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Universities still do not know how many open-access 
papers their academics are publishing, Research 
Fortnight has learned.

In April 2013, Research Councils UK shared £17 mil-
lion between 84 institutions to pay for academic 
papers published in the following year to be made 
open access. RCUK’s policy said that the money was to 
be used to ensure that at least 45 per cent of research 
papers would be published open access in this period.

In a freedom of information request, Research 
Fortnight asked all 84 institutions whether they had 
reached this milestone. The average rate across the 
27 universities that responded was 49 per cent, just 
above RCUK’s target. However, at least 12 universities 
have not hit the target—and the real number may well 
be higher, given that 57 universities did not respond. 

The institutions that have not hit the target include 
Royal Holloway, University of London (30 per cent), 
the University of Bristol (30 per cent), the University 
of St Andrews (36 per cent) and Newcastle University 
(39 per cent). Queen’s University Belfast achieved 
only 11 per cent compliance. Many universities cau-
tioned that their data were incomplete; others said 
they simply did not have the data. 

On average, the reported compliance rate appears 
to be an improvement on the past. In 2006-07, when 
the Wellcome Trust first imposed an open-access pol-
icy, the compliance rate of its researchers was 25 to 
30 per cent, according to Robert Kiley, the trust’s 
head of digital services. And the real proportion of 
open-access papers may be higher, as some papers 
published in this first year of the policy may be made 
open access later, after an embargo has ended. 

Eighty-four per cent of the articles that were report-
ed by universities as open access were published using 
the gold route. However, this figure is likely to be 
inaccurate: it is based primarily on declarations made 
by the academic to the university, which is much more 
likely to happen if the academic chooses gold. As Chris 
Banks, director of library services at Imperial College 
London, notes: “There’s a lot more open access going 
on than is necessarily coming through the library 

or whoever manages the block grant.” According to 
Michael Jubb, director of the Research Information 
Network and a member of the Finch open-access 
review team, “The reporting and monitoring process 
is going to have lots of fuzzy edges.” 

Articles published through the green route are 
particularly vulnerable to being under-reported. 
Academics who use this route do not need to pay an 
article processing charge to the publisher. In gold 
open access, these charges are often paid using funds 
administered centrally by the university. This means 
that green, unlike gold, doesn’t require direct con-
tact between the academic and the university, making 
it difficult for the university to capture the extent of 
green publishing. Not every gold article is paid for 
with the RCUK grant; some academics use money from 
research grants or elsewhere. 

Of the 84 institutions that received an RCUK block 
grant, 45 told us how many articles they had published 
via the gold route, but only 31 could say how many they 
had published via green. Stella Butler, university librar-
ian at the University of Leeds, says her institution has 
made 193 payments for gold articles in the first year, 
giving it a compliance rate of just over 45 per cent. 

We also asked universities whether they had been 
checking to confirm that articles published via the 
gold route had in fact been made open access by the 
publisher. Of the 63 institutions that responded, 
79 per cent said they had been checking.

In carrying out these checks, the universities 
found that, on average, 8 per cent of articles that 
should have been made open access had not been, 
and that 12 per cent carried no clear 
indication of their open-access or 
publishing-licence status. “Some 
publishers are better than others,” 
the University of Exeter said.

Many universities also reported 
that they lacked the systems needed 

by Adam Smith asnews@ResearchResearch.com

Pharma boss: dementia  
needs more activism – p6
ARMA special Simon Kerridge on why  
metrics could add to the REF burden – p20

Education Whitehall devises R&D plan – p4

Tracking open access 
stumps universities
FOI request reveals mixed compliance with RCUK policy

Every new opportunity 
for research funding 
from every sponsor in 
the UK, EU, US & beyond

Every discipline

Every fortnight

Issue No. 436  
Continued on page 5



to collect information, and that they were not confident 
in their ability to capture all the data that RCUK might 
expect of them. “There is no workflow to manage it at 
scale, so a lot of librarians have been working on spread-
sheets or little databases to try to get a grip on things,” 
says Banks. 

