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EDITORIAL
Right to access scholarship
Jithangi Wanigasinghe
Faculty of Medicine, University of Colombo

Every year more than 2.5 million research articles
are published but access to more than three quarters
of this is barred by paywalls. Debate on who owns
right to the content of research publications has
VXUIDFHGIUHTXHQWO\LQWKHUHFHQWSDVW7KHRZQHUVKLS
or right to access has been questioned openly since a
VLJQL¿FDQWSURSRUWLRQRIUHVHDUFKLVIXQGHGWKURXJK
public or trusted funds or philanthropy.
Publishing industry has grown over the past few
decades to a money-making laundry. Over ten billion
dollars of annual revenue was reported in 2016. If
you consider Elsevier, the current largest publisher
RI VFLHQFH PDNHV D VLJQL¿FDQW SUR¿W PDUJLQ RI
RYHU  IURP WKHLU ODUJH GDWDEDVH RI VFLHQWL¿F
content, faithfully transferred to them free of charge
by academics in return for publication of their
ZRUN 7KHVH VFKRODUO\ PDWHULDOV DUH FRS\ULJKWHG
and licensed at such exorbitantly high prices that
even Harvard University, the richest in the USA,
has spoken of their inability to afford continued
subscription[1]. Many voices, expert opinions,
debates, petitions raised against this monopoly,
KRZHYHU KDYH \HW WR PDNH D VLJQL¿FDQW FKDQJH
Access is still largely limited to major institutions
such as universities and medical organisations.
7KH FUHDWLRQ RI 2SHQ $FFHVV ,QLWLDWLYH KDV
contributed slowly towards a drift from the
orthodox policies of copy right. As a result,
open access publications have gained increasing
popularity and more and more articles are made to
be accessible even in some of the most prestigious
science journals. After about 10 years of hard work,
the movement has been able to reach nearly 50%
of the newly published research to be accessible
ZLWKRXWSD\ZDOOV7KLVKDVLQFUHDVHGWKHDYDLODELOLW\
of research for use without a cost to scientists
anywhere in the world. Initiatives such as those
from the European Commission (2014) and United
States enforcing need for all publications funded
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by the European Union and the US government
be made open access also has contributed towards
FKDQJHVLQWUHQGLQSXEOLFDWLRQDFFHVVLELOLW\7KHVH
FKDQJHV DUH UHÀHFWHG E\ WKH LQFUHDVLQJ QXPEHU RI
publications available for access without paywalls
and the increased number of citations to these open
access articles.
7KLV W\SH RI IUHH DFFHVV WR VFKRODUVKLS LV NQRZQ
as libre open access, and it refers to the literature
which is openly accessible for reuse. In comparison
to this another type of free scholarship occurs and it
is known as gratis open access. Here the literature
is available for free use but permission barriers may
UHPDLQ 7KH ZHEVLWH 6FL+XE VKRUW IRU 6FLHQFH
+XE ZKLFK EUDQGV LWVHOI DV WKH ³WKH ¿UVW SLUDWH
website in the world to provide mass and public
access to tens of millions of research papers” has
made scholarly articles available for universal
access through gratis open access. Since its creation
8 years ago in 2011 by Alexandra Elbakyan, a
graduate student and native of Kazakhstan, it has
created a revolutionary change in the concept of
ownership and accessibility to scholarship. Sci-Hub
which considers it to be a repository or a library of
VFLHQWL¿FUHVHDUFKKDVJDLQHGLQFUHDVLQJSRSXODULW\
and usage over the past three years. Its popularity
has also been intermittently kindled by the various
legal battles, outcries on social media and news
FRYHUDJHV RQ LWV DFWLYLWLHV 7KH FLYLO VXLW ¿OHG E\
Elsevier in 2016 against Sci-Hub as well as many
concurrently published articles, loudly debating the
WUXHRZQHUVKLSRIVFLHQWL¿FVFKRODUVKLSUHVXOWHGLQ
a board conversation in support of Sci-Hub as well
as many other humanitarian publishers. Articles
such as “Half of 2011 papers are now free for
download” in Nature[2] and the New York times
asking “Should all research papers be free?”[3] in
2006 attracted a wave of attention towards public
right to science and “true ownership of advances in
science and scholarship”.
7KH XVH RI 6FL±+XE ZRUOGZLGH KDV VHHQ D UDSLG
JURZWKRYHUWKHSDVWIHZ\HDUV7ZHQW\¿YHSHUFHQW
of its content concentrates on medical literature
while there are many articles related to chemistry as
well. In 2017, Himmelstein D et al published on the
FRYHUDJHE\6FL+XE>@7KLVVKRZHGWKDWRI
all published science with a DOI could be accessed
in the Sci-Hub repository. It concentrates on recently
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published literature and mainly research that would
have otherwise been inaccessible. In 2017, it
provided access to 85% of articles published in toll
access journals. Its content was concentrated mainly
over conference proceedings articles (79%) and full
text journal articles (77%) amongst other forms such
as reports, book chapters, reference entries etc. SciHub has a global usage with Portugal, Iran, Greece
DQG 7XQLVLD KDYLQJ WKH KLJKHVW $QDO\VLV RI WKHLU
user data shows that it is mostly used by those with
OLPLWHGRUQRLQVWLWXWLRQDODFFHVVWROLWHUDWXUH7KHLU
creation of free access to scholarship to anyone
with an internet connection is likely to challenge
the sustainability of the subscription publishing
PRGHO VLJQL¿FDQWO\ ,Q  $OH[DQGUD (OEDN\DQ
was named as one of “Nature’s 10” which is a list of
persons named by Nature based on individuals who
mattered most in that year.
7KLV HGLWRULDO E\ QR PHDQV HQGRUVHV FRS\ULJKW
infringement. It only endorses the courage of those
who have championed the rise against the monopoly
of privatization of knowledge and science.
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