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The Conference Report

The conference was organised by Oxford Inspires and Oxford Brookes University with help from the South East England Development Agency.

In no other city in the UK—and perhaps in the world—is publishing so important in the local economy. There are 3500 people employed directly in publishing companies in the city and another 2000 in the county and a penumbra of thousands of suppliers and freelancers. The industry is now the largest local commercial employer ahead of the automotive sector.

The conference programme is attached. Speakers in the morning laid down much of the factual basis for the discussions in the afternoon. They identified the attraction of the perceived Oxford life-style, the pivotal location of the County in relation to London, Heathrow and the UK transport network, the pulling power of the Oxford brand, the range of publishing services from agents and packagers to designers, marketing companies, distributors and a major international centre for publishing education at Oxford Brookes. Above all there was the pool of highly qualified labour. These are the reasons why Oxford is now a world capital for academic and Scientific, Technical and Medical (STM) publishing, home to two of the six leading educational publishers and two of the four leading English as a Foreign Language (ELT) publishers in the UK, as well as over 200 small and a small number of medium-sized publishing businesses.

However, delegates recognized that this publishing prosperity is far from secure. Of the major companies with bases in Oxford—OUP, Reed Elsevier, Blackwell, Taylor and Francis, Macmillan—probably only OUP has to be here. Henry Reece, chief executive of OUP, pointed out that, while his company employed nearly 2000 people locally (including part-timers and freelancers), 80% of the company business was outside the UK, and although OUP had added £120m in turnover over the last five years they had added only 37 more staff in Oxford. The whole basis of commercial academic journal publishing is under question and Oxford’s attraction as a location is threatened by shortcomings in transport and education infrastructure and the high cost of accommodation. As the Leader of the City Council, Councillor Alex Hollingsworth, himself a publisher, observed later in the day, the average cost of a house in Oxford is ten times the average salary.

Jo Wilcock from the recruitment agency Inspired Selection and Cathy Atkinson, chair of the Oxford Society of Young Publishers had both conducted surveys demonstrating the very low level of entry and early career salaries in Oxford publishing (£15K is the average starting salary for a graduate), the fact that they had increased well below inflation and London rates in recent years. Perhaps most worrying was the loss of able young industry entrants after a few years—a disenchantment that was confirmed by some of the younger publishers present.

Panel Session A: European and International Links

Panel session members:

John Clement (Chair), UK Delegate to the International Publishers’ Association & to the Federation of European Publishers

David Kingham, Chief Executive, Oxford Innovation

Richard Baggaley, Publishing Director, Princeton University Press, UK and Europe

Richard Baggaley was hired by Princeton University Press to open their European office. He highlighted Oxford’s good location and the feeling that it offers a better quality of life than London as positive reasons for locating here. In addition, its existing links with Princeton, the fact that it is a major academic publishing centre and is the home of the Oxford Brookes publishing course were all persuasive factors in his decision. Negative aspects of the city included poor transport and parking, a lack of small office units with short leases and housing costs.

Questions from the floor raised the issue of why Princeton chose the UK (and Oxford) for its European office. Richard’s response was that the good infrastructure and reasonably priced housing on offer in Milton Keynes should have made it the logical choice but he had opted for Oxford because it fits the expectations of the market. 

On balance, he was happy with the decision to open the office in Woodstock, which solved the negative aspects of Oxford but gave close proximity and association with the city. If he were doing it again in 2004 he would look more seriously at London, as the difference in costs between Oxford and London have narrowed.

David Kingham argued that promoting the Oxfordshire publishing cluster would improve companies’ European and international links. 

He gave the example of how Oxford Innovation had worked with the motor sport industry to develop an agenda for a cluster based on non-competitive areas of common interest. The process had included talking to motor sport industry leaders and encouraging them to identify three broad areas where the industry had common needs. This identified the following: the need for better graduate design engineers; more apprentice training; and the need for increased promotion of science and engineering as a lead in to the motor sport industry in schools. All of these areas have been improved since the industry collaborated with Oxford Innovation on this work. He gave three recommendations for building an Oxfordshire publishing cluster:

1. Identify the needs of the publishing cluster.

2. Focus on growing what already exists and looking after the needs of the existing businesses, for example in relation to finance, business premises, broadband and networking.

3. Encourage entrepreneurs in the sector, as they are key to making things happen.

Questions from the floor raised the issue of how to get a cluster galvanised and how to avoid competitive issues. David felt that concentrating on issues like skills, recruitment and finance was important, as these are areas where it is possible to demonstrate the positive strengths. For example, clustering could help access information on funding for start-ups.

