"Connecting People with Government Information for 100  Years:  Looking Back, Looking Forward"

By Barbie Selby (Delivered by Cass Hartnett, Marilyn Von Seggern, and Judy Solomon – Barbie got stuck in Denver.  This talk was written to be delivered and has not been extensively revised for web publication.  Hence, some incomplete sentences, etc. -- bms – 05/03/2007) 

I’m very happy to have the opportunity to talk with you about the 100th anniversary of the University of Idaho Library and Washington State University Library as federal depository libraries.  

I was extremely pleased to get Maria’s email asking if I would be interested in speaking at this event.  The timing is perfect for me since Depository Library Council is down the road in Denver beginning on Sunday.  Plus, I get to pick up my 35th state – Idaho.  My husband visited Moscow a number of years ago and came home raving about it.  I must admit my reaction was – it’s a state in the middle of the country beginning with a vowel – how great can it be?  Well …  NOW I see just how wonderful it is here.  It truly is a “Paradise called Palouse!”

My first action upon agreeing to speak today was to, of course, take a look at your libraries’ web sites.  I was very impressed to see the depository “eagle” – the seal of the Federal Depository Library Program – on the Library home page at both institutions.  I’m ashamed to admit that the eagle is not currently on UVA’s library home page.  Our library is in the process of redesigning our home page.  Armed with the excellent examples of your libraries’ web sites, and some additional ones, I talked with our web designer and he agreed that we could include the FDLP eagle on our redesigned home page.  So, THANK YOU for pushing me and helping me get this important symbol of government information on our virtual “front door.”

One additional reaction I had after agreeing to speak today was “oh my gosh, is this UVA’s 100th anniversary too??”  We’re aren’t a land grant university.  We were a gleam in the eye of Thomas Jefferson (my obligatory TJ reference as a UVA employee!) in the first quarter of the 19th century, but I’ve seen two versions of our depository designation date – 1910 and 1907.  Since I was unprepared to celebrate this year, I am going with the date that GPO has in the depository list which is 1910.  Gives me a 3 year reprieve.  

I also looked a bit in both new and older government documents to see what I could learn about Idaho and Eastern Washington from them.    I learned about dams and trails and soil and lakes and rivers and agriculture and logging and hiking and camping and erosion.
I also learned in the 1885 Report of the Governor of Idaho that 

“The climate, the beautiful climate of Idaho, is often referred to by our citizens, travelers, and scientists who visit our Territory as being scarcely equaled in any other of the most favored localities on the American continent. Particularly is it noticed, that in the valleys and agricultural portions and settlements of the Territory the climate is remarkable for its equable temperature, the cool nights which follow the warm but not oppressive heat of the summer days, the soft and clear moonlight, and the bright summer skies, excite the love and admiration of our people who have wintered and summered in our midst.  In the high mountain altitudes, where the snow falls to a great depth and the winters are the longest, the purity and dryness of the atmosphere renders it possible to endure them without discomfort or risk of suffering form the length and severity of the season.  We may go father, and say that the noble and industrious class of men who generally dwell in those high mineral regions, and who follow the avocation of mining for gold and sliver and prospecting for the precious metals, presents the finest specimens of perfect manhood.  The greatest number of men who following in this Territory were pioneers, and the result of their long years of toil has enriched the world and increased its commerce and prosperity.”

The 1889 Report of the Governor of Idaho reports on the establishment of the University of Idaho:

A beautiful site, consisting of twenty acres, has been selected and purchased.  This site is situated about 1 mile from the town of Moscow, a beautiful and growing little city … Upon that fertile land vegetation makes rapid growth, and ere long the college campus will be embowered with leafy branches.  Active operations will soon be commenced for the establishment of an educational institution which will be not only the pride of Moscow but of the whole of Idaho.

The governor of Washington wasn’t quite as eloquent in praise of his territories virtues – his description of the climate simply discussed the differences between the wetter, western section and the dryer, eastern half.  He did, however, in 1889 talk about the needs of the territory vis a vis the federal government:

1) The first thing is enumerating our needs must always be admission to the Union.  We are rich and reputable and we do not require anybody to settle our bills.  Give us the right to regulate our local affairs and we will not only pay our own officers, but we will render much service to the Union.

