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An important source of data for many biological databases is the scientific literature.
Most commonly, the data types extracted and standardized are alpha-numerical in
format (e.g. nucleotide sequences or text-based descriptions). However, a significant
amount of biological data is also image based and at EMAGE, images are central to our
curation/annotation process. We collect images from the literature and use these as a
source of raw data for a spatial annotation process. Upon deposition of the data in
EMAGE, reproduction of the original image in the database entry is desirable as it
allows our users to view the original data, even when they do not have access to the
source journal.

When images are sourced from the literature, these are subject to copyright. We
routinely assess data images from over 150 journals for entry into EMAGE. Of these,
<5% publish using a Creative Commons Attribution License, which allows the free use
of data in any way as long as the source is properly attributed. For the remaining 95% of
journals, we have explored several avenues to allow image reproduction in EMAGE,
including use under fair-use / fair-dealing, which has a significant amount of risk
involved, and setting up of individual agreements with each journal, which is time
consuming for our curation staff.

We will discuss these experiences, and what we have learned about the various
meanings of “open access”. We feel it is necessary to raise this issue within the
biocuration, publishing and biology communities, so that both curators and our end-
users may access the data they require with the minimum of unnecessary effort.



