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In the beginning...
After years of the most thorough discussions on the needs, the means, the
structure, the people... during which the physics community of Europe
through the EPS Divisions and the national societies has been fully
consulted, EPS is able to formally announce the publication from 1 January
1986 of a new fortnightly journal: Europhysics Letters incorporating
Journal de Physique Lettres and II Nuovo Cimento Lettere

W

ith these words - published on the front
page of the June 1985 issue of Europhysics News (see the picture) - the journal
venture oﬃcially started.
e negotiations actually had been going on for 5 years.
In fact the ﬁrst proposal for a European Letters Journal
had been formulated in 1980 under the EPS Presidency
of Antonino Zichichi, while the ﬁnal partnership agreement was signed in March 1985 under the Presidency of
G.H. Staﬀord. e initiative was reﬂecting the collective
European eﬀort to harmonize the physics publications
in Europe to create a high-quality letters journal that
would publish the best communications on new physics
wherever it was done: be it from Europe or worldwide.
In the 1980s the European Scientiﬁc publication landscape was (and partly still is) quite fragmented and

The ﬁrst Editorial Board of Europhysics Letters, in 1986
Editor-in-chief: N. Kurti, United Kingdom
Co-Editors:
G. Barbiellini, Italy
C.J. Joachain, Belgium
F. Bassani, Italy
M. Kaufmann, Fed. Rep. Germany
E. Brézin, France
T.W.B. Kibble, United Kingdom
B. Cagnac, France
F. Mezei, Hungary
J. Demaret, Belgium
R.H. Siemssen, The Netherlands
D. Faddeev, U.S.S.R.
J.P. Toennies, , Fed. Rep. Germany
P. Fulde, Fed. Rep. Germany
G. Weber, Fed. Rep. Germany
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having just one ﬂagship letters journal, created from
merging two national letters journal, was seen as a good
starting point towards a deeper uniﬁcation.

Ownership
e partners that made the initial investment, i.e. the
French Physical Society (SFP), the Italian Physical Society
(SIF) and the UK Institute of Physics (IOP), together with
the European Physical Society (EPS) that provided the
scientiﬁc background, were the initial owners and were
supported from the start by several other national societies
that guaranteed further capital, should this be needed.

Publishers
Les Editions de Physique (now EDP Sciences), the
publishing subsidiary of SFP, and the publishing section
of SIF presented a joint proposal to the call for tenders
and were awarded the contract for the publishing operations of the journal. EDP Sciences and SIF, that were
respectively the publishers of the two merging journals,
Journal de Physique Lettres and Lettere al Nuovo
Cimento, mutually agree to split the tasks as follows:
editing, typesetting and pre-press services were carried
out in Bologna (SIF); printing, dispatching and subscription services were handled in Paris (EDPS).

Editorial Management
e scientiﬁc control was vested in EPS; the Editor-inChief and the Board of Co- Editors in charge to exercise
that control, through panel of existing referees, were
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chosen by EPS, in consultation with the other owners.
Listed on p.16 is the composition of the ﬁrst Editorial
Board. e Editorial Oﬃce, to manage all editorial steps
from paper submission to acceptance,was installed in EPS
which had its headquarters located in Geneva at that time.

Management Board (now Board of Directors)
e business management of the journal was exercised
by a Management Board (MB). Each of the four initial
partners nominated one member to the MB, and the
delegate of EPS was acting as the Chairman of the
Board. e ﬁrst MB was so composed: W. Buckel (EPS),
F. Read (IOP), J. Des Cloizeaux (SFP-EDPS), A. Taroni
(SIF). e Executive Secretary of EPS, G. omas
(acting as the journal business manager) and the Editorin-Chief of the journal, N. Kurti, were non-voting
members of the MB.

exchange of information went only through surface
mail: no fax, no e-mail, and no electronic ﬁle exchanges.
Every step required a perfect coordination, high professionalism and great experience to keep the
production time at a competition level. But the people
involved in this "complex system", i.e. Christine Bouldin, as Staﬀ Editor in Geneva, myself, as Production
Editor in Bologna, and Jeanne Berger as Publications
Editor in Paris, assisted by Susan Mckie, immediately
synchronized on the same wavelength and the operations went on very smoothly from the start.
e papers began to come in with a regularly increasing
rate and so the journal soon le the cradle. Also the circulation was very healthy, at the outset, reaching already
in the ﬁrst year almost 1000 library subscriptions according to the projections of the publication contract.

Growth

The second set of owners of Europhysics Letters

Europhysics Letters was launched as scheduled on
January 1st, 1986 and the contributions began to come
in quite steadily allowing to ﬁll in the issues in time.
One of the main challenges of the journal was to reach
a high scientiﬁc standard and reputation, but, as one can
guess, not less challenging was the complexity of the
project. e main publishing tasks were in fact split
among three partners based in three diﬀerent European
countries: France, Italy and Switzerland. In the light of
present technologies this could seem banal, but in 1986
communications were only by telephone and the

The Austrian Physical Society
Pool of Scandinavian Physical
The German Physical Society
Societies:
The Hungarian Physical Society
Danish Physical Society
Institut “Ruder Boskovic”
Finnish Physical Society
The Netherlands Physical Society
Icelandic Physical Society
The Portuguese Physical Society
Norwegian Physical Society
Swedish Physical Society
The Swiss Physical Society
The Turkish Physical Society
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 fig. 1:
(a) The first cover
of europhysics
letters, (b) a new
cover of europhysics letters,
(c) present style
of ePl covers

Already at the end of 1986 the unexpected great success of the journal forced the management to print
more pages than allowed by the contract. But the
continuation of this success and the increasing
inflow of papers created a huge backlog (a disaster for
a letters journal) that was partly eliminated by printing an extra volume at the end of 1987. Nevertheless,
since the cost could not be recovered from the subscriptions income, the owners had to take the
resolution to use the guarantee capital provided by the
associated members, who were then asked to become
full-partners. A new partnership agreement was
signed accordingly in Dresden in March 1988.
Under the new agreement the ownership changed,
the new societies combined holding a similar share as
each of the initial owners. The new partners societies (see list) also had the right to elect one delegate
to the MB, thus the actual members of the MB
became five.
A new period started in a true positive European spirit
with 17 countries participating in the journal, perfectly
in line with the aim of the project.