He also talks about the territory of Washington and its virtues.  A section called “Information for Sportsmen” includes the following on elk hunting:

The rule is to stalk for elk, but sometimes small dogs are used to bring them to bay.  The first method is the most respectable and brings out the quality of the sportsman in the highest degree.  Sometimes the hunter will find himself literally surrounded by the game.  The first elk that perceives that something unusual is occurring will suddenly break the deep silence of the forest by uttering a shrill whistle, which will immediately be answered by any others that may be near.  Every animal will then hold up his head and the hunter finds himself in the midst of the band.  This sudden appearance of so many formidable looking animals and their shrill whistling, where the instant before all was silence and solitude, is calculated to shake the nerves of an amateur, who will sometimes not only fail to take good aim with his rifle, but may conclude that a good place for him is in the limbs of a tree.

 In addition to looking at U.S. federal documents concerning Washington and Idaho, I wanted to learn a bit about not only the depository collections at your institutions, but also about the history of the universities and libraries as a whole.  The University of Idaho Libraries has a nice history of the library section on their web site.  I particularly enjoyed learning that the library has a long tradition of appreciation of animals -  

· Belle Sweet, a University of Idaho librarian for 43 years, dropped frogs from a damp library basement on the college president’s desk to raise his awareness of the horrible conditions of the library in the 1920s.

· Lee Zimmerman, somewhat dictatorial, but cat loving,  library director during the 1950s, had holes punched in walls to let the basement cats  into the main part of the library

While I didn’t find a similar  Washington State University Library history on its web page how could I not appreciate a library that, like the University of Virginia, has a Library Assessment web page.  Again, like UVA, It has a sort of underground library, Terrell, or at least one with a grass roof and a glass “pyramid” on top.  And, you’ve gotta love a university with a “Brain Education Library.”  I did find the dissertation  – “A Land-Grant University Library: The History of the Library of Washington State University, 1892-1946”  - but have to admit that I only skimmed the first part of it.

Finally, I discovered that the University of Idaho Library and Washington State University Library have been forging close ties for a long time.   In the 1940s the faculties of the two schools were making heavy use of interlibrary loans between the campuses.  Also, the library staffs held joint picnics around this time.  

100 Years – that’s a long time.  

A list of some of the other centennial events demonstrates both how long ago 1907 was, and at the same time how completely recognizable and current some of these seem:

· Oklahoma

· Montessori schools  movement

· University of  Idaho College of Engineering

· Gene Autry

· John Wayne 

· Rachel Carson

· Chicago Cubs win the World Series against Detroit with Tinker to Evers to Chance 

· Pike Place Market

· Boy Scouts

· UPS 

· Precursor to the fax machine is invented!

· Hoover vacuum cleaner invented

· Heresy kisses invented

· United Press is founded

· First “cubist” exhibition held in Paris -Georges Braque, Pablo Picasso, Fernand Léger, 26

· Daylight Savings Time – “Waste of Daylight" by London builder William Willett, 50, appears in July with arguments that setting clocks ahead by 80 minute

I took a stroll through the 1907 Statistical Abstract of the United States to get some perspective on the turn of the 20th century.

· Table – Population 10-15 years of age employed as breadwinners

· Idaho – 13%

· Washington – 9.8%

· Population 10 years of age and upward engaged in gainful occupations

· Table - Paupers enumerated in almshouses

· 10 tables on strikes and lockouts

Likewise a look at the 1907  Monthly Catalog reveals many titles which we all recognize – Congressional Record, Copyright Information Circular, State Department Diplomatic List – there were also some that seem rather odd

· Editorial Clerk (Male)  - Announcement of examination – division of publications, Agriculture Department

· The report of the Government Hospital for the Insane 

· The 1907 Yearbook of Agriculture has nice illustrations of a fresh chicken, chicken in storage 10 months, 2 years, and 3 years.  Definitely don’t want to eat the one in storage for 3 years! 

Short History of Gov. Info.

· 1813 – Congress determined to make gov publications available to US citizens – We’ve got our selves a  country, and maybe  folks will want to read about us 100 years from now….

· 1860 – GPO established.  Basically because of fraud and waste on the part of the private printers used by the Federal government.

· 1895 – Federal Depository Library Program established

· 1907 – Land grant university libraries became federal depositories

· 1963 – Regional depository libraries established

· 1965 – law libraries given option to become depositories

· 1993 - Public Law 103-40, known as the Government Printing Office Electronic Information Enhancement Act of 1993.

· 1995 - THOMAS was launched in January of 1995, at the inception of the 104th Congress. The leadership of the 104th Congress directed the Library of Congress to make federal legislative information freely available to the public.  Part of Newt Gingrich’s first 100 days.

