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From “Govdoes” to
Cyberspace: the
Transformation of
Government

Information
by Ted D. Smith

Documents Reference Librarian,
University of Oregon

observers have recognized that computeriza-

tion has the potential to profoundly impact the
ways in which libraries carry out their mission. Early
scholars investigating potential uses of computers
posited new types of information retrieval systems
with direct and profound implications for libraries
(Bush, 1945). Such speculation was not limited to
the academic world, however. The 1957 movie The
Desk Set, starring Katharine Hepburn and Spencer
Tracy, gave a lighthearted look at a corporate exec-
utive’s efforts to replace librarians with a computer.
Such early predictions presaged the eventual move-
ment of computer technology into libraries, which
affected everything from how we acquire and
process materials to how our patrons access data.
Recent years have seen a marked quickening of the
pace of innovation. What began as a gradual and
manageable incorporation of new technologies has
become a revolution in our methods and activities,
fundamentally altering what it means to be a library.

F rom the beginning of the computer era, many

The recent development of the Internet as a widely
used research tool has been a major contributing fac-
tor to this revolution. Government agencies have
participated fully in this technology-driven revolu-
tion, moving swiftly to take advantage of new meth-
ods to disseminate information. The field of
government information has become one of the
most rapidly changing specialties in librarianship
over the past decade.

As the widespread availability of personal computer
technology worked its changes on society in the
1980s and 1990s, budgetary constraints caused gov-
ernment publishers to be among the first to adopt
new electronic methods of distribution. For congres-
sional budget makers grappling with soaring budget
deficits, agency publishing programs and the Gov-
ernment Printing Office’s operations have been
tempting targets for potential cost savings. This has
led data collection agencies in particular to look for
ways to disseminate their products in the most cost-

effective manner. The Internet provides an ideal
vehicle from an information producer’s point of
view. It avoids the materials costs and transportation
costs associated with traditional print publication,
allows for rapid dissemination of data, and provides
information to users in useable form.

Users are most affected by the drawbacks to Internet
dissemination. The need to purchase expensive
equipment, the need for a telecommunications link,
the need to provide paper for hard copies when
needed, and the need to develop new skills in using
electronic formats are all barriers encountered by
users. In such a situation, it is no wonder that gov-
ernment agencies as publishers have moved swiftly
to embrace the technology, while libraries and end-
users face a more ambivalent situation with both
benefits and drawbacks.

This transition to electronic dissemination of govern-
ment information has been both swift and wide-
spread, covering all types of government information
products and all levels of government. Getting an
intellectual grasp of such a broad and profound tran-
sition can be difficult, but perhaps the easiest way to
track and understand it is to look at selected key
information programs and examine how the transi-
tion has occurred.

CENsus DATA

The decennial census of population and housing is
perhaps the best known and most widely used sta-
tistical activity of the U.S. federal government.
Required by Article 1, Section 2, of the Constitution
for legislative apportionment, the first population
census was conducted in 1790, with subsequent cen-
suses every 10 years since. Statistical tabulations of
data from the census have been published in print
format from the beginning. These tabulations were
published as volumes in the Congressional Serial Set
in the 19th century and more recently in increasingly
voluminous series of print reports from the Bureau
of the Census.

Prior to the 1990 census, print was the only format
in which data was distributed through the Federal
Depository Library Program. While data in electronic
formats was available for censuses dating back to
1960 (and some data from even earlier censuses was
converted retrospectively), such data was not widely
distributed and was available only in large research
institutions with adequate computing power. The
1990 census was the first for which electronic for-
mats were part of the regular mix of data products
for inclusion in the depository library program and
for sale to the general public. The Census Bureau
produced a full range of print reports tabulating
results of the census for all geographic levels, while
at the same time producing several series of CD-
ROM products. These CDs were produced for Sum-
mary Tape File 1 (short form data), Summary Tape
File 3 (long form data), Public Use Microdata Sam-
ples (PUMS), TIGER files (including spatial data for
inclusion in GIS systems), and a variety of special-




use and subject-specific tabulations. All of these
products were made available through the Federal
Depository Library Program, the State Census Data
Center program, and the Government Printing Office
sales program. As the Internet gained wide popular-
ity in the middle part of the decade, the data was
also made available online, both through the Census
Bureau’s own Web site and through other sites such
as Oregon State University’s Government Informa-
tion Sharing Project. Thus, data from the 1990 cen-
sus was the first to be widely available in electronic
formats.

