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KILLING THE PRINT JOURNALS, PART TWO

LETTER FROM HEADQUARTERS

In this column in the August issue (page 1089), I in-
troduced the topic of “killing print” for the AMS jour-
nals. I discussed a number of the arguments for and

against discontinuing the print versions of the journals
in favor of online dissemination, and mentioned that
the Publications Commission and its Information Sys-
tems Committee had been looking at this issue more
deeply. Publications Commissioner Joe Klemp included
the following text in his report to the AMS Council
for its September meeting:

[T]he Publication Commission recommends that we de-
velop a strategy to phase out the print version of the jour-
nals over a relatively short time period, and that the print-
able content of the journals not diverge from the online
content in the interim while both versions continue in pro-
duction. Plans for discontinuing the print journals should
be developed through substantial discussions with and
input from the library community. In particular, sig-
nificant involvement of this community is needed to
reach agreement on the establishment of a long-term
electronic archive that meets the requirements of the
library constituency. Resolving the electronic archive
issue is a major priority for a number of publishing
societies, so we are not in this alone. Our expectations
are that we could be in a position to discontinue the
print journals in a two- to five-year time frame.

When the AMS Council reviewed this recommen-
dation from the Publications Commission and dis-
cussed it in light of the suggestion that the AMS jour-
nals might be combined into a single Journal of the AMS
(see the piece by Randall and Emanuel, also in the
August issue of BAMS, page 1093), there was solid sup-
port for looking at the discontinuation of print in the
very near term—perhaps just a few years from now.
(But note that we are talking only about the AMS jour-
nals here and not BAMS, which represents a different
sort of publication with a different mission.)

As the Council noted during its discussion, the num-
ber of individuals subscribing to the journals in print is
decreasing rapidly, and even a few libraries have cho-
sen to receive the journals in online format only. If
current downward trends for print subscriptions con-
tinue, the cost of continuing to produce the print ver-
sions becomes unsupportable in a pure business sense.
It would be far better to phase out print before it
becomes a financial burden requiring subsidy by online
subscribers.

In looking at this issue, we must consider the fol-
lowing factors:

• The purely financial aspects that argue in favor of
dropping print as soon as possible provided the sub-
scription fee structure that is put in place can sup-
port the production of the journals online;

• The psychological aspects that argue in favor of re-
taining the print journals for as long as possible be-
cause so many in the community appreciate being
able to hold the journal in their hands and because
getting an issue in the mail is more likely to lead to
browsing and serendipitous discovery;

• The technological aspects that actually argue in both
directions, since the online journals (if not tied to a
print counterpart) can begin doing things for the
science that print could never do, but the means
of preserving those wonderful enhancements for
use by future generations is not at all clear at
present.

There are a number of other arguments on both
sides of this issue, as outlined in the earlier column on
this topic. Our constituents from the library commu-
nity, as well as our scientific community, need to weigh
in on the impact that eliminating the print issues would
have on them, and we should expect the opinions to
cover a broad spectrum. The Publications Commission
and AMS Council must look for reasonable levels of
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consensus in the knowledge that full agreement is
unlikely.

Now is a good time to begin those discussions. I
encourage anyone with an opinion on this issue to
send an e-mail to futureofprint@ametsoc.org. We will
post all comments received (with full attribution of the
sender) on the AMS Web site’s “AMS Update” page

(www.ametsoc.org/amsupdate). We will follow up
with summaries of the discussion in the pages of BAMS.
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