The disclosures also reveal confusion about what data 
RCUK expects, and by when. Some universities are con-
tacting every academic in receipt of RCUK funding to 
collect data, but others say they need RCUK to tell them 
what to ask for. “That’s one of the things we’re waiting 
for,” says Butler. 

In response, a spokeswoman says that RCUK will not 
decide what data to collect. Instead, the policy review 
panel chaired by former University of Leicester vice-
chancellor Bob Burgess will decide. Butler will represent 

Research Libraries UK, the association she chairs, on 
the Burgess review. RCUK is preparing to name the other 
members of this panel in the next few days. The panel’s 
first meeting is set for 27 June, when it is expected to 
decide what data will be required of institutions. “We 
will then go out to institutions over the summer and ask 
them for the data,” the spokeswoman adds.

Most academics are failing to adopt the principle of 
open access, according to Stephen Curry, a structural 
biologist at Imperial College London and campaigner for 
open access. He says the RCUK policy may not be forcing 
enough academics to change their behaviour to publish 
more work—but the inclusion of open-access require-
ments in the next Research Excellence Framework 
certainly will. “Every single university in the coun-
try is going to make sure their submissions are 
REF-compliant,” he says. “The REF grabs everybody by 
the balls.”

The level of research council funding for a planned 
state-of-the-art food and health research centre at 
Norwich Research Park, plans for which were announced 
on 23 May, is yet to be confirmed, according to the 
Biotechnology and Biological Sciences Research Council.

David Boxer, director of the Institute of Food Research 
that will become part of the proposed centre, told 
Research Fortnight that architects had been appointed 
to design the building, which should be complete by the 
end of 2017. The institute joins the University of East 
Anglia, the Norwich Medical School and the Norfolk and 
Norwich University Hospital, along with the BBSRC, as a 
partner in the venture. 

Asked to confirm the level of research council fund-
ing, a BBSRC spokesman said: “The three partners 
and the BBSRC are very committed to the project and 
believe it should happen. However, at this stage it is 
not certain how much capital can be made available. 
We may not know for some time, possibly until after 
the next election, but this timetable means that we can 
still deliver a new building by late 2017 if architects 
and contractors are in place and the requisite project 
planning has been completed.” 

Boxer says that fundamental food science would sit 
alongside patient studies at the planned centre. He 
hopes that researchers in both food and health can work 
with one another and in collaboration with the food 
manufacturing industry. “The purpose of the building 
is that it will rehouse the Institute of Food Research 
and will also have facilities for gastrointestinal endo-
scopic work from the hospital—aligned very closely with 
our commitment to gut science—and will have a food-

focused intervention suite and a clinical-trials unit on 
the same site.” 

He adds: “We anticipate that the core multidiscipli-
nary staff here will grow by about 75 per cent. There will 
be accommodation for 300 researchers, and it will be an 
attractant for bright people from here and around the 
world to forge careers.”

Boxer explains that the centre will be based next to two 
other BBSRC-funded institutes: the John Innes Centre 
and the Genome Analysis Centre. The Institute of Food 
Research may change its name to suit the centre’s focus. 

A spokesman from the University of East Anglia told 
Research Fortnight that the university was “committed 
to making a significant investment” in the initiative and 
was aiming for the project to be completed by the end 
of 2017. 

Erik Millstone, a professor of science policy in the 
Science Policy Research Unit at the University of Sussex, 
suggested that money for the centre would have to come 
from outside the public sector. “At this stage it’s wishful 
thinking,” he said. “The BBSRC and Norwich Research 
Park still need capital funding and industry project 
funding, so what will become of this depends on whether 
they can find industrial partners and who those partners 
will be. Will it be Coca-Cola, or will it be Organix?”

Both Millstone and Tim Lang, professor of food policy 
at City University London, say that causes of unhealthy 
eating habits need to be addressed more effectively in 
food research in the UK. “Epidemiology is missing from 
this initiative,” Millstone says.

No money on the table yet for Norwich 
food and health centre
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