As of this writing, the year 2000 census is two years
away. The Census Bureau has announced plans for
the distribution of data from this census, and they
look quite different from what occurred with the
1990 data. The primary mode of access for data from
the year 2000 census will be the Data Access and
Dissemination System (DADS), an Internet-based
data retrieval system (United States. Bureau of the
Census, 1997). CD-ROMs will still be produced, but
will have relatively less importance than the online
DADS system. While some print reports will still be
published, these will be greatly reduced in size and
scope, serving as summaries of the data rather than
as detailed tabulations. It is clear that 1990 was truly
a transitional year for the population census. Prior to
1990, most people obtained data from the census via
printed reports. Subsequently, most data will be
accessed via electronic means. The 1990 Census is
destined to be the only one in which print and elec-
tronic formats play a roughly equal role in dissemi-
nating data to the general public.

GPO Access

One of the most significant Internet sites for govern-
ment information is GPO Access, the Government
Printing Office’s collection of online databases. GPO
Access provides access to the full text of congres-
sional bills and resolutions, the Congressional
Record, and other significant legislative and regula-
tory documents. This site was developed as the
result of the Government Printing Office Electronic
Information Access Enhancement Act of 1993 (107
Stat. 112). This landmark legislation, signed into law
June 8, 1993, required GPO to establish and main-
tain an online directory of federal publications
stored in electronic format and to provide online
computer access to the Congressional Record and
the Federal Register, along with other federal publi-
cations deemed appropriate by the superintendent

GPO Access
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GPO Access (www.access.gpo.gov/su_docs/aces/
aaces002.html) has many searchable databases, which
provide access to the full texts of significant government
publications.

of documents. This legislation gave GPO a mandate
to move forcefully in the direction of providing
online access to publications it had traditionally pro-
duced as paper documents. GPO had eagerly sought
this mandate (United States. Congress, 1992, p. 10-
12) as a means to preserve its traditional role as the
government’s publisher in the new era of electronic
dissemination.

As initially implemented in the summer of 1994,
GPO Access was a subscription-based WAIS server.
Depository libraries were provided a free subscrip-
tion for a single workstation; all other access was by
paid subscription only. GPO implemented this sub-
scription model on the basis of the cost-recovery
concept included in the enabling legislation. Within
a few months, pressure from the depository library
community led GPO to provide additional access to
depositories, giving each library up to 10 subscrip-
tions to the service. Under pressure from public
advocacy groups such as the Taxpayer Advocacy
Project, GPO also instituted a “library gateway” pro-
gram in which selected depository libraries would
serve as gateways for larger numbers of public users
to access the databases.

GPO was soon to come under additional market
pressures, however, as the congressional elections of
1994 led to the Republican Party taking control of
Congress for the first time in a generation. Acting
under the directive of the new Republican leader-
ship of the 104th Congress, the Library of Congress
brought the “Thomas” World Wide Web system
online in January 1995. “Thomas,” named after
Thomas Jefferson, provided much the same infor-
mation as GPO Access, but at no charge and using
standard Web browsers as the access tools. This was
great news for Internet users but had the effect of
making GPO look bad. While Congress had required
GPO to charge for its services, it had encouraged the
development of a competing product that used
GPO’s source data but was provided free. GPO
responded by expanding and re-emphasizing the
free access available through the depository library
gateway program and eventually dropped subscrip-
tion fees altogether.

