FCO « 14(3) » 2024 *51-55
DOI: 10.2478/fco-2023-0032

§ sciendo

Forum of Clinical Oncology

Critical assessment of a cancer/oncology journal
that suddenly ceased publication: Journal of the
Balkan Union of Oncology

Research Article

Jaime A. Teixeira da Silva®

Independent researcher, Ikenobe 3011-2, Kagawa-ken, 761-0799, Japan

Received 9 April 2024; Accepted 17 May 2024

Abstract:

This article provides a brief historical overview of a now-shuttered open access cancer/oncology journal, Journal of the Balkan Union

of Oncology (JBUON), whose metrics peaked with a 2020 Clarivate Analytics journal impact factor of 2.533. JBUON suddenly ceased
publication in December 2021. The scrutiny of JBUON papers of this PubMed-indexed journal at the post-publication website PubPeer
revealed a myriad of ethical infractions and the likely association with paper mills. In addition to troubling information about JBUON’s
publishing operations, this paper emphasizes the opaque manipulation of the content of an unknown number of papers, a procedure
that is considered unscholarly, dishonest, or even predatory. The fatal publishing errors and mismanagement of this journal that led to
its demise serve as a useful learning curve for other cancer/oncology journals that may feel tempted to manipulate the scholarly record,
either to “save face” or give the impression of an error-free publication record.
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1. Introduction

This article focuses on an open access journal, Journal of
the Balkan Union of Oncology (JBUON)™, that suddenly
ceased publication in December 2021, even though the
website does not indicate to the public that it has ceased
publication. At PubMed, there are 3815 results for 2002—
2021.2 It is not clear where readers may find the content
of volumes 1-6, which are missing from the journal’s
archives.B! Papers in JBUON were only published in the
PDF format, without any HTML format, and an abstract
is indexed at PubMed. Readers can access the PDF of
full texts only via a PubMed link to the JBUON website.
The content of a PDF file, which is the only source, can
be easily manipulated, i.e., modified and substituted.
JBUON also had, according to its website, a 2020

"https://jbuon.com/

2https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/nimcatalog/100883428; https://pubmed.
ncbi.nim.nih.gov/?term=Journal+of+B.U.ON [the last published issue
(volume 26, issue 6) was not indexed in PubMed].
Shttps://jouon.com/archives/

* E-mail: jaimetex@yahoo.com

Clarivate Analytics journal impact factor (IF) of 2.533, up
from 1.695 in 2019¥, which would have made it a prime
target for abusive cash or rewards schemes associated
with the IF6.91 potentially including by JBUON itself.
JBUON advertises its 2021 IF on its top page but
indicates the higher 2020 IF at the footer of most web
pages. JBUON levied an article processing charge
of €520 (there also used to be a “fast track service”
for €1500, but this appears to have been scrapped;
Fig. 1). JBUON claimed to be peer reviewed and to
conform to international ethics standards, specifically
those of the Committee on Publication Ethics (COPE),
the International Committee of Medical Journal Editors
(ICMJE), and the Council of Science Editors, as noted in
the “Journal Information”® and “How to Submit™® pages.
JBUON claimed to make edits to the published record
via errata, and although retractions were not specifically

“Also related, JBUON was indexed in the Web of Science between 2007
and 2021.

*https://jbuon.com/journal-information/

Shttps://jbuon.com/how-to-submit/
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Publication fees

JBUON is an independent open access journal providing free access to full text of all published articles to all online interested readers around the world. To cover the

costs of the publication procedures authors selected for publication pay a fee of 520 euro per article, irrespective of number of pages, number of tables, figures and

color illustrations. This fee is equally distributed among all authors.

Fast-Track

With Fast-Track submission you receive the decision of article acceptance or rejection within 15 days. If you want to opt for fast-track submission, please state it clearly

in the submission form. Fast track submission fee is 1.500 euro per article and does not guarantee acceptance.

