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Abstract

With the influence of the exchange literature in Europe in 1694, the Federal Depository Library Program has taken its root in the United States and flourished throughout the history. Beginning with 1800’s, the Congress indented to provide the American public with the Government publications. The intention was well received, and publications were transferred to depository libraries ever since. The Government funds the service, and the libraries organize the publications and make them available to the public at no cost. Since the existence of Internet technology, the program has made most publications available online, and that raise the service to a higher level.

Introduction
The United States’ Congress is one of very few governments in the world which has the good intention to provide its information to the public at no cost. As early as 1800’s, Congress discussed that Government publications should be transferred to certain designated libraries so that the American public can read about it. This service is later called the Federal Depository Library Program. Since its birth, this program has constantly grown with the support from the Government and the service of the depository libraries across the nation. In the present day, the program has taken on the online service which has transformed the whole dynamic of searching and learning.

The Genesis of the Federal Depository Library Program

The influence on having the Federal Depository Library Program is much earlier than the birth of the United States of America. According to Angel Clemons’ article, “Using Depository Exchange Lists as Collection development Tools,” he found that the idea had started as early as in the seventeenth century: “The origins of library exchanges may well date back to 1694 when the Royal Library of France exchanged some of its duplicates for new English and German publications. However, according to the library literature, formal exchanges only began to take shape in the mid-1800s” (Clemons & Sproles, 2006). This idea was then imported to the United States and began to take shape. The institution which quickly adopted this idea was the Smithsonian Institution. In 1849, it established the International Exchange Service as a ‘low cost system for international exchange of scholarly publications’” (Clemons & Sproles, 2006). Many other institutions like the Medical Library Association and the Organization of American States recognized the great need for exchanging collections, and they began to establish this same service. All of these early establishments certainly have great influence on the United States’ Congress to work toward the well known act of 1860 which transferred the Government Printing Office (GPO) to the legislative branch. 
Within the Government, though the formal act of 1860 really made the impact on the depository system, it is worth to note that the influence was as early as in 1813. 

An act of 1813 authorized one copy of each chamber’s journal to be sent to selected university and stat libraries and to historical societies. Legislation enacted during the 1850s established the framework of the present system: A Superintendent of Public Printing (which became the Public Printer of the United States) was appointed within the Interior Department, the Secretary of the Interior was authorized to designate depository libraries, representatives were authorized