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US and UK Government Documents and Their Use 1n
American Libraries

Introduction

I am honored to be here at your distinguished university to talk with you about a subject that is
very dear to my heart. Today | shall focus my discussion on three topics: a general discussion
about the nature of government publications; an overview of how government publications are
used in American libraries, focusing on the challenges faced by librarians who work with this type
of material; and | shall end with a comparison U.S. and British legislative materials, highlighting
their similarities and differences while putting the value of their data in context for various types of
researchers.

| thought | would start with a quote that is frequently cited by my colleagues in America to justify
the depository system and to highlight the value of government publications within society. James
Madison, the fourth president of the United States and the author of the US Constitution wrote
these words.

A popular government, without popular information, or the means of acquiring it, is but a
Prologue to a Farce or a Tragedy; or perhaps both. Knowledge will forever govern
ignorance; and a people who mean to be their own Governors must arm themselves with

the power which knowledge gives.'

Madison's words frame well the strong belief shared by my fellow librarians in America about the
value of and the power that can be found in government information.

Government Documents Defined

Simply put, a government document? is an official publication of some governmental entity. Most

democratic governments publish a wide variety of government publications - the content of which
will vary depending on the "openness" of the government. Government documents, liberally
defined, range from the publications of a local township to the publications of a district or county to
the publications of a nation. One can even extend the definition to include the documents from
intergovernmental organizations, such as the United Nations, the World Bank, or the OECD.

Understanding the "mission" of a government entity is crucial to grasping the nature, content, and
breadth of material that one can expect to find in its contemporary documents. Generally speaking
government agencies tend to be concerned with current sociological, economic, or political issues
rather than with matters deeply retrospective or spiritual in nature. One only need focus on the
varying missions of a national government's agencies to understand the breadth of topics that can
be covered, including agriculture, weather, environmental concerns, health, social welfare,
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" James Madison in a letter to W. Barry, August 24, 1834.
2 The term "government publication" and "government document" are used synonymous within this paper.
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business, education, trade, medicine, and emerging technology. It is also interesting to note that
over time these publications provide a snapshot in time to the concerns of a country, as we shall
see later when we get to legislative materials.

How a government best conveys its information will depend on the mission of the respective
agencies. U.S. and British government publications contain not just "something for everyone" but
many things for everyone with varying levels of sophistication and detail. One can find comic
books, periodicals, and "how-to" manuals shelved with in-depth scientific or social analysis.
Formats for government publications also vary depending upon the agency's mission and range
from printed documents, to maps, to websites, to databases that can be manipulated by the user.

The American Academic Government Documents Collection

To understand the place of government publications in American libraries one should first know
some basic facts about our academic institutions. In the United States there are approximately
2,400 four-year colleges and universities that grant degrees at the baccalaureate level or higher.
Approximately 700 of these schools have libraries that are U.S. federal depositories.®* There are
also approximately 200 libraries that actively collect British parliamentary materials in the U.S.
These libraries tend to be the largest academic libraries and are also federal depositories.

Until recently it was the norm to find a separate document department in these academic libraries.
This department was responsible for the processing of all the material, as well as providing
reference service to the collection. However, there has been a definite trend in the past few years
to combine service points as libraries struggle with decreased staff budgets and as technology
drastically improves access to the materials and decreases processing needs.* Even with the
combination of reference points, one still finds in most academic depositories that there will be
one person designated as the "U.S. government" document librarian. It is not unusual in larger
research libraries to find one or two additional librarians with collection responsibility in
government publications. A usual division of labor is one librarian is responsible for state and local
documents; one for international organizations, such as the UN, and foreign publications, such as
the British material; and one for the U.S federal material.