· 2007 – majority of US information available on the internet

Back to 1907

The May 1907 issue of Library Journal included not only the information on the law which established land grants as federal depositories but also an extensive article entitled “Public Documents as a Library Resource.”

“In the discussions that have appeared in library periodicals upon the ‘vexed question” of public documents, chief attention has been given to the mechanical side.  The printing of federal documents has been considered and needless duplication deplored.  …The main question seems to have been how best to get rid of these refractory publications… The average librarian is aware that public documents contain much valuable information, but they are considered such a difficult class of books to use that only as a last resort are they consulted…. 

To many a mind, public documents bring up the thought of dry statistics and heavy compilations of uninteresting facts.  As a matter of fact, they contain interesting and well digested information upon an extremely wide variety of subjects and for all classes of readers.

It is a misapprehension indeed to brand a book as dull or uninteresting because it contains the stamp of the Government Printing Office.”

This writer was right then, and is still right.  “It IS a misapprehension to brand a book as uninteresting because it contains the stamp of the Government Printing Office.”   Lilly Wai’s presentation earlier today provided wonderful insights into the variety of government publications through the years.

Of course, such important titles as the Warren Commission report of Kennedy’s assassination, the  Pentagon Papers which was an official government report, the report on the Challenger disaster, , and the the 911 Commission report 

Older U.S. government publications are a treasure trove of history, geology, exploration, technology, anthropology, ethnology, biology, art, science, politics it’s difficult to know where to begin.    My personal favorite is probably the

· Narrative of the expedition of an American Squadron to the China Seas and Japan, performed in the years 1852, and 1854, under the command of Commodore M. C. Perry, United States Navy – This 3 volume set has beautiful woodcuts and illustrations of the 19th century Americans’ view of Japan and the Japanese .  The color illustrations are so beautiful.
· The Serial Set, in particular, includes many of these travel and exploration narratives.  (Until the 1907 law was passed which excluded them from the Serial set!)
· survey of the Mississippi which Robert E. Lee  worked on while serving in the Corps of Engineers
· There are also the Smithsonian Ethnology studies.   The many dictionaries of now lost Indian languages, and studies of their myths and religion are sometimes some of the few sources on native Americans from the late 19th and early 20th centuries. 
The May 1907 issues of Library Journal reported on the bill which established the land-grant libraries as depositories.   I hate to break the news to you, but the land-grant aspect of this bill  was barely given the time of day --“Of the remaining section s the most important is the fourth… which adds all the land-grant colleges to the list of designated depositories.”  Even Schmeckebier, in his 1961 reference work Government Publications and their Use”  doesn’t mention that the 1907 law had the land-grant provision.

The bill dealt primarily with printing and distribution of “public documents.”  It regularized the numbering for Congressional publications, and eliminated the congressional version of many departmental reports.  Government information librarians know that prior to this bill many agency annual reports were printed and distributed twice – once as a “departmental edition,” and once as a “congressional edition.”   Of course, many of our libraries have these older agency publications because they were distributed twice.  However, librarians at the turn of the 20th century were complaining of receiving too many publications from the federal government.  Hmmm, drowning in paper – sounds familiar, doesn’t it?

Two opinions of the bill are expressed in the Library Journal issue:

“Good indexes now make available a large literature which was aforetime buried in obscurity, but the problem of shelf room must remain a serious difficulty.”

While another commentator says “a[n]… objection is that the libraries will be flooded with hundreds of small unbound documents such as under the old law were furnished in bound volumes…”    So, even in 1907 documents librarians didn’t agree on the best way to provide government information.  Sort of like herding cats.

The world was changing in 1907.   Technology was moving fast.  The gas powered automobile had been invented in 1885, the telephone in 1876, moving pictures and the light bulb in the 1880s, in the  a precursor to the FAX machine in 1907.   Upton Sinclair’s The Jungle had just been published.  Child labor, immigration, monopolies, and women’s suffrage were issues of the day.  Librarians wanted government information, but they wanted to be sure they could find and use it effectively. 

If the turn of the 20th century was a time of rapid change I’m betting they can’t hold a candle to us and our rate of change.  I’ve been doing my job for over 20 years and there’s little relation between what I do now and what I did in 1987.   