The Editors in Chief of Europhysics Letters then EPL
Europhysics Letters
1986-1989
1989-1992
1992-1995
1995-1997-2001
2001-2004
2004-2007
EPL
2007- 2010
2010-now
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N. Kurti, United Kingdom
W. Buckel, Germany
R. Balian, France
F. Gianturco, Italy (2 terms)
H. Müller-Krumbhaar, Germany
D. Jérome, France
V. Dose, Germany
M. Schreiber, Germany

Maturity
During 1991 the number of accepted papers was greater
than any of the ﬁrst ﬁve years. Again, to keep the acceptance to publication times within the current standard, the
resolution was taken to publish the last 1991 volume on a
weekly basis,rather than semi-monthly,so that it was completed already in October, while the ﬁrst volume of 1992
was anticipated by two months, keeping the weekly periodicity until the backlog was worked out. Since it was clear
that the journal had steadily grown, starting from 1993
the periodicity was changed to three issues per month.
But the 1990s will be remembered as the years of the revolutionary innovation that deeply aﬀected the scientiﬁc
publishing landscape: Internet and online publications.
Since the physics community pioneered this change, the
physics journals were the ﬁrst to switch to the new technologies. So, in 1995 a new production contract that included
also the online version was negotiated between EDPS and
SIF and already in January 1995 EDPS began to host and
distribute on its website the electronic version of the journal.
is change of scenario also coincided with the slow but
continuous decline in subscriptions - a general phenomenon involving all scientiﬁc publishers. Luckily the new
production technologies were less expensive, so the loss
in income could be balanced by the decrease in expenses.
During the remainder of the 1990s the manuscript
inﬂow showed a small decline, and since the frequency
of the issues was no longer so important, in mid-1997
the journal switched back again to a semi-monthly
periodicity, followed by a change in the cover design.
In 1995 another important event happened. e Council
of EPS, for ﬁnancial reasons, decided to move the EPS
Secretariat from Geneva,Switzerland to Mulhouse,France.
e EPS President,H.Schopper,oﬀered the MB of EPL the
opportunity to move at the same time, but in the ﬁrst
place this oﬀer was declined. As a result of the movement
of the EPS Secretariat to Mulhouse at the end of 1996, the
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EPL Editorial Oﬃce remained isolated in Geneva and the
EPL organization lost its institutional umbrella.
It was necessary to form an independent association
having as a mission the promotion of the advancement
of Physics in Europe and worldwide. e EPL Association (EPLA), that mirrored the existing partnership, was
founded and all the partners in Geneva signed the articles of the new association in March 1997. EPLA is
presently still ruled by that document.
At the beginning of the 2000s though, the EPLA MB
(now the Board of Directors) decided that the Geneva
oﬃce was becoming too expensive and made a call for
tenders for a new location for the Editorial Oﬃce. All
four founding partners submitted their oﬀers, but the
EPS President of that time, M. Ducloy, ﬁrmly invited the
BoD to make the more politically convenient choice, i.e.
to have again the Editorial Oﬃce at the EPS Secretariat
in Mulhouse. e BoD accepted and in January 2004
the Editorial Oﬃce had moved.

Rebranding
At the turn of the century it was clear that the journal
was quite static both in size and impact while the traditional subscriptions continued to decline. At the same
time, it was also clear that the electronic journals were
superseding the paper ones, which were progressively
serving only archival purposes.
As a consequence new and more ﬂexible distribution
channels, like electronic-only subscriptions packages,
consortia, pricing by size of institutions etc., appeared on

the scene. In 2004 the EPLA management called for a
brainstorming session to analyse the status of the journal and discuss possible ways to increase its prestige,
visibility and distribution. It was decided that EPL needed
a clearer deﬁnition of the marketing strategy and that
the production process had to be redeﬁned and streamlined. A new production contract taking into account the
changing environment of the journal was needed.
IOP, SFP and SIF were invited to tender an oﬀer for production either separately or jointly.
Since none of the presented bids reached the required
majority, the Board of Directors called for a meeting of
the Presidents of the founding members in order to ﬁnd
guidance on how to resolve the stalemate. e presidents
of the respective societies, M. Huber (EPS), Sir J. Enderby
(IOP), E. Brezin (SFP), G.F. Bassani (SIF), who attended
the summit, privileged a solution that would include all
the three partners, in line with the spirit of EPL.
e challenge was to identify an equilibrated and
mutually satisfactory task redistribution that exploited
each partner's own expertise. It took a lengthy negotiation process and the true will of IOP, SFP, and SIF to
collaborate, a solution was found and the new contract
signed in Bologna in February 2006.
e journal was successfully re-launched in January 2007
with a new format and a new cover image (see picture). I
can only add that I pride myself on having participated
all along to this so challenging European venture.
Happy birthday EPL! ■
 fig. 2: ePn
announcement of
europhysics letters in 1985
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