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Under the gun

A ban on advocacy and promotion of gun controlis keeping US agencies from conducting research
that is sorely needed to inform policy on firearms and prevent shootings.

bill that will fund the US government for the rest of the 2013

fiscal year. The bill contains the first congressional action on
gun control since 20 children and six staff members were gunned
down at Sandy Hook Elementary School in Newtown, Connecticut,
on 14 December. But the congressional action is notable for the wrong
reasons. Far from promising to shine badly needed light on the myriad
unanswered questions around current policies on firearms, it instead
continues restrictions on the gun-related research that is essential to
wise policy-making. It is precisely the opposite of what is needed in
the United States, where people murder each other with guns at about
20 times the rate in other wealthy nations.

We have been here before. After a gunman murdered 12 people
and injured 58 in a Colorado cinema last July, this publication noted
that the US National Rifle Association (NRA), through proxies in
Congress, has since 1996 inserted restrictive language in the annual
bill that funds the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC).
The language prohibits the agency from spending any money “to advo-
cate or promote gun control” (see Nature 488, 129;2012).

In 2012, that language was extended to include all of the CDC’s huge
parent department, the Department of Health and Human Services,
which includes the National Institutes of Health (NIH). The biomedical
agency had drawn the gun lobby’s ire by funding a study that concluded
that guns did not protect their owners from being shot in an assault
(C. C.Branas et al. Am. J. Public Health 99, 2034-2040; 2009). Admit-
tedly, the study was criticized by some for methodological weaknesses.
But NRA chief Wayne LaPierre used it to dismiss all NTH-funded,
gun-relevant research as “public health junk science” in a 2010 online
commentary. Soon, Congress extended the ban to encompass the NIH.

In the law that Obama signs this week, the NRA-backed prohibition
will be continued. Strictly read, it does nothing to bar research, which
is distinct from advocacy and promotion, Obama said in January, as
he announced his response to the Newtown killings.

That response included, commendably, a memorandum that
directed the CDC and other agencies to launch a vigorous effort to
study the causes of gun violence and ways to prevent it. Obama asked
Congress to provide US$10 million in new money to the CDC to
support its investigation of the most pressing questions, adding that
White House lawyers do not interpret such research as contravening
the existing prohibition. His administration argued in an accompany-
ing document: “Research on gun violence is not advocacy; it is critical
public health research that gives all Americans information they need”

And they do need it. The 17-year dearth of government-funded
research, and a parallel chill on collection of gun-related data by US
agencies, have left politicians without the most rudimentary infor-
mation needed to inform policy-making. Consider, for instance, that
the most recent Department of Justice data on the proportion of gun
sales occurring between private individuals — as opposed to sales by

US president Barack Obama was expected this week to sign the

licensed dealers — date to 1994. Not since 2004 has the CDC included
firearms-related questions in its Behavioral Risk Factor Surveillance
System questionnaire, an instrument used to shape state policies. The
number of academic publications relevant to firearm violence has fallen
by 60% since peaking in 1996, according to an analysis by the coalition
Mayors Against Illegal Guns, which looked at trends from 1960 to 2010.

But however strong the need, Obama’s

“Obama’s research agenda will not get far in the presence
researchagenda  of the existing prohibition, which was crafted
willnot get far to intimidate researchers and funding agencies
inthe presence — and has been having precisely that effect.

of the existing The irony is that the gun lobby and its

congressional allies might benefit from rig-
orous research. Would a robust study reveal
that state laws allowing citizens to carry concealed weapons have
resulted in more or fewer deaths? We don’t know. Would the spiking
homicide rate in Chicago, Illinois, be higher still if it were not for the
city’s restrictive gun laws, or are those laws ineffective? We don’t know.
Does a limit on assault weapons reduce the overall rate of firearms
injuries and deaths? We don’t know.

How many Newtowns will it take until Congress funds the research
that will answer these and other pressing questions? Only strong evi-
dence-based policies would allow politicians to tell grieving parents
after the next slaying: we are doing everything we can to stop this
happening again. m

prohibition.”

[ ] [} [ ) [ ]
Disciplinary action
How scientists share and reuse information is
driven by technology but shaped by discipline.

around a lot in scientific publishing — and this week Nature

presents a special series of articles that explores the industry’s
changing landscape (see page 425). But beyond the early adopters of
digital technologies who shout freedom from the rooftops and the
publishers who look on nervously, what do researchers make of it?
Would it surprise you to learn, for example, that more than one-third
of academic chemists disagree with the statement “all papers should
be published open access™?

The transformation of research publishing is less a revolution and
more a war of attrition. Battle lines were drawn long ago and all sides are
well dug-in. In 2001, this journal published a series of viewpoints on the
future of ‘e-access to the primary literature’ (see go.nature.com/pezj84).

The words ‘technology’ and ‘revolution’ are being bandied
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Those attitudes seem strikingly familiar today.
At the time, the founders of the Public Library
of Science initiative (then PLS, now reborn as
the publisher PLoS) urged that research results

THE FUTURE OF PUBLISHING

A Nature special issue.
nature.com/scipublishing

information should be shared and reused. In the
NPG survey, 45% felt that all papers should be
published open access, but only 22% wanted to
allow articles to be reused for commercial pur-

should be stored in free, online, centralized
repositories. Technology enthusiasts sang the praises of easy search
and retrieval across a wide range of publication formats beyond the
traditional journal article, but warned of the need for common stand-
ards. Publishers pointed out that someone would have to finance the
publication of the increasing tide of information, and debated where
revenue sources should come from.