John Clement spoke of effective publishing clusters around the world including those in Amsterdam and Boston. He commented on the very strong profile and presence of Oxford globally and felt that there are great benefits for Oxford to be seen as an international centre for publishing.

There is a trend in many countries to introduce English as part of the school subject curriculum and John gave the example of Spain starting to teach science in English in schools. This change presents enormous opportunities for publishing companies but it will also produce lots of rival clusters for English language publishing. 

John emphasised the need for Oxford to get its act together as a cluster and to open up to international companies as this is where growth is likely to come from in the coming years.

The discussion explored mechanisms for making the cluster work and the existing organisations that already do this in part like the Oxford Publishing Society (OPuS) and Oxmedia Network. There was a feeling that the cluster should include all associated industries and that the creation of a decent website, database and advice system is fundamental to its success. As an example, the Brighton music industry, which has similar issues, successfully bid for £200,000 from SEEDA to establish a coordinating centre with a Project Director and three staff.

Panel Session B: epublishing issues

Chair and Panel

Robert Campbell (Chair), President, Blackwell Publishing

David Attwooll, Attwooll Associates & Chair, Oxmedia Network

Kay Symons, Managing Director; Secondary and Vocational Publishing, Harcourt Education

Kay Symons spoke on elearning in schools, focussing particularly on electronic delivery of educational content. She compared the original vision set out by Tony Blair in 1998 (that by 2002 all schools, colleges, libraries, etc. should be online; all teachers should be fully IT trained; all pupils should leave school IT literate and that Britain would be a world leader in elearning) with the picture today.

The number of PCs in schools has increased, though their average age has also increased and there is still not enough connectivity, teachers are more confident about using IT in the classroom and IT spending has been increasing (though it dropped in 2003). PC use in lessons is as expected, with IT, design & technology, science and maths the highest with other subjects much lower. In secondary schools this is largely because PCs are in a dedicated IT suite, which is almost entirely used for IT teaching with little time left over for other subjects.

Elearning credits were introduced by the Government to try and create a demand for electronic products and can only be spent on an approved list of software. There is lack of clarity about the rules for spending elearning credits and no checking that they are being spent as directed so there is much leakage (especially with the recent funding crisis).

There is also a threat from the BBC’s Digital Curriculum initiative; the BBC is investing £150M in educational material to be free and accessible to all pupils both at home and at school. Publishers’ opposition to this plan helped to introduce the elearning credits scheme. The BBC has also agreed to limit the scope of its materials.

There has been some debate over whether elearning works; some research implies that it does but other research has shown that the link between books and school quality is stronger than that between ICT spend and school quality.

The main features of the market are: unsophisticated buyers, a low barrier to entry, it is very fragmented and there are few sustainable, profitable business models. The main issues for suppliers are: will teachers ever make substantial use of electronic products, will they ever be prepared to pay enough, will the Digital Curriculum wipe out the market, the leaking of funding, will elearning raise standards and how can it best deliver value for money?

David Attwooll spoke about ‘small mongrels’ rather than large publishers; in particular small reference companies working in mixed markets with mixed media products.

Oxford-based Helicon Publishing produced reference works that would work in any format (this was a new idea in 1992) and platform-independent databases that could be repurposed for any format. As well as training graduates, Helicon had a large pool of local freelancers.

CD-ROMs had particular problems as consumer products, mainly because there was no proper distribution network; they were not sold in bookshops so they were either sold (badly) in electronics shops or bundled with PCs. In addition, their similarity to £15 audio CDs made people reluctant to pay more for them. The CD-ROM consumer market is now almost non-existent but there are now similar problems with the distribution of online products. These distribution problems informed all of Helicon’s corporate decisions, for example selling a share of the company to Microsoft, and then selling out to WHSmith, who sold them to RM.

Content is often perceived as an ‘add-on’ for companies whose main business is selling something else, for example AOL sell connectivity and RM sell PCs. It becomes difficult to sell content if others are giving it away (such as Encyclopaedia Britannica). People need to adjust to a model of ‘paying up to the value’ of content rather than ‘paying down to a price’.

Five key points: epublishing is a team sport and needs careful coordination; all companies in Oxfordshire are small in this area; the ‘golden key’ to breaking into any market is often a small company with a distinctive product; Oxfordshire has a danger of leakage to other countries/regions, more so with software skills than publishing; American companies control the major ‘routes to market’ for many other products (for example films and computer games) and companies need to be careful this doesn’t happen in this case.

Bob Campbell spoke about online publishing in relation to journals, with the caveat that it is extraordinarily difficult to make technology-based predictions.