A federal depository librarian is allowed to "select" material that is appropriate for the constituents
of that area, and consequently the size and subject variety of these collections will vary
tremendously from library to library. Some libraries choose to receive everything that is published

I oogd

3 In the U.S. libraries that collect documents are generally "federal depository”" libraries (http://www.
access.gpo.gov/su_docs/fdlp/libpro.html). These libraries are located throughout the country. A federal
depository library agrees to receive "for free" publications from the U.S. government with the
understanding that the library will maintain the collection and provide access to any citizen. There are
approximately 1350 depository libraries, 20% are in public libraries (city libraries); 11% are in law school
libraries; 55% are in academic libraries; and 14% are in government or special libraries. The U.S.
Government Printing Office manages this program.

4 Most academic federal depositories now purchase from private vendors cataloging for the materials that

they receive, thus eliminating the need for local processing.
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and distributed; while others will select based on defined collection needs. Even though the
publications are "free," there are real costs to processing and maintaining the collections so care
is taken to assure that the acquisition profile is correct. Collection development in the traditional
sense is also much more difficult in a depository collection, due to the changing distribution
policies of the U.S. government.®> More and more material is appearing only on the web, rather
than through traditional distribution. Consequently, today's federal depository librarian spends a
sizable portion of time evaluating agency web sites and making links to serial materials and to
new monographic titles that are only available on the web. In the case of the British material, it is
much simpler, since one must purchase material from a private publisher, as there is no
depository system set up for British materials, even in the U.K.

Bibliographic control for government publications is improving, but it is far from being equal to the
bibliographic coverage found generally for monographic and serial collections in American
academic libraries. Today most U.S. current government documents are processed and included
in the library's online catalog through cataloging and serials management systems purchased
from private vendors. However, the scholar whose research is historic in nature (i.e., prior to the
library processing materials through these automated services) is totally dependent on the
specialized reference sources that the library has purchased for US and UK materials and on the
reference skills of the documents library staff to locate needed materials.

The government document reference services mirror those found for other collections. Most
academic librarians provide reference service at least two hours a day, helping users locate fast
facts or resources within the library. American academic librarians view a substantial part of their
reference work to be instructive in nature and, thus, spend a sizable portion of their reference time
teaching users about their catalogs and specialized indexes, rather than simply finding the answer
for a user.

The disciplines that use this material are wide and varied, and reflect the range of research
offered at the school. Typical users include students and faculty in political science; American
history; international relations; economics; business; epidemiology; public policy; education;
environmental studies; journalism; and law.

The Great "Googlization" Challenge

In America there is a trend that is noticeable and that librarians are trying counter -- | call this the
"Googlization" of the American library user. "Googlization" has had a significant impact in the way
that work and budgets are allocated in American libraries. There are three overall signs that a
library and its users have been "Googlized."
0 O e First there is strongly stated belief by users that "everything is on the web". It is incumbent

I I e o e e e e e e e ood

5 Over the past 10 years it would not be unusual to find serial titles that have been distributed first in

paper; then in microfiche; then in CD-ROM format, and now are available only through the Internet.
Besides the issues involved in locating items, librarians also develop electronic means to verify that the
linked items remain available through the web. It is estimated that over 60% of material formerly printed is

available through the web for some period of time.
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upon libraries to help users learn to evaluate the veracity and value of any material found
through web searches.

00O e A second symptom is the tendency of students to only use resources that are available

0 0O Oon-line and refusing to use any materials that may be much better for their research
purpose, but are in print or microform.

O O e Finally there is a decreased use of the library as a physical place. There are fewer people
in the library; fewer items being circulated; and fewer reference questions being posed in
person.

It is ironic that the enormous success of American libraries in providing electronic access has

actually decreased their funding for staff and space. It is hard to argue for staff positions when

there are fewer people using the physical library because they would rather connect through their
home or office computer. From a budgetary perspective the problem is even greater since many

American librarians also feel trapped into buying the same material in two formats: one that will

fulfill the users' needs and one that will be the library's archive of material should the electronic

version disappear.

Documents librarians face all the same challenges as their library colleagues plus a host of other

issues that arise due to the vagaries of government publishing.