‘WORLD NEWS CONNECTION

A third major data product that highlights some
important points about the transition toward Internet
distribution is the World News Connection (WNC).
WNC is an online news service that provides trans-
lations of news and information from local media
throughout the world. It is the electronic continua-
tion of the Foreign Broadcast Information Service
(FBIS), a translation service of the Central Intelli-
gence Agency. Although geared toward providing
U.S. government officials with access to foreign
news media, FBIS has long been popular among
researchers as a good means of tracking news
reports from around the world. The National Tech-
nical Information Service (NTIS) provides access to
WNC on the World Wide Web through its FedWorld
server. Access to the database is by subscription




only, with depository libraries required to pay for
access along with everyone else.

WNC has been the target of criticism from a variety
of sources. NTIS has long had a somewhat antago-
nistic relationship with the depository library com-
munity due to its cost-recovery model for
disseminating government information and its nar-
row definition of what material is subject to deposi-
tory distribution. It was no surprise, then, that
government documents librarians expressed unhap-
piness about the previously depository FBIS material
now being made accessible only as an electronic
database controlled by NTIS, with no provision for
depository access. NTIS has also been strongly criti-
cized by the Information Industry Association and
NewsBank, Inc., because they perceive the WNC as
a government subsidized for-profit venture that
unfaitly competes with private sector publishers
(United States. Congress, 1997).

IsSUES AND CONCERNS

These three quite different government projects
illustrate some key issues surrounding the conver-
sion of print publications to online distribution,
many of which are far from a satisfactory resolution.
Although all three examples are drawn from the fed-
eral government, these issues are equally relevant
for all government entities, from the smallest local
jurisdiction to international organizations, as they
cope with the task of establishing policies for han-
dling the transition.

The question of how long to continue providing the
data in both the old format and the new online ver-
sion can be a difficult one. Online distribution pro-
vides savings of money and resources only if the
print equivalent can be discontinued or distribution
drastically curtailed. Yet, with the availability of per-
sonal computers far from universal and with widely
varying levels of technical skills for accessing online
information still very evident within the general pop-
ulation, premature discontinuation of printed reports
represents a real decrease in accessibility of vital
government information and a further exacerbation
of the gap between the information-rich and the
information-poor. Dual formats are an ideal solution
from the standpoint of making the content widely
available, but cannot realistically be continued for
long except for the most important publications. The
Census Bureau has decided that in the future printed
reports will be limited to small digest-like sum-
maries, the 1990 census serving nicely as a bridge
between the earlier print era and the new digital age.
GPO, while having committed to transitioning to a
more electronic depository library program, has a
less clearcut timeline for phasing out print equiva-
lent publications.

Archival issues are another major concern. In the
past, an agency could consider its responsibilities
met once the process of printing and distributing a
publication had run its course. The fact that a report
had gone “out of print” and could no longer be

obtained from the publishing agency usually did not
have a disastrous effect on its availability, thanks to
the copies that had been obtained by libraries and
archives. If the publication is only distributed online,
an altogether different situation exists. Libraries will
then provide access by linking to the online source
and providing assistance to patrons trying to find
and use the data. No copy exists in the library, so a
conscious decision must be made at some point to
permanently store the information in an accessible
format. For data of obvious enduring significance,
such as census data and congressional documenta-
tion, that should not be a problem, as the responsi-
ble agency will take pains to store the data
indefinitely. In other cases it may not be so clear. If
an agency keeps a Web server with only its most
recent reports online, what happens to the report
once it is taken off the server? One would hope that,
at the least, the agency would provide a copy to the
official archive. Such a copy would be only mini-
mally accessible to most citizens, however. Even
seemingly insignificant ephemeral publications
potentially have value to future scholars and histori-
ans. Unless publishing agencies have a definite plan
for archiving, however, much of our total output of
electronic information is in danger of being lost
because no one is assuming responsibility for storing
it. Government agencies are not accustomed to tak-
ing such responsibilities themselves. Neither is a
given library likely to unilaterally take the responsi-
bility for particular sets of electronic documents,
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given that so much data exists on the network. Such
issues lie behind the plans being discussed by doc-
uments librarians, both on the national level and
within the state of Oregon, to develop partnership
arrangements between specific libraries and govern-
ment agencies for providing long-term access to a
particular agency’s output.