Figure 1: Currently, JBUON lists an open-access article process charge of €520 (A), but until 2021, there had also been a “fast track service” for €1500
with an accept/reject decision within 15 days (B), but this was scrapped. Date of screenshots, under fair-use: January 15, 2022 (A); December 19, 2020
(B). Source: https://jbuon.com/how-to-submit/ (A, B), (B) accessible via the Internet Archive.

mentioned in 2020, the post-publication policy appears
to have changed between 2020 and 2021.%® The precise
dates when changes were made to editorial and ethical
policies are unclear. Opaque edits to the journal website
content, including official policies, as well as the content
of HTML text and PDF files, are one reason why the
“publication history” — which offers a formal, documented
incremental system to record changes to the version of
the published record — is useful for both the published
record and information sources, such as journal
websites!. There was also an editorial board with one
editor-in-chief, six associate editors, one English editor,
and 88 editors.”? The PDF files of JBUON papers do not
have or indicate a digital object identifier (DOI), although
each paper (i.e., that is indexed in PubMed) carries a
PubMed ID (PMID).

According to the “Journal Information” page, JBUON
was published by BAKIS Productions LTD,!"® a TV/film/
theatre production company based in Nicosia, Cyprus!'",
although any academic or prospective author would not
have been able to glean this from the journal’s contact
page,'? which only lists a generic email and no physical
address. The NCBI page (see footnote 2) indicates that
the publisher was formerly Zerbinis Medical Publications
in Athens, Greece. Cabells’ Predatory Reports criteria
version 1.1 lists opacity in physical address as a minor

“Under “Proofs”: “Studies should be carried out in accordance with the
relevant local, national, and international guidelines. All papers will be sent
out for external peer review.”; “Papers [...] will be accepted for publication
only if it is made clear that a high standard of ethics was applied in
carrying out the investigations.” “After publication, further changes
can only be made in the form of an Erratum.” https://web.archive.org/
web/20200629171030/https://jouon.com/how-to-submit

8*JBUON publishes three types of post-publication notices. Corrections
Expressions of Concern (EOCs) Retraction notices.”
°https://jouon.com/editorial-board/

"°https://bakisproductions.com/

https://cy.linkedin.com/company/woofs

?https://jouon.com/contact-us/

predatory criterionl'¥, although caution is offered
about the reliability of those criteria in determining the
“predatory” nature of a journall®®. The website content
changed between 2020 and 2021, as can be appreciated
from clues at the Internet Archivel'¥, although the history
of changes is patchy, at best. Finally, it is not clear if the
director of BAKIS Productions LTD, Stathis Athanasiou,
is the same person listed as the JBUON editor-in-chief,
Athanasiou E. Athanasiou. Stathis Athanasiou claims
on his CV that “| also publish an open access Elsevier-
indexed scientific journal at jpuon.com,”®! although he
likely meant Scopus, where JBUON was indexed from
1999 to 2021, Cabells considers false claims of being
indexed in famed databases as a severe predatory
publishing criterion (see link in footnote 12).

At PubPeer', hundreds of JBUON papers were
profiled, primarily for image-related issues, such as
possible figure manipulation, including the existence
of the same figures across papers published in
different journals, often by completely different or
unrelated authors or affiliations, i.e., paper mill-derived
publications, as well as stealth corrections by the
JBUON editors.l"® Paper mills threaten the integrity
of the cancer/oncology literature, as well as the wider
biomedical literature since false or fabricated products
(e.g., data sets, paid-for-authorship slots, and entire
papers) are available upon purchasel'7#'8.19 |n the case
of JBUON, the publication of an excessive amount of

3*The website does not identify a physical address for the publisher or
gives a fake address”, “The website does not identify a physical editorial
address for the journal”, “Dead links on the journal or publisher’s website”:
https://blog.cabells.com/2019/03/20/predatoryreport-criteria-v1-1/
(March, 2019).
“https://web.archive.org/web/2021*/https://jouon.com/journal-information/
Shttps://stathisathanasiou.com/about-me/#cv
®https:/mww.scimagojr.com/journalsearch.php?q=28749&tip=sid&clean=0
""https://www.pubpeer.com/search?q=JBUON
®https://forbetterscience.com/2021/01/21/victims-as-perpetrators/
(January 21, 2021)
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paper mill-derived papers may have led to its ultimate
reputational demise.