0 O e First, the publications from the government have been, and continue to change in their
delivery format. It is not unusual to have serial titles that have gone from paper, to
microfiche, to CD-ROM, to web delivery. Providing service to such fluid publication
practices can be a challenge.

[0 0 e Second there are ever continuing concerns about privatization. Some publications have
disappeared from public distribution and can only be acquired through purchasing from
private publishers.

0 O e And finally there is the recent trend of "politicalization" of web sites. In the past two years
a number of government sites have been taken down or vetted of content from earlier
administrations. Clearly, content upon the web is not archival.®

An Overview of U.S. and U.K. Government Publications

Since government publications reflect the mission of government agencies, it should not be a
surprise that government publications overall reflect the bureaucratic structure of the government.
In documents that are distributed by the U.S. and the U.K., there are three essential types of
publications: legislative, executive, and judicial. Each of these broad types further defines the
nature of their collections and likely users. For instance, legislative documents tend to be more
fact finding in nature, focused on hearing all sides of an issue as part of the legislative process.
This material tends to be used by upper level students and faculty who are researching specific
legislation or who are doing policy analysis. Executive or agency publications are generally
descriptive of an agency's approach to solve an issue, statistical in content, or regulatory in
nature. This material tends to be more frequently used by basic researchers, who are looking for
I I oono

6 After the September 11, 2001 attack on Washington and New York City many federal websites were

taken down. After Mr. Bush's inauguration the Clinton White House website was replaced and eight years

of Clinton policy materials were no longer available electronically through the web.
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fast facts. Judicial publications cover legal issues and are used by those in policy analysis and
legal studies. The remainder of this paper will focus on the legislative publications of these two
governments.

U.S. Legislative Process and its Publications

A textbook rendering of the American legislative process makes it seem very simple, while in
reality the probability of a bill passing into law is extremely rare. Generally less than 5% of
proposed legislation makes it through the legislative labyrinth of introduction, hearings, committee
votes, chamber votes, conference committee, and executive approval. (Chart 1: U.S. Legislative
Process)

The legislative work of the U.S. government

is centered in over 300 committees and *Bill inroghuced in House
subcommittees that exist within the House =senl o commities for deliberation
and the Senate. Each committee has broad =Hearings held and voted upon by commities

responsibility within specific areas (e.g., sANGCHAred In Tul] Homme

.. . «Viale ; i UG SEEile
House Appropriations; Senate Foreign ot and pessed on & I?H'""“"_ )
. . . *Process (steps 2-4) repepted in Sennte
Relations). The primary work of a committee ;
#Wole and i necessary conference commities

+onference voue held im both chambers
#Signed by President

is to investigate specific legislative issues
and to provide general oversight for specific

government programs and operations (e.g.,

space exploration; national park operations). Chart 1

Committees may also play a key role in investigating an alleged wrongdoing (e.g., Enron scandal;
Watergate investigation). Membership on committees is determined by the majority party and is
strongly influenced by a member's seniority in office.

Committee investigations result in a variety of publications that have very generic sounding names

(e.g., reports, documents, prints, and hearings), but are a wealth of information for scholars - both

those researching issues of import in today's world and those researching the past. Today

Congress creates annually over 50,000 pages of text that reflect the work of these committees.

This documentation is divided into the following types of publications:

0 O e Bills containing the proposed text of new or amended legislation;

00O e Hearings providing the actual investigation into an issue. Witness testimony given at
hearings is crucial in the development of policy and can have a direct impact on legislation.
On average there are 1,500 hearings a year, which averages out to six per work, day and
which include 10,000 witnesses per year. An average hearing is usually over 300 pages in
length and includes generally 7-10 witnesses per hearing.

