan S to
redirect funding, allowing the academic and scholarly community to take back control
of scholarly communications? Why not give priority within Plan S to the diversity of
academic-led non-commercial venues so as to strengthen them? In its present form,
Plan S may end up resulting in a high percentage of budget allocations from cOAlition
S members to for-profit venues and APCs.

An undesired consequence of Plan S in developing regions could be the weakening of
vulnerable non-commercial open access venues. Latin America has historically led a
strong and growing open access movement; it leads the world in the adoption of open
access practices (Babini, 2019; Babini & Machin-Mastromatteo, 2015). Latin American
tradition in open access publishing has redounded in new avenues of engagement of
scholarly publishing, such as the demand of scientific articles from the public audience
(Alperin, 2015). The systematic use of scientific articles by students and the non-aca-
demic public observed in the region questions the scientometric assessment of
research outputs based solely on citations: the traditional currency for the legitimiza-
tion of large commercial publishers from the Global North.

The discussion over Plan S as a global proposal for accelerating open access has been
pivotal in exposing how unbalanced the debates are—they are mostly circumscribed

on the Global North between a condensed elite group involved in the scholarly publish-
ing market (Tennant, 2019). Latin America encourages knowledge as a public good in
non-commercial platforms, which reverberates in an unparalleled apprehension of the
scholarly record by the general public (Alperin, 2016). Limited resources should be
channelled toward maintaining and scaling these not-for-profit initiatives, instead of
deliberately infusing money in market-oriented journals.

To contribute to the democratization of knowledge, it is important to promote policies,
actions, and funding to implement open access while improving the quality of the
scholarly editorial process and ensuring that the scholarly community retains control
of it. There is a need to complement traditional bibliometric indicators with novel open
access indicators appropriate for regional scenarios and encourage worldwide access to
knowledge as a human right (CLACSO, 2015). For instance, Argentina, where public
funds finance the majority of the scientific enterprise, has advanced a plethora of initia-
tives to promote open access (UNESCO, 2017). One example is the National System of
Science and Technology Digital Repositories (Argentina, n.d.), which the Ministry of
Science created in 2009. It now harbours over 265,817 open access publications under
the guidance of the Experts Committee on Digital Repositories of Science and
Technology. With the implementation of this repository, the former Argentinean gov-
ernment promoted Act 26,899 (ARG, 2013) which was approved in congress and
enacted on December 2013, prioritizing repositories in the path to open access. The
essence of this legislation is that knowledge as a public good, financed by society, must
be accessible to all citizens. This act states in its second article that Argentinean public
organizations and science and technology institutions must establish policies for public
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access management and the long-term data preservation of primary research to ensure
the public availability of research outputs.

These actions and initiatives are not region agnostic. Similar repository legislations
were simultaneously approved in Peru in 2013 and Mexico in 2014; they were dis-
cussed in congress in Brazil but have not yet been approved. In addition, since 2012,
public science and technology agencies from Argentina, Brazil, Colombia, Costa Rica,
Chile, Ecuador, El Salvador, Mexico, Peru, and Uruguay have joined a regional network
of national systems of digital repositories dubbed LA Referencia (n.d.) to reinforce
their repositories systems. This federated network is a member of the Confederation of
Open Access Repositories (COAR, 2019), which increases interoperability in the region
and provides public access to over 1,855,259 documents, including articles, reports,
and academic theses. Concerning the Plan S initiative discussion, La Referencia (2019)
has issued a document with principles and actions proposed for Latin America recom-
mending “a better balance between funding of resources purchased from commercial
companies and the public resources destined to strengthen the national systems and
platforms” (p. 9).

In addition, at its first assembly in 2017, the Consortium of National Agencies from
Ibero-América (Consorcios de Iberamérica y el Caribe, 2017), which is responsible for
the national purchase of journal subscriptions, agreed on a statement indicating that:
“an OA expansion policy, through the payment of APC fees, is impossible to undertake
from a financial point of view for the participant countries. Not to create grants to pay
a publication in OA-APC journals is recommended to the institutions” (p. 2). With this
vision, which is in line with the tradition of collaborative/cooperative information sys-
tems in Latin America and considering the present severe economic restrictions in
regional research budgets, the Argentinean government’s decision to join Plan S should
be postponed until the results of the initiative’s first evaluation in 2024 show that the
funds are also directed to build a more inclusive, participatory, and non-commercial
global open access future.

The guidelines of Plan S, in both its original and revised versions, fail to tackle the
essential and chronic issues of traditional scholarly publishing, such as the concentra-
tion of articles in large international commercial publishers with extraordinary profit
margins (Grossman & Brembs, 2019) that are subsidized with both research money
and free labour. A reasonable APC for a research institution in the Global North will
most likely be unaffordable and unreasonable for an institution in a developing region
(Sayer, 2019). Given that legacy publishers—with their important share of the scholarly
publishing landscape and influence in research evaluation indicators—will most likely
shift from a subscription-based model to APCs, it is becoming more evident that Plan
S will eventually pave the way to a collective and global pay-to-publish system. As
stated by the OA2020 Mainland China signatory libraries responding to Plan S guid-
ance on implementation (Zhang, 2019), it is important to “avoid the perverse effect of
giving no-fees journals an incentive to start charging fees” (n.p.). As of today, 70 per-
cent of open access journals in the Directory of Open Access Journals (DOAJ, 2020) do
not charge APCs. In other words, Plan S could imply a direct transfer of funds to sup-
port the cost of publishing from research toward prohibitive fees charged by out-
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sourced private, for-profit publishers (Mukunth, 2019). As pointed out by John
Holmwood (2018): “private benefit is adopting the mantle of public value and, if the
advocates of commercialisation succeed, the loss will be that of the public in whose
name it is taking place” (par. 17). In a plausible context in which APC levels are inacces-
sible to the Global South, Latin American researchers would be able to read but not to
publish in international journals (Poynder, 2019).