Online dissemination of information provides real
benefits, both in terms of cost savings and better
access. Publishing agencies will reap the full effects
of both these benefits only if they carefully plan their
online distribution strategy. Access is improved both
in timeliness and in wider availability. In terms of
government information, this is particularly a boon
to those libraries that have not participated in depos-
itory library programs in the past. These libraries
now can provide their patrons access to a wide

See “Govdocs” to Cyberspace page 22

The CIA World Fact-
book, while still being
published in a print
edition, is now available
on the web.
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Into the Next Century
(continued from page 4)

forth by GPO are similar to those of the IAWG, but
there are also some significant differences.

Regardless of the prospects for Title 44 reform, it is
noteworthy that critical reform affecting public
access to government information has already been
made with the passage of the GPO Electronic Infor-
mation Access Enhancement Act (P.L. 103-40),
which gave GPO statutory direction to disseminate
and build electronic locator services for electronic
government information products. GPO’s current
activities and future planning are based on the suc-
cess of GPO Access.

Government Documents
(continued from page 10)

CONCLUSION

The public, depository libraries, and the government
all benefit from the efficiencies afforded by a central-
ized indexing and distribution system, such as the
FDLP, which ensure the wide availability of govern-
ment information products in all formats and media
at no charge to the user. This will continue to be true
in the future, as the amount of electronic information
products produced by government agencies grows.
GPO will be working to develop and evolve its sys-
tems so that citizens are assured of having permanent
access to federal government information even after
the calendar flips to that magical year of 2000. (]

libraries in Oregon would be a shared subscription
0 a Web-based database of GPO records. Both
Autographics and Marcive offer such databases,
which include records for U.S. depository docu-
ments from 1976 to date. A library holdings feature
enables users to find out which depository libraries in
the state select a particular document title. The hold-
ings information in these databases is based on cur-
rent item selection profiles rather than bibliographic
records, so only the information for new and recent
documents could be considered completely reliable.

Longtime DIGOR members recalled that the organi-
zation had surveyed Oregon depository libraries
some years ago on their collection strengths and
interests. An update to this survey could be used to
construct a state conspectus for documents collec-
tions. Such a document would aid cooperative col-

“Govdoces” to Cyberspace
(continued from page 19)

lection efforts and help both depository and nonde-
pository staff make more effective government infor-
mation referrals.

Several participants expressed concern about
whether existing standards for cataloging electronic
versions of publications are meeting the needs of
government information users. When does a “ver-
sion” warrant creation of a new bibliographic
record? How should “holdings” for electronic publi-
cations be expressed in the catalog record? How do
catalogers decide which URL (Universal Resource
Locator) to include in the MARC 856 field for Inter-
net linking? In this age of shared cataloging and
shared union catalogs, it is important for us to reach
consensus on these issues here in Oregon, as well as
on national and international levels. 8]

range of information that was previously very diffi-
cult for them to acquire. Depository libraries like-
wise stand to benefit from easier access without
having to process and catalog incoming print docu-
ments. They will have vital roles to play in serving
as a resource for those less familiar with government
information, in training others how to locate and
interpret the data, in developing finding aids and
other tools to enhance access to the online data, and
in advocating for responsible approaches to ensure
continuing access to the information. The realization
of these benefits will occur only if we take care to
resolve the remaining difficult issues in managing
this important transition. [§
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NOTES

1. For more information on GPO cataloging and the
use of GPO tapes by depository libraries, see
Myrtle Smith Bolner and Barbara Kile, “Docu-
ments to the People: Access Through the Auto-
mated Catalog,” Government Publications Review
18, No. 1 (1991): 51-64.

Growth and Development
(continued from page G)

2. GPO cataloging record services are offered by
Marcive, Inc., San Antonio, TX; Autographics, Inc.,
Seattle, WA, in conjunction with Bernan, Inc., Lan-
ham, MD; and by OCLC Govdoc, Dublin, OH.

