Reflective Inquiry:
The Federal Depository Library Program was established with a resolution that passed December 27, 1813.  On December 1st, 1814 the American Antiquarian Society of Worcester, Massachusetts received the first documents distributed to a non-governmental body and became the first depository library.1   During this time period, dissemination was not the primary purpose, but rather preservation of the historical record.  

By 1859 there were 12 designated depository libraries.  There were law changes at this time allowing the designation of libraries to be made by Congress, therefore depository library distribution is naturally related to population.  They were also subject to flawed distribution due to changes in Congressional districting. 2

When the laws concerning public printing were first brought together and passed on January 12th, 1895, Congress intended to have several hundred collections, one in each congressional district, which would contain a complete collection of the history of the U.S. as a permanent repository for access by all citizens of the U.S. 3  In order to bring about these collections, Congress effectively formed an official depository system.  The libraries that made up the system at the time included “one designated by each Representative in Congress, one named by each Senator, one specially designated by statue (the Antiquarian Society of Worcester, Mass.), and the official libraries at each State and Territorial capital…the libraries of each of the eight Executive Departments and of the Military and Naval academies.3”  Had all of these designations been filled this would have created a system of 507 libraries, distributed throughout the country to support the collections across the 44 states and approximately 69 million Americans4.  However, only 419 depositories were designated at that time3. 
The Printing Act of 1895 effectively established a centralized location for printing and created a system for distribution.  It established a system which would ensure that the historical record of the United States would be preserved and disseminated to the public.  The Act also stated that a depository library should remain a depository library and not be switched every time new legislators or senators took office.  It provided for conditions which a library should be removed from the program, but set up no funds or means of inspection other than a library’s “persistent refusal to acknowledge the receipt of the books sent.3”  Aside from this one method of removal, there was no system in place for a library to be removed from the depository program unless they requested to be removed from the program

By 1907, the United States had added two states and the depository system had been expanded through legislation to include land grant colleges, and a library in the Philippines5.   There were now 474 depository libraries.  

As the figure shows (Fig. 1) the only significant decline in the number of depository libraries was immediately following new legislation allowing libraries that had never had much interest in being depositories to drop out of the program.  In 1914 it was noted that over 10,000 libraries had expressed interest in public documents.6  With the implementation of the new selection system in 1922, many of these libraries began to take on depository status.  Between 1924 and 1962 we see a slow, but steady increase in the number of depository libraries.  The process to become a depository had not been amended, so there were still a limited number of depositories possible.  

The largest jump occurred in 1964 after the law regarding designation was amended to allow two depositories for each congressional district.  Other changes included adding the libraries of the highest appellate court in each state and a large jump when in 1978 the law school libraries were allowed to become depositories.  

By 1981 the number of depositories started to level off with only slight increases each year.  The depository system had reached the plateau of the current system for inclusion in the program at about 1,385 by the mid 1980’s (Table 1) .  In 1993 a slight shift occurs and from that point onward the program begins to contract instead of expand.  For the first time ever there is a continued downward trend in the number of depository libraries.  As each year progressed the curve became steeper.  Why were depository libraries leaving the program?  What are the causes behind the dropout and how does it affect the dissemination of government information?  What can or should be done about this issue?

Literature Review

Looking through the annual reports of the Public Printer of the United States since the inception of GPO it is clear that often times libraries decide to drop their status as depositories.  More recently, the Administrative Notes Technical Supplement includes a list each month of libraries that have been added or dropped from the program.  Absent from these reports however, is a discussion or even mention of the reasons behind the decision drop from FDLP.

To address this issue, Hernon, McClure, and Purcell1 conducted a survey in October of 1983 to probe the reasons behind the decisions of 40 libraries to terminate their status.  They found the following reasons for termination of status:

· “The publications were seldom utilized (23)

· We thought that another library in the area was a better choice for depository status. (21)

· We had severe space limitations. (20)

· We lacked the professional staff to maintain the status. (12)

· We lacked the support staff necessary to maintain the status (11)

· Participation in the depository program was a financial burden. (6)”

The study included 51 libraries that had dropped their status between January 1970 and September 1983, but many of them had either merged, or were excluded for some other reason bringing the total to 40.  Over a period of 13 years, there were many more libraries joining the program than leaving it.  Currently, there are many more libraries dropping than joining.  Also the rate of the dropping libraries has increased from 51 libraries over 14 years, or about 4.2% of the average yearly total of those years with an overall increase of 352 libraries in the program to 56 libraries over three years, or 4.3% of the average yearly total of those years with an overall decrease of 36 libraries in the program.  It therefore became necessary to reexamine the reasons of the current libraries that were dropping to determine if new factors are influencing the decision.

While cost is still a viable issue, it is doubtful that this alone is the motivating factor behind the increase in dropping libraries.  In a recent study the JCPL found that it would actually cost more to purchase and maintain the resources that they needed and currently receive by being in the program7.

Beginning in 1993 there has been a steady stream of publications relating to the new and changing role of the depository due to the shift to electronic information.  These include the landmark “Alternatives for Restructuring the Depository Library Program8” put out by the Depository Council soon after the “Government Printing Office Electronic Information Access Enhancement Act of 1993” was passed9.  This document highlighted and discussed solutions for the problems caused by this new legislation for the depository program.  In “A Brief History of the Federal Depository Library Program,”  Ridley R. Kessler Jr. states that this legislation “served notice to all 1,400 or so depository libraries that the electronic age was here to stay and that they had best begin to deal with it in a serious manner forthwith.10”  Which they did, by dropping out of the program. 