In the Oxford area (excluding Elsevier Science) journal publishing is worth £200M. In addition to this are all the services provided locally: freelancers, suppliers, etc.   Initially, publishers were very worried about the threat to the journal-publishing model from online publishing. Blackwell’s response was to concentrate on acquisitions of high-quality journals.  

One of the major current threats is the Open Access movement. Academics are demanding free access to content, which is enabled by the internet, as it costs nothing to supply content to extra readers. Initially the movement demanded that publishers make content freely available after six months but, after complaints that this simply increased the knowledge gap between rich and poor institutions, they are now moving towards an ‘author pays’ model.

Their arguments are that researchers should not have to pay to access the results of their colleagues’ research, that taxpayers should not have to pay again for access to the results they funded, free access speeds up research, that copyright should stay with the authors, and that the author receives the benefit of publishing so the author should pay for it.

Publishers’ (and others’) arguments against this model are that it is not sustainable and that the system will evolve to favour the authors who pay for it.  Why should successful authors and/or institutions bear most of the costs (i.e. authors whose papers are rejected do not pay) and who will pay for archiving and new features?  Open access is not fair to authors in developing countries and those in fields such as the humanities, and, in any case, consortia agreements are increasingly helping to broaden access. In addition it is currently estimated that it costs $3,500 to publish an article. The Society for Open Access is recommending that authors pay $1,000 so who will pay for the remainder?

Bob commented that the more interesting aspect of the future of journals publishing is the role of the library. Libraries currently spend one-quarter of their funds on content and three-quarters on overheads. This will only increase as initiatives such as Open Archives and CrossRef allow authors and institutions to make available reports and other ‘grey material’ for other researchers. The role of the librarian will thus increase and libraries and publishers must work ever closer together.

Panel Session C: Skills and recruitment

Chair and Panel

David Kewley (Chair), Interim Managing Director, Bookpoint & Director, Publishing Training Centre

John Whitley, Chief Executive, Publishing Training Centre (PTC) 

Cathy Atkinson, Chair, Oxford Society of Young Publishers (OSYP)

The session commenced with the group talking about the issues that were affecting them. These included:

· The need for basic literacy skills is affecting the supply chain in some areas. A real problem: maybe 1 in 12 without basic skills

· Graduates are able to find work but, although the profession overall has wages equal to similar professions, the entry level wage was very low

· Need for staff development—team building and skills

· Most larger organisations are good at providing training but smaller companies have difficulties due to time and money

· Problems in getting skilled staff to leave large organisations and join smaller companies where the risk is seen to be greater

· How to assess candidates who have no experience—no references to check, etc.

· Difficulties of recruiting good in house designers. There are plenty of freelancers but they are not what is needed

· Problems faced by smaller companies with work experience. They receive many applications but don’t usually take people because they are not sure what to do with them.

John Whitley reported that there had been a three-year decline in the uptake of training at the PTC. This was seen as the result of cost cutting exercises, where staff training and development was moved down the list of priorities, combined with educational publishers shedding staff. However he believes that investment in education is very important, as lack of training could be very expensive if mistakes are made.

The PTC is a not-for-profit organisation based in Wandsworth and 8% of students are from Oxford. They have tried to bring their courses to Oxford but without much success. Their courses are a mixture of residential, class work and elearning and the latter is seen to be a positive way of proceeding but it needs to be combined with actual contact. The content of their courses has changed over the years with the market and they recognise the importance of keeping up-to-date and capturing the enthusiasm of young people.

Cathy Atkinson talked about the low morale among young people in publishing. OSYP’s research has shown that many people are leaving the profession mostly because of the difficulties of living on such a low wage. Without the support of family, it is very difficult for many to cope and this is compounded by the debts incurred by many while studying. Other industries are seen to be more attractive largely because of the wages. Although entry-level salaries at around £15,000 are bearable, the problem really comes when people are still on roughly the same wage after five years.

The problem of graduate schemes within some of the larger companies was raised. Although individuals were given a chance to work in most departments, because they were there for such a short time, they were always seen as a newcomer and after two years were still considered a beginner. There is no recognition of their value.

Most people have found that they need to have work experience before they are able to get a job and there is a feeling that this is exploitative of young graduates who mostly work for nothing to be able to get their first step on the employment ladder. Many young people are not getting training within their employment and sometimes have to pay for their own e.g. Chartered Institute of Marketing qualifications, which then means they could get much better paid in another profession.

The group felt that the problems for young people were a result of supply and demand. While there are still plenty of people who want to work in publishing things will not change.