0 O e Reports providing a written record for why the committee and Congress felt a bill should be
passed into law;

0 O e Documents covering internal operational issues of Congress and communiqués from the
President;

0 0O e Committee prints offering background information for the members of Congress on an
issue; and finally the

0 O e Congressional Record providing the "verbatim" account of what occurred in debate and
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discussion during meetings of the House and Senate as a whole.
Accessing and Developing Current U.S. Legislative Information Collections

There are five ways that a library can acquire U.S. legislative material:

0O O e The easiest way is to have been named a federal depository. This would assure that the
library would receive Congressional materials in diazo microfiche. If the library had been
designated a depository prior to the 1980's, it would also have large print collections.

00 e Since 1970 CIS has published the premier index and abstract to congressional
publications, the CIS Index to Congressional Publications, along with its companion silver
halide microform collection. The CIS collection covers annually 2,500 congressional
publications. The CIS Index is also available on-line in a service called LexisNexis
Congressional which provides access to the full text of all reports, bills, documents, and
testimony, and in combination with the fiche collection, provides a library with a simple
solution to access and manage legislative information.’

0 O e One can purchase Congressional materials from the sales division of GPO.®

OO ® One can search for web-based access to bills, reports, documents, and occasional
hearings through GPO Access' web site.®

0 O e Finally one can use the Library of Congress' Thomas site' to locate bills and reports issued
in the last few years.

U.K. Parliamentary Process and its Publications

The current UK parliamentary system is very similar to the U.S. system from a procedural
prospective and the resulting documentation. First a bill is read into the record of the House of
Commons and ordered printed for deliberation. There is then a second reading of the bill two
weeks after the initial proposal. This reading provides an opportunity for debate and a vote among
the members of Parliament. The bill is usually sent to the committee two weeks later assuming it is
approved by Parliament as a whole. Within the committee there can be oral and written evidence
gathered to support the bill. These activities result in publications equivalent to congressional
hearings called Memorandum of Evidence and Minutes of Proceedings. The committee then
reports its findings and there is a third reading of bill and a final chance to debate and vote on the
bill. Assuming the bill is passed, it goes to the House of Lords, where the process is repeated. If
passed by Lords, it is then sent to the Queen for her "royal assent". (Chart 2: Comparison of
U.S. and U.K. Legislative Documentation)

Documents that results from the Parliamentary process are know as the "Sessional Papers" and
consist of five major publication types:

0 O e Public bills which are the proposed laws;

0 O e Reports of Standing Committees of Parliament covering the rationale for the passage of

R o god

7 http://www.lexisnexis.com/academic/3cis/cisl/cis-index.htm
8 http://bookstore.gpo.gov
¢ http://www.access.gpo.gov/su_docs/index.html

10 http://thomas.loc.gov
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public law

00O e Reports of Royal Commissions or

Select Committees

goooooooobDmoOormo

including

Memorandum of Evidence and

Minutes of Proceedings;

00O e Accounts and Papers tending to

focus on treaties,

international

agreements and financial reports;

and
00 e Command Papers,

documents

Agmnay Flu-mrtu l:.'-‘:rrmm;ll:-"-z;rnr:-

Bis Public & Freaie Bills Publa & Private Bils
Diadosile Hirsaids Cangreseonsl Rposed
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~ Finarcil reports | Acccurs and Papers | House Documents

Chart 2

created at the "command" of the Queen and that are usually authored by government

agencies. Command papers are divided into two types: "white" papers proposing policy

changes and "green" papers containing draft policy proposals released to Parliament in

order to spark debate.

Separate from the Sectional Papers, but as equally well known, is Hansards, the official record of

the debates on the floor of Parliament.

Accessing and Developing Current U.K. Parliamentary Information Collections

There are three ways that a library can acquire U.K. Parliamentary material:
O O e The first is to establish a standing order for specific content or titles from TSO" or HMSO."?
00O e The second is to purchase specific collections, either in fiche or in through online delivery,
from a private vendor. Both Chadwyck-Healey Ltd"* and Readex/Newsbank' provide such
collections with varying electronic access into the collections

O O e The final way to locate this information is to access it through Parliament web sites.'

