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We recently organized the first edition of Substantia
Short Talks to discuss some hot topics within the com-
munity of our journal. It was a recorded online event,
that took place online on July 1, 2021, at 4 pm CEST.

In 2020, during the Covid-19 pandemic that forced
us to restrain or limit our social and cultural activ-
ities, we thought to offer a lively cultural happening
to strengthen our interactions and to ponder on some
remarkable issues that affect our lives as scientists and
citizens in a globalized world.

Examples that came up to our minds were quite
some. Just to mention a few: the protection of intellectu-
al property and the worldwide distribution of life-saving
drugs (e.g. the anti-Covid vaccines) at very low costs; the
relationship between science and politics, i.e. Black Lives
Matter and the harsh debate between some international
scientific journals and publishers; or the denial of free-
dom and democracy and even the lack of scientific dis-
semination in some countries, and so forth.

Not to speak about the side effects of the frenzied
race to publish and the slavery to bibliometric indicators.
What are the most important forces that drive research
and dissemination in science today?

And what can we do to improve the state of the
communication between the society and scientists?
What does the pandemic have to say in this respect?

These are only a few among the several questions
that spring from our minds.

And their echo often reverberate in Substantia as
key points of some articles.

These are the reasons why we decided to organize
these “short talks” as a parallel contribution to our
efforts to make science more transparent.

This time our event features three contributions
on peer review, big science and on the most advanced
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outcomes of current studies carried out by a young
researcher in a specific field of Chemistry.

Each contribution lasted 20 minutes, leaving room
for questions and answers.

We began with Seth Rasmussen from North Dako-
ta State University in Fargo, who spoke about “The good
and the bad of peer review”.

Peer review started in 1831 in the UK with Willian
Whewell who proposed to receive the comments of two
fellows of the Royal Society on submissions to the Philo-
sophical Transactions.

Peer review truly is the central core of scientific
publishing. It is necessary to guarantee the reliability of
a paper, in the scientific community but also before the
society.

This process is the real core for the publication, of a
reliable, solid and trustable article.

Interestingly, not so many people know that there
are different kinds of peer review: single blind, double
blind, post-publication, open, transparent, and collabo-
rative peer review.!

Sometimes the process is rough, for different rea-
sons, and the editorial staff has to handle this crucial
and delicate step very carefully. In any case this is by far
the most important stage in the publication process.

Then it was the turn of Helge Kragh, from the Niels
Bohr Institutet in Copenhagen. He gave an historical
overview on “Big Science: Opportunities and Challeng-
es”. This is a key issue with strong political ramifica-
tions. In fact big projects are so expensive that only gov-
ernmental agencies can provide the necessary financial
sources. They may also include other non scientific roles,
such as managers, technicians, officers, secretaries, pub-
lic accountants, and so forth. The work is usually car-
ried out in a centralized system of large scale facilities
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where big and sophisticated, very expensive machines
are employed, for example particle accelerators (CERN
in Europe) or neutron sources (ORNL in the US).

The term “big science” was introduced by Der-
ek J. De Solla Price, in a 1963 book that presented an
overview of the 1962 Brookhaven National Laboratory
Pegram Lectures.?

Certainly the topics and questions addressed in
big projects are of paramount importance for science
and for the society, however some significant draw-
backs exist. For example the incredibly huge number
of co-authors,>* sometimes larger than 5,000! This fact
has important negative consequences, for example the
impossibility to establish each author’s credits (who did
what), practical problems (e.g. answering the review-
ers), and ethical issues. Of course when such a gigan-
tic amount of money is invested, labs and instruments
must work full time, with the consequence that meth-
odologies and techniques may take the advantage over
topics and science.

The third contribution was from Andreas Lesch,
a young electrochemist working at the University of
Bologna. His presentation “Electrochemical detection of
viable bacteria and biofilms” addressed some hot top-
ics, particularly in view of the next pandemic that some
expect will be due to antibiotics resistance in patho-
gens,® and of controlling the growth of biofilms on all
kinds of surfaces.

Electrochemistry concepts and techniques can be
very useful in the detection of viable bacteria, particu-
larly when time is a key issue for establishing the correct
therapy. The main conclusions of the presentation were
the production of flexible and reproducible electrodes
through inkjet printing,® their application to detect via-
ble bacteria,” and the opportunities given by scanning
electrochemical microscopies for investigating biofilms.®

In line with Substantia’s vision and scopes this talk
on the most recent advances in research in this particu-
lar field, was combined with the two previous contribu-
tions that do deal with current science activities but in
another way.

This attitude of the journal springs from our inter-
and multidisciplinary interests.

Today science is deeply divided, there are only few
chances to exchange high level information between
scientists working in different fields. In other words,
the unification of knowledge is a fantasy, due to the
over-specialization and to the reluctance to make con-
tents and concepts easily available to other scientists. It
is not a question of science popularization, it is a ques-
tion of sharing. And of promoting truly interdisciplinary
studies.
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