The group reached the following conclusions:

· Quality of life should be factored into recruitment; Oxfordshire provides a good lifestyle for the young and for those with families

· Publishing should mirror best practice in career development and staff training despite some complacency at the top levels

· There is no structure for best practice and problems in work experience; the answer could be encouraging HR staff to network

· It is important to retain staff who are often at their most productive after about five years in a company

· Highly qualified trainees are undervalued

· Paul Hamlyn Foundation—provides funding for training

· Arts Council—provides funding for training for literary publishing.

Plenary Session

Speakers in the final plenary session expressed the need to confront the seriousness of the challenges faced by what was currently such a vibrant part of the local economic and cultural scene. The existing local collaborative networks: Oxford Publishing Society, Oxford Society of Young Publishers and Oxmedia Network pledged their commitment to work on the issues. A concerted effort may be needed to get broadband access to the rural publishing companies and to the many freelances scattered through the county; and there is a need to develop services to start-ups and small companies to help with financial planning, office accommodation and training.

Follow up

Oxford Inspires convened a meeting of those most involved in the local publishing networks to discuss the idea of establishing a forum for the industry, the local agencies and authorities in the County.

This meeting was held on 15 December and was chaired by John Clement. The following were also present: Professor Paul Richardson (Oxford International Centre for Publishing Studies, Oxford Brookes University), David Attwooll and Wendy Nikolaidis (Oxmedia Network), Jill Cousins (Opus), Penny Analytis (Oxford Society of Young Publishers), Robert Hutchison and Julie Smith (Oxford Inspires).

The group identified the following issues on which it is important to make progress to strengthen the Oxfordshire publishing cluster: information exchange, networking, lobbying, training and recruitment, mentoring and access to funding. The latter two issues are regarded as the most important.

It was agreed that Oxmedia Network—in consultation with OPuS, OSYP and Oxford Brookes University—should apply to SEEDA for funding for a new post. The responsibilities of the postholder would include: developing a new ‘umbrella’ website for the publishing industry in Oxfordshire to help promote the industry; publicise training opportunities and other events and share information across existing networks; developing mentoring programmes in Oxfordshire publishing; and strengthening and publicising access routes to potential investors in new and emerging publishing companies.

The development of the website would be informed by the work being done at Oxford Brookes University on developing a database of all publishers and suppliers of publishers in Oxfordshire (this work should be completed in summer 2004).

Oxfordshire as a Centre for Publishing

Conference Programme

Morning sessions (all in Lecture Theatre 4)

09.15
Registration and coffee (Entrance Hall and Reception Room)

09.45
Welcome from Conference Chair
John Clement, Director, Moonlight Publishing & President of the Publishers Association

10.00
Setting the scene
· Encouraging and supporting the creative industries in Oxford and Oxfordshire

Anthony Dunnett, Chief Executive, SEEDA

· The development of the Oxfordshire publishing cluster

Professor Paul Richardson, Oxford International Centre for Publishing Studies, Oxford Brookes University

· Patterns of recruitment, employment and remuneration in Oxfordshire publishing

Jo Wilcock, Director, Inspired Selection

10.45
Coffee (Reception Room)

11.15
The future of publishing in Oxfordshire: opportunities and issues
Henry Reece, Chief Executive, Oxford University Press

Michael Mabe, Academic Relations Director, Elsevier Science

David Attwooll, Attwooll Associates & Chair, OxMedia Network

Kathryn Earle, Managing Director, Berg Publishers

Questions

13.00
Buffet lunch (Reception Room)

Afternoon sessions

14.00
Panel sessions
· European and international links (Session A: Lecture Theatre 4)

Chair and Panel

John Clement, UK Delegate to the International Publishers Association & to the Federation of European Publishers

David Kingham, Chief Executive, Oxford Innovation

Richard Baggaley, Publishing Director, Princeton University Press, UK and Europe

· epublishing issues (Session B: Seminar Room A)

Chair and Panel

Robert Campbell, President, Blackwell Publishing

David Attwooll, Attwooll Associates & Chair, OxMedia Network

Kay Symons, Managing Director; Secondary and Vocational Publishing, Harcourt Education

· Skills and recruitment (Session C: Seminar Room B)

Chair and Panel

David Kewley, Interim Managing Director, Bookpoint & Director, Publishing Training Centre

John Whitley, Chief Executive, Publishing Training Centre

Cathy Atkinson, Chair, Oxford Society of Young Publishers

15.30
Tea (Reception Room)

15.45 
Plenary discussion (Lecture Theatre 4)
Chair John Clement

17.00–18.30 Drinks reception (Reception Room)
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