Other articles such as “The Times They are a Changin’ for our Depository Libraries11,” and, “Why Continue to Be a Depository Library if It Is All on the Internet Anyway? 12” continued to add fuel to this fire, as they pointed out the current role of the depository library and how it has changed from days past.

In the Spring 2003 meeting summary of the Depository Library Council, Bruce James, the Public Printer, points out that, “The nineteenth century isn’t coming back to the GPO,” 13 and indeed there are some radical changes ahead for the program if it is to be saved to carry on its original roles of both preservation and access.

Procedures/Data Collection/Analysis

The hypothesis of this study is that the free availability of government information on the internet is the main factor affecting the desires of libraries to remain in the FDLP.

To examine this issue the author identified all of the libraries that have dropped out of the program within fiscal year 2000-2002.  GPO was then contacted about what materials they might have concerning the desires of these libraries to drop.  With the understanding that no individual libraries would be identified or singled out, GPO provided the author with the termination letters, inspection reports, self-study reports, emails, and other information regarding the decision to be removed from the program of 54 of the 56 dropping libraries within that time period (96.4%).  

The author created an Access database with a record for each library.  The materials were then read and each time a reason was explicitly stated for leaving the program it was noted within the database.  

Analysis of this data shows the following reasons for removal from the program that is outside the scope of this study:

· One library was removed by GPO due to repeated non-compliance issues and refusal to address these issues.

· Three libraries were eliminated from the program due to mergers, moves, or library closures.

In addition, 15 of the libraries do not list any reason for dropping out of the program, but instead simply request to be removed.  This leaves a population of 37 libraries, or 66% that both chose to drop from the program and listed at least one motivating factor behind that decision.

Of the remaining 37 libraries the following reasons were listed within the material available (each library could have multiple reasons):

1 Hernon, Peter, et al. GPO’s Depository Library Program. 1985.


It is at this point that a brief comparison to the previous study done by Hernon et. al. becomes crucial for determining the changes that have taken place in the attitudes of libraries that have dropped.  If a statement were to be constructed for why libraries were leaving the program from 1970-1984 based on this data it would read as follows:

“The documents are not being used, and in the rare cases where someone does need a document it is available at another depository close by.  We have space limitations and the cost of staff and other factors influenced our decision to be removed from the program.” 

In contrast, if a statement were to be made about libraries dropping from the program from 2000-2002 based on this data, it would read as follows:

“We can’t afford the staff and resources to continue to remain in the program when almost everything we need is available on the Internet.  We can not afford to adhere to the technology standards of the program, and do not see the value of being in the program when we can get the same material for free online without having to adhere to these standards.”

While these statements may be oversimplifications, the new motivating factor is clear.  The program was attractive in the past because small libraries could fairly easily maintain to the standards of GPO and as a benefit receive many valuable resources for free.  Now the program has lost its intrinsic value since most of the important material is available online.  Unlike 1814 when the system was first established, access to the information, rather than preservation, has become the main goal of these libraries, and the benefit of their being in the program outweighed the resources that could be allocated elsewhere with little detriment to their user population.

Although the diminished value of the program and inability to meet GPO standards are small factors, the author believes that they should weigh heavier.  Many directors made statements along the lines “Why should I have to meet requirements for and budget staff and space for something that I can now get for free?”  Therefore, diminished value and requirements of GPO were not explicitly stated as a reason, but were implied in many cases.  In only three cases were they stated outright as reasons for leaving the program.  

The frequency that each factor is mentioned is taken in this study as an indication of importance.  Since the libraries did not actually rank their reasons, nor were they asked when they terminated status why they left, if they took it upon themselves to state their reasons it would seem to be a fairly good indicator of importance.  However, in several instances it is clear that this is not an exclusive list.  Statements such as “we have decided to terminate our status based on staffing, costs, as well as other issues,” were fairly common, and also point to the diminished value of the program.

Future Research

The purpose of this study is not to determine specific characteristics of libraries that are dropping from the program, but rather to establish a base that will allow further study into this phenomenon.  The extent of effect that the move to electronic format has on libraries of different types and sizes has not yet been determined.  It is assumed that different types and sizes of libraries would be affected in different ways by the changing dynamic of the program.  In addition, a profile could likely be developed showing libraries at-risk for dropping out.  Concentrated studies of both groups of libraries that have dropped from the program and have decided to join the program over the past few years would likely yield excellent results and could be used to determine changes that need to take place within the program to insure that it meets the original goals of preservation and access well into the future.

Indeed, the author has conducted further studies along this same research line and has reported preliminary results to the Depository Library Council’s Subcommittee On Attrition and Retention (SOAR).  It is hoped that through such study that areas for change and improvement will be identified and implemented that will insure that the public, now and in the future, will continue to have access to government information.

Table 1

	Staff or Funding Issues
	22
	59%

	Availability of the same resources on the Internet
	16
	 43%

	Proximity of another Depository Library
	8
	22%

	Space
	7
	19%

	Diminished Usage
	6
	16%

	Value of depository status.
	3
	8%

	Inability to meet GPO Standards
	3
	8%
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Figure 2
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