3. In 1997, Oregon State University stated its inten-
tion to join Orbis. However, at this writing, it is
not yet a participant in the Orbis union catalog.

Director at PSU to study whether or not it should
remain the regional depository, documents librarians
rallied and provided strong reasons for PSU to con-
tinue as the regional. I appreciated that support very
much. In order to increase the base of support for
these activities and to educate more people about
the importance and usefulness of government publi-
cations, DIGOR last year voted to become a round-
table of the OLA. Members hope that this new
formal affiliation will broaden DIGOR’s membership
base and be another step in spreading the word
about the importance of government information.

Documents librarians have had to fight for years to
keep the depository system afloat. There have been
constant attempts from various groups inside and
outside the government to break up the GPO, priva-
tize it, move it to one or more other agencies, or o
move or change the depository system. During these
battles, various agencies have either refused to dis-
tribute publications or attempted to charge for pub-
lications in microform or electronic format. Both the
GPO and federal depositories have had to work hard
to maintain and increase the numbers of publica-
tions in the depository system.

During the 1990s the Internet revolution struck gov-
ernment agencies just like it struck everyone else.
Congress thought that the Government Printing
Office could be virtually eliminated by having agen-
cies publish everything electronically. Little practical
thought was given as to how much money it would
cost to convert everything to electronic format and
how such a move would be received on the public’s
end. Documents librarians have led the way in edu-
cating over-eager government officials to the fiscal
and technical realities of relying solely on electronic
access to government information. This battle has
also been waged on the local level here in Oregon.
The issue of electronic access is the most important
issue facing documents librarians today. Ways must
be found to ensure that government information is
available promptly, easily, and permanently. Given
the record of involvement Oregon depository librari-
ans have shown in the past concerning access to gov-
ernment information, I have no doubt that they will
continue to be involved in this issue in the future.

It has been a privilege to work with some fantastic
librarians over the past 29 years in Oregon and the

Northwest. 1 feel that documents librarians are among
the most underrecognized librarians of all. There are
many unsung heroes in the documents world, and
Oregon has had a number of them. I don't want to
slight anyone, but among the people 1 have had the
pleasure of working with over the years are Candy
Morgan, Craig Smith, and Dick Myers of the Oregon
State Library; Patrick Grace and Judy Cross of Oregon
State University; Deb Hollens, Southern Oregon Uni-
versity; Roy Bennett, Western Oregon University;
Arlys Fones, Multnomah County Library; Louise Ger-
ity, Lewis and Clark College; Alex Toth, Pacific Uni-
versity;  Karen Hadman, Bonneville Power
Administration; Tom Stave, University of Oregon; and
Oren Ogle, Portland State University. In addition, I
have worked closely with librarians in Washington
and Idaho, particularly Ann Bregent, the Washington
State Library; Eleanor Chase, the University of Wash-
ington; and Lili Wai, the University of Idaho.

As access to government information is increasingly
only available electronically, it becomes even more
apparent that no one library can have everything
available that patrons might need. It is especially
obvious that the regional library cannot be all things
to all people. A strong movement has begun to
develop partnerships with government agencies to
help spread the load among depositories, agencies,
and the GPO. Because Oregon documents librarians
have always worked cooperatively in this state and
the Northwest, I have no doubt that they will soon
be involved in some of the partnerships now being
developed.

A new group of bright young documents librarians
have now moved into the state who will, T am sure,
carry on the tradition of those I have mentioned.
Among these are Ted Smith, University of Oregon;
Carrie Ottow, Oregon State University; Arlene Weible,
Willamette University; and Dena Hutto, Reed College.
I will match the work our documents librarians have
done and are doing with that of any state in the coun-
try. Our librarians have the dedication and knowledge
to ensure that Oregonians continue to have free and
equal access to government information in whatever
new formats are developed. The people of Oregon
should be proud of what all these dedicated librarians
have accomplished and are accomplishing. The
depository library program in Oregon will be in good
hands for some time to come. [§
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