There was a voice missing from that debate: yours. More than a dec-
ade on, this journal’s publisher, Nature Publishing Group (NPQ), tried to
remedy that by surveying more than 23,000 scientists about their experi-
ence of and opinions on open-access publishing. The key question is not
just what scientists could have, but what they want. The survey results
— which NPG plans to release soon — suggest that many scientists are
still thinking through their views on the open sharing that the Internet
enables, and on whether they want to publish their research openly.

One preliminary result that stands out is the diversity of experiences
and attitudes across disciplines. In biology, 17% of papers published by
the respondents over the past three years had been immediately made
free for all to read by paying the publisher up front, and more than half
of the biologists surveyed said that they had published at least one such
paper. In chemistry, the proportion of papers was just 4%, and less than
one-quarter of chemists had published at least one open-access paper.
More than half of biologists felt that “all papers should be published
open-access’, whereas just under one-third of chemists agreed (the
remaining one-third of chemists neither agreed nor disagreed).

Nor do scientists hold consistent views about how widely

poses. A differently worded survey by publish-
ers Taylor & Francis of some 14,500 scholars (split between sciences and
the arts and humanities) found a similar inconsistency: 40% strongly
agreed or agreed that their work should be “reused in any way”, but only
18% said that it was acceptable for others to use their work for commer-
cial gain (W. Frass, J. Cross and V. Gardner Open Access Survey Taylor &
Francis; 2013). The figures perhaps represent a lack of understanding
rather than deeply considered views. For example, when NPG asked
scientists which open-access licence they had chosen, including share-
alike, no derivatives and CC-BY, 85% of people said: “I don’t know”.

New technologies allow a much greater and faster transition to a
digital future, and this week’s special issue reveals that scientists are
finding a multitude of ways to publish and access their research results.
As this journal has noted before, the future of research literature will
ideally be an amalgam of papers, data and software that interlinks with
tools for analysis, annotation, visualization and citation. The need for
common standards is as great as ever.

But it is demand, not supply, that will shape how scientists and
publishers grasp these opportunities. For instance, a key reason that
online open-access journals are now accepted as a mainstream (if still
minority) method of publishing research is because of the mandates
steadily introduced since 2001 by institutions and by research funders.

The dazzling variety of publishing options will fragment the infor-
mation available on the web. Scholars need to think through how they
would like that information to be shared and reused — answers may be
different for the various disciplines. One revolution does not yet fit all. m

Push the boat out

The latest private research vessel to be launched
could open up the world of marine science.

who forgets his troubles when he reads about an alternative world

called Fantasia. So it is tempting to ask whether a new private
research vessel, named after one of the characters from the film, can
offer hard-pressed oceanographers a similar escape.

Aswe report on page 420, the R/V Falkor has launched into troubled
waters for marine science. Ship time is hard to come by, and funds for
academic ocean research are shrinking, at least in the United States.
More than ever, researchers are needing to cobble together money from
several sources to pay for voyages that, in the past, might have been
funded through one overarching grant.

Arriving at a rate of knots on this scene are private foundations.
The Gordon and Betty Moore Foundation in Palo Alto, California, for
instance, has a marine-microbiology initiative that explores sites ranging
from coastal upwellings to deep-sea sediments. But it does not accept
unsolicited proposals from scientists.

The non-profit Schmidt Ocean Institute, which operates the Falkor
from its base in Palo Alto, does. It is open to applications to use the ship
— for free — for studies that highlight the challenges that the world’s
oceans face. The money comes from institute founder Eric Schmidt,
former chief executive of Google.

Many researchers are sceptical about the genuine scientific value of
millionaire marine philanthropy. It is fashionable to send well-equipped
expeditions to little-known parts of the sea, but such efforts seldom
connect with the wider scientific community — although film direc-
tor James Cameron said this week that he would donate his DEEPSEA

The 1984 film The NeverEnding Story opens with a bullied boy
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CHALLENGER submersible to the Woods Hole Oceanographic Institu-
tion (WHOI) in Massachusetts. The Falkor, however, is meant to be a
long-term resource for use by anyone who can get his or her proposal
accepted by a peer-review panel.

The ship deliberately has no home port, so as to keep away from
territorial claims to one ocean basin or for one country. US and
Canadian scientists are scheduled to lead its first few cruises, but that
is mainly an artefact of how the Schmidt institute started up. Its pro-
gramme managers personally visited leading oceanographers in those
countries to introduce the Falkor and to encourage them to apply for
ship time. Non-Americans seem to be taking note; in the latest round
of proposals, scientists from 23 countries applied.

The Falkor signals the future of oceanography in other ways. It is, at
heart, a Google ship, and as such promotes projects that integrate the
latest technology into ocean exploration. Some academic outfits, such
as the WHOI, already push this limit, but the Google crew has some
ideas of its own and scientists will follow them eagerly. The Schmidt
institute also prods its shipboard scientists to release their data openly
and rapidly, following the strong precedent set by the Moore foundation.

A small ship such as the Falkor will not solve all the woes of ocean-
ographers. One possible stumbling block is that the Schmidt institute
awards only ship time; scientists must come up with their own funding
to pay salaries and for post-cruise science. Thus, only researchers who
are accomplished enough to secure funding from other sources will be
able to spend time aboard.

The Falkor has much to offer, but it will not and should not replace
the current US research fleet, which is due to receive much-needed
upgrades over the next ten years that will allow it to push the boundaries
of marine science further than ever before.

The NeverEnding Story was a joint project of
film-makers in Germany and the United States.
The Falkor was originally a German fishery-pro-
tection vessel. With fair seas and a following wind,
its story has some way to run yet.m

O NATURE.COM

To comment online,
click on Editorials at:
go.nature.com/xhunqy

© 2013 Macmillan Publishers Limited. All rights reserved



	Disciplinary action
	References