Could it be, as suggested by Richard Poynder (2018), that the Global South may “not
have to sign Plan S ... to benefit from ... it” (par. 22) and should “focus on supporting
existing APC-free journals and creating new ones for the publish element, and negoti-
ate citizen-wide national licensing deals ... for the read element” (par. 26)? Anubha
Sinha (2019), questioning the proposal that India join Plan S, stated that: “it makes lit-
tle sense for developing countries to spend an enormous amount on APCs demanded
by a foreign publishing oligopoly ... Plan § is not exactly a breakthrough plan for the
global south as it does not sufficiently undercut the market power of the oligopoly”
(par. 19). A recent report highlights that mean publication costs for a scholarly article
are approximately US$400, ranging from less than US$200 to over US$1,000 per article
in peer-reviewed journals that have rejection rates of more than 9o percent of submis-
sions (Grossman & Brembs, 2019). Nevertheless, the Journal of Open Source Software
publishes articles with internal costs of less than USs10 (Tennant, 2018). In addition,
while not a journal and thus without the associated costs of peer review, the preprint
server arXiv post articles at less than USs5 (Cornell University Library, 2010). In this
scenario, it is also worth discussing during the global transition to full open access,
alternative cost-effective initiatives. Plan U proposes a funders mandate on preprint
deposition that could lead to immediate access to scientific research, if peer-review is
decoupled from publishing and post-publication evolves in new models of community-
based peer assessment (Sever, Eisen, & Inglis, 2019). This “publish first, curate second”
approach could accelerate the dissemination of scholarly outputs, eventually leading to
a more rapid advancement of the research enterprise (Sarabipour, Debat, Emmott,
Burgess, Schwessinger, & Hensel, 2019; Stern & O’Shea, 2019).

In sum, it is important to question asymmetrical discussions where privileged institu-
tions unilaterally draft and commit the forthcoming global scholarly publishing land-
scape. A more reasonable and inclusive agenda where nations and institutions of
diverse realities may participate in the scientific discourse and propose a fair, equili-
brated, and rational ecosystem for the future of publishing should be embraced. At the
verge of a fundamental shift in scholarly publishing there is a need to substantiate
much-needed further dialogue with a focus on the regional consequences of proposed
agreements and the contemplation of Latin American traditions and realities (Alperin,
Babini, Chan, Gray, Guedon, Joseph, Rodrigues, Shearer, & Vessuri, 2015). As stated
recently by representatives of the African Open Science Platform, AmeliCA, cOAlition
S, OA2020, and SciELO (Sdo Paulo Statement on Open Access — Joint Declaration,
2019), there is an agreement with the ultimate goal of Plan S that all scholarly publica-
tions be published as open access to provide “universal, unrestricted, and immediate
Open Access to scholarly information ... achieved through a variety of approaches”
(par. 4-5) and scientific knowledge be considered as a global public good. Nonetheless,
in line with Arianna Becerril-Garcia, chair of AmeliCA, who stated that “The commer-
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cial strategies that for-profit publishers have adopted for open access are ravenous,
exclusionary and unsustainable. This is entirely contrary to the vision of open access
that AmeliCA supports” (Poynder, 2019), the implementation guidelines of Plan S do
not demonstrate how publishers will provide transparent costing and pricing and
acceptable prices for less privileged institutions and countries. For a region that has an
open access-funding model where each institution and country subsidizes its own pub-
lications, paying APCs at international market value will surely divert scarce resources
available to support the non-commercial model in Latin America or, even worse, pro-
mote an APC business model in the region. Why should open access be a market? As
mentioned by J. Alperin in his open review of this article: “The problem of Plan S for
the region, as I see it myself and understand it from this article, is that it undermines
and undervalues the current approach on both philosophical and financial grounds”
The future of open access global scholarly communications and open science will bene-
fit from the existence of a growing number of institutions, countries, and regions that
support and give priority to community-led nonprofit open access initiatives. This
vision and these values are not reflected in Plan S.

Concluding remarks

Consequently, it seems reasonable for Latin America not to join Plan S and rather
assess its first evaluation, which should verify and inform results and implications for
less privileged countries and institutions. Latin America should strengthen its interna-
tional networking activities with initiatives that invest in, and promote, open nonprofit
scholarly-led infrastructures, services, research, and indicators, allowing the academy
to regain control of scholarly communications and its indicators for evaluation, as is
the case of COAR (2019), DOAJ (2020), the Global Alliance of Open Access Scholarly
Communication Platforms (UNESCO, 2019), among other initiatives that have a
strong presence in and the participation of developing regions.
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