Accessing and Developing Collections of Older Legislative Documentation

Tollbcatelihnformationfrom
the past one must go to
specialized resources. In
the case of British
materials most of the
earlier documentation will
be found in print and
microform versions of the
Sessional

Papers. Key

collections for the serious

| e e e Y Y Y Y s Y s Y Y A |

([} .l.l-. Hrrm.—m
rilap

lllustration 2

Iy N [ N [ [y N [ Ny Iy |
" http://www.tso.co.uk/
12 http://www.hmso.gov.uk/

oogd

'3 http://www.chadwyck.com/research/pt-product-House-of-Commons-Parliamentary-Papers-1975-173.

shtmi

4 http://www.readex.com/doccoll/britparl.html

'5 http://www.parliament.uk/. At the moment there are limited publications available through this web site.
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researcher are the print Irish University Press collection of the Parliamentary Papers, over 1,000
volumes arranged by broad subjects, and the previously mentioned older Readex microform
collection. During the 1800s and early 1900s the Command Papers are quite voluminous since
the Crown was much more active in establishing policy than now. These papers provide a vivid
view of Victorian and Edwardian England, and include statistical publications of agencies,
investigative reports, and annual reports of departments. There are a number of indexes that will
lead one to these reports over the years, including: Hansard's Catalogue and Breviate of
Parliamentary Papers, 1696-1934 and Percy Ford's Select List of British Parliamentary Papers,
1833-1899.

Until the early 20™ century the legislative branch of the U.S. government had more political power
than did the executive branch since the founding fathers were hesitant to put too much power into
the hands of one person who might make himself king. When one looks at the existing legislative
documentation of the 18" and 19" centuries, one sees this "legislative power" in the fact that
Congress ordered most items to be printed, including reports from executive agencies, in a
collection called the Serial Set. This collection is available in some depository libraries and in
microform. The CIS microform edition is the most comprehensive collection in the market and
covers the time frame of 1789-1969. It includes 325,000 titles, 11 million pages, and over 54,000
maps. Materials within it can be located through a 36-volume index.

The collection has been called the
"collective memory of America" and is an
invaluable resource for researchers in
American history, politics, economics,
business, and society. Materials found in
the Serial Set cover a wide range of topics
including agriculture; politics; Native
Americans; business and economic

issues; international relations; and

lllustration 3 explorations into the unknown western

territories. One of the things that amazes

people when they use the Serial Set are the variety of topics covered. Did you know that the U.S.

Army had looked into the use of camels as pack animals in the American West?" Would you ever

think you would find a description of what happened to the Titanic in a U.S. legislative

document?'® lllustrations 1 and 2 show pages from the investigative hearings on the ship's

sinking, showing a list of 1st class passengers and a map of the ice floes into which she sailed.
I o e o e e e e oono

6 There are also a number of other microform collections and indexes that CIS has developed over the

years to assist scholars locate U.S. legislative documents. These titles include the CIS Unpublished
Congressional Committee Hearings (1823-1980); CIS Congressional Committee Hearings (1833-1969);
and CIS Congressional Committee Prints (1830-1969).

7 S. Executive Document 62, 34" Congress, 3@ session, Serial volume 881 outlines the 1857 plan
discussed to use camels to explore and protect the southwestern U.S.

8 S. Report 806, 62" Congress, 2™ Session, Serial volume 6127

9 H. Executive Document 97, 33 Congress, 2™ session, Serial volume 802
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Where can you find 19th century lithographs of Japanese sumo wrestling in Yokohama?'
Commodore Perry's report to Congress on his expedition to the China seas and Japan in 1895-
1854 contains such plates, as seen in lllustration 3.

Conclusion

As you can see, the world of current and historic legislative documentation is a truly fascinating
one. Both the British Parliamentary Papers and American congressional materials are invaluable
research collections that offer materials unparalleled in subject variety, source authority, diversity
and relevance to scholars as they investigate yesterday and today's activities and attitudes. In
closing | encourage all to remember Madison's words and use the government information for
personal and research purposes in the future.