2. Conclusions

JBUON claimed journal quality and editorial integrity!'s',
but at some point, the journal and/or its editors appear to
have derailed from the scholarly path, perhaps tempted
by the financial benefits that arise from accepting paper
mill-derived products®®, a phenomenon that itself may be
linked to abusive career-advancing habits associated
with gaming the IF. Academic publishing is becoming
more ethically challenging for all parties involved because
there are so many sources of misconduct, fraud, and
bad actors, all of which may lead to either predatory and/
or exploitative behavior. This paper records the rapid
historical demise of a PubMed-indexed oncology journal,
JBUON, which published the last issue in December
2021. The journal’'s demise resulted from revelations of
ethical infractions such as figure and/or data manipulation
and the purported association of papers it published with
paper mills. At face value, journals like JBUON may be
perceived to be scholarly, non-predatory, and thus “safe”
to publish in merely because they are associated with
brands like IF or PubMed. These whitelisted “brands”
have provided a secure definition of publishing-safe
venues for decades, but the infiltration of indexed and
“branded” journals by paper mill-derived research, as
one element of fake peer review, impacts all academics
and the publishing industry®.

Even though JBUON papers might have more
than one affiliation, only a single affiliation is indicated
for any JBUON paper at PubMed, suggesting that the
PubMed records and/or metadata are incomplete and
thus inaccurate (Fig. 2). There are concerns with the
credibility of some literature that is indexed in PubMed
and thus with PubMed itselft"'2. The case of JBUON
might reflect a wider ill among cancer/oncology journals
that might be contributing to some of its irreproducibility,
behavior breeds mistrust in cancer and oncological
sciencel®59, and in science more widely. JBUON is not
the first cancer/oncology journal to be afflicted by paper
mills, nor is it the last. As one example, another cancer/
oncology journal, Tumor Biology, which was indexed and
also carried an IF but then lost it, as well as its PubMed
indexing, is struggling to survive in a hyper-competitive
environment, reputationally weighed down by multiple
retractions!'?. The Retraction Watch/Crossref database
currently (5 May 2024) lists 40 retractions and five
expressions of concern for JBUON.['®!

“http://retractiondatabase.org/

> J BUON. May-Jun 2020;25(3):1463-1468.

A

Anticancer effects of Lanostane against human
gastric cancer cells involves autophagy, apoptosis
and modulation of m-TOR/PI3K/AKT signalling
pathway

Xiulan Peng !, Changli Ruan, Changjiang Lei, Anbing He, Xia Wang, Renfeng Luo, Yahong Cai
Weiguo Dong, Jun Lin

Affiliations — collapse
Affiliation

I Department of Oncology, the Fifth Hospital of Wuhan, Wuhan, Hubei Province, China, 430050.

PMID: 32862591

Free article

JBUON 2020; 25(3): 1463-1468
B ISSN: 1107-0625, online ISSN: 2241-6293 « www.jbuon.com
Email: editorial_office@jbuon.com

ORIGINAL ARTICLE

Anticancer effects of Lanostane against human gastric cancer
cells involves autophagy, apoptosis and modulation of m-TOR/
PI3K/AKT signalling pathway

Xiulan Peng'*, Changli Ruan®*, Changjiang Lei**, Anbing He’, Xia Wang®, Renfeng Luo®,
Yahong Cai*, Weiguo Dong®, Jun Lin”

‘Department of Oncology, the Fifth Hospital of Wuhan, Wuhan, Hubei Province, China, 430050. *Department of Radiotherapy,
Renmin Hospital of Wuhan University, Wuhan, Hubei Province, China, 430070. *Department of Surgery, the Fifth Hospital of
‘Wuhan, Wuhan, Hubei Province, China, 430050. “Department of Pharmacy, the Fifth Hospital of Wuhan, Wuhan, Hubei province,
China, 430050. *Medical College, JiangHan University, Wuhan, Hubei Province, China, 430075 “Department of Gastroenterology,
Renmin Hospital of Wuhan University, Wuhan, Hubei Province, China, 430060. "Department of Gastroenterology, Zhongnan
Hospital of Wuhan University, Wuhan, Hubei Province, China, 430000.