 I was the librarian for Semester at Sea this past summer and traveled around Asia on a ship.  One of my library students had tee shirts in many colors that say “Same, Same …  (and on the back) Different.”  Our burning issues today are global warming (sorry for the bad pun), the Iraq war, terrorism, the environment and the internet.   Librarians at the turn of the 20th century were worried about being buried in paper without adequate finding aids.  Some of us are still worried about being buried in paper.   But, others of us feel we don’t get enough paper – or the right information in print – or the appropriate mix of printed publications and internet information.  We worry on the one hand that Google will make libraries obsolete and on the other hand that the digital divide – whether due to economic situation, age, physical ability or what – will deprive a segment of our population of valuable information that’s only available via the internet.  

The goal of the land-grant bill was to streamline printing and distribution of government publications, thereby making them more useful to the public.  Again, sound familiar?  I’d say the goal of the current upheavals in the Federal Depository Library Program is the same – more streamlined, convenient, cost effective, and simplified access to government information.   We know that  government publications “contain interesting and well digested information upon an extremely wide variety of subjects… and   that it’s  a misapprehension to brand a book as dull or uninteresting because it contains the stamp of the Government Printing Office.”

Federal depository librarians want to ensure that this valuable information is accessible to current users AND to future users.  We want to ensure that federal information is available in the format that’s most useful.  

A few examples of research requests and how the appropriate mix of paper and electronic access could provide the best access for the American people to their government’s information.

· Medicare Manual – electronic only.  Local  aging advocacy group wanted.  We made printout of a part of 900 page manual they wanted.

· Dream – have in both electronically AND in print

· A friend who thought she’d invented a wonderful piece of modular furniture that would be a keepsake storage unit.  I researched in the PTO database and had to let her know that her idea had already been patented in many different forms.

· Undergrad needed WWII airplane info.  Found a few titles in our online catalog.  Knew there were more, but he didn’t want to bother with printed indexes

· Dream – all digitized and easily findable, and Online

· Tank repair manuals!! – These are actually being checked out now

· JPRS & FBIS translations of news and technical information can provide a wealth of insight into other cultures and nations

· Russian skin graft techniques after WWII 

· I found a Veterans Administration study from 1955 entitled A Follow-up Study of War Neuroses.  Of course, we all know that post-traumatic stress disorder isn’t a new phenomenon, but modern researchers might, and I hope, have, benefit by reading this extensive study.
· Local attorneys needing early regulations of asbestos (1950s – old CRFs) for current cases

· Dream – all old CFRs online, searchable and FREE from government

Government publication is rapidly changing from ink on paper to digital.  The Government Printing Office, under the leadership of Bruce James and Judy Russell, has been planning for its future in the digital world.  Beginning at a Depository Library Council meeting in Reno in 2003, GPO together with depository librarians have begun to map out a plan for future provision, access, and archiving of government information.  In 2006 the Depository Library Council undertook a “visioning” process to look at what this shift from print to digital means for GPO but also what it means for federal depository libraries.  This isn’t to say depository librarians hadn’t been anticipating what this paradigm shift means for us, our staffs, our collections, our library users, and access to government information.  But, as a group we discussed, dreamed, nightmared (if that’s a word), brain-stormed about what the future of the provision of government information would look like – for us, our users, researchers, and citizens.  As with the diversity of opinions on the 1907 printing legislation there were and are a variety of opinions on the best ways to proceed.  We recognize that we won’t necessarily be able to control the production of government information.   Both GPO and depository librarians are committed to ensuring the long term access to and preservation of government information in all formats.   

I believe that the depository system is strong and will continue to be an important mechanism for the public to access government information for the next 100 years.  My belief in the expertise of people like Maria and Marilyn and their staffs is even stronger.  Should our depository collections disappear tomorrow (heaven forbid) our expertise in helping people find and use government information will continue to be necessary and valued.  

I think we have come a long way from this description of reference service at UVA in 1929:

Students seeking information about uncommon or little known subjects could fill out a card, describing what information they were interested in and their name and address. The students were then mailed a list of call numbers that they could then bring to the library and receive the appropriate books. Early requests were for subjects including questions on music, golf, aviation, and the "Development of Petting or Necking: Why, Where and How It Is Done."

So whether it’s helping a student find the perfect statistics for a paper, assisting a non-profit agency in finding Medicare regulations, tracking down an ancestor in the Census, finding a 1947 hearing on the National Security Act, getting economic data on Whitman County, Washington, or getting frogs out of the basement you can depend on government information experts!