*These authors contributed to this work equally.

Figure 2: PubMed only lists one affiliation for all JBUON papers (A), even
if papers may carry multiple affiliations. Indicated is https://pubmed.
ncbi.nim.nih.gov/32862591/, which in fact has seven affiliations (B).
The bibliometric information at PubMed is thus incomplete, and thus
misleading. Date of screenshots (Creative Commons Attribution 4.0
International License): January 15, 2022.
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Note regarding websites

All websites, including those in the reference list and
page footers, last accessed 17 February 2024.

Acknowledgment

The author thanks the assistance of Serhii Nazarovets
(Borys Grinchenko Kyiv Metropolitan University, Kyiv,
Ukraine) in verifying JBUON’s indexing in Scopus and
Web of Science.

References

[11 Byrne, J. A., Park, Y., Richardson, R. A. K,
Pathmendra, P., Sun, M., & Stoeger, T. (2022).
Protection of the human gene research literature
from contract cheating organizations known as
research paper mills. Nucleic Acids Research,
50(21), 12058-12070. https://doi.org/10.1093/nar/
gkac1139

[2] Errington, T. M., Mathur, M., Soderberg, C. K.,
Denis, A., Perfito, N., lorns, E., & Nosek, B. A.
(2021). Investigating the replicability of preclinical
cancer biology. eLife, 10, e71601. https://doi.
org/10.7554/eLife.71601

[3] Pérez-Neri, I., Pineda, C., & Sandoval, H. (2022).
Threats to scholarly research integrity arising
from paper mills: a rapid scoping review. Clinical
Rheumatology, 41(7), 2241-2248. https://doi.
org/10.1007/s10067-022-06198-9

[4] Rivera, H., & Teixeira da Silva, J. A. (2021).
Retractions, fake peer review, and paper mills.
Journal of Korean Medical Science, 36(24), e165.
https://doi.org/10.3346/jkms.2021.36.e165

[5] Sander, T., Ghanawi, J., Wilson, E., Muhammad,
S., Macleod, M., & Kahlert, U. D. (2022). Meta-
analysis on reporting practices as a source of
heterogeneity in in vitro cancer research. BMJ Open
Science, 6(1), e100272. https://doi.org/10.1136/
bmjos-2021-100272

[6] Teixeira da Silva, J. A. (2021a). Citations
and gamed metrics: academic integrity lost.
Academic Questions, 34(1), 96-99. https:/doi.
0rg/10.51845/34s.1.18

[7] Teixeira da Silva, J. A. (2021b). Paper mills and
on-demand publishing: Risks to the integrity of
journal indexing and metrics. Medical Journal
Armed Forces India, 77(1), 119-120. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.mjafi.2020.08.003

[8] Teixeira da Silva, J. A. (2021c). Paper mill-derived
cancer research: The improbability of prostate
cancer in women, and ovarian and breast cancer
in men. Nowotwory. Journal of Oncology, 71(4),
255-256. https://doi.org/10.5603/NJO.a2021.0039

[9] Teixeira da Silva, J. A. (2022a). Issues and
challenges to reproducibility of cancer research: A
commentary. Future Oncology, 18(12), 1417-1422.
https://doi.org/10.2217/fon-2021-1378

[10] Teixeira da Silva, J. A. (2022b). Tumor Biology's
struggle to survive: A tough lesson for cancer
research journals. Forum of Clinical Oncology,
13(1), 23-25. https://doi.org/10.2478/fco-2022-
0001

[11] Teixeira da Silva, J. A. (2023). Is the validity,
credibility and reliability of literature indexed in
PubMed at risk? Medical Journal Armed Forces
India, 79(5), 601-602. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
mjafi.2021.03.009

[12] Teixeira da Silva, J. A., Bornemann-Cimenti, H., Daly,
T, & Tirp, J. C. (2024). Beyond disclaimers: The
need for a curation-based model of PubMed. Current
Medical Research & Opinion 40(6), 1039-1045.
https://doi.org/10.1080/03007995.2024.2350612

[13] Teixeira da Silva, J. A., Moradzadeh, M., Yamada,
Y., Dunleavy, D.J., Tsigaris, P. (2023). Cabells’
Predatory Reports criteria: Assessment and
proposed revisions. The Journal of Academic
Librarianship, 49(1), 102659. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.acalib.2022.102659

[14] Teixeira da Silva, J. A., & Nazarovets, S. (2022).
Publication history: A double DOI-based method to
store and/or monitor information about published
and corrected academic literature. Journal of
Scholarly Publishing, 53(2), 85-108. https://doi.
org/10.3138/jsp.53.2.2017-0017


https://doi.org/10.1093/nar/gkac1139
https://doi.org/10.1093/nar/gkac1139
https://doi.org/10.7554/eLife.71601
https://doi.org/10.7554/eLife.71601
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10067-022-06198-9
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10067-022-06198-9
https://doi.org/10.3346/jkms.2021.36.e165
https://doi.org/10.1136/bmjos-2021-100272
https://doi.org/10.1136/bmjos-2021-100272
https://doi.org/10.51845/34s.1.18
https://doi.org/10.51845/34s.1.18
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.mjafi.2020.08.003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.mjafi.2020.08.003
https://doi.org/10.5603/NJO.a2021.0039
https://doi.org/10.2217/fon-2021-1378
https://doi.org/10.2478/fco-2022-0001
https://doi.org/10.2478/fco-2022-0001
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.mjafi.2021.03.009
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.mjafi.2021.03.009
https://doi.org/10.1080/03007995.2024.2350612
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.acalib.2022.102659
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.acalib.2022.102659
https://doi.org/10.3138/jsp.53.2.2017-0017
https://doi.org/10.3138/jsp.53.2.2017-0017

Jaime A. Teixeira da Silva

[15] Triggle, C. R., MacDonald, R., Triggle, D. J., &
Grierson, D. (2022). Requiem for impact factors
and high publication charges. Accountability in
Research, 29(3), 133-164. https://doi.org/10.1080
/08989621.2021.1909481

[16] Vuckovic-Dekic, L., & Gavrilovic, D. (2016).
Importance of being indexed in important databases
—effect on the quantity of published articles in
JBUON. Journal of B.U.ON., 21(1), 266-271.

[17] Vuckovic-Dekic, L., & Gavrilovic, D. (2018).
Progress of the Journal of the Balkan Union of
Oncology in the second decade of its existence.
Journal of B.U.ON., 23(5), 1266-1272.

[18] Wykes, T., & Parkinson, A. (2023). The anxiety of
the lone editor: Fraud, paper mills and the protection
of the scientific record. Journal of Mental Health,
32(5), 865-868. https://doi.org/10.1080/09638237.
2023.2232217

[19] Zhao, T-Y., Dai, T-C., Lun, Z-J., & Gao, Y-L. (2021).
An analysis of recently retracted articles by authors
affiliated with hospitals in mainland China. Journal
of Scholarly Publishing, 52(2), 107—122. https://doi.
org/10.3138/jsp.52.2.03



https://doi.org/10.1080/08989621.2021.1909481
https://doi.org/10.1080/08989621.2021.1909481
https://doi.org/10.1080/09638237.2023.2232217
https://doi.org/10.1080/09638237.2023.2232217
https://doi.org/10.3138/jsp.52.2.03
https://doi.org/10.3138/jsp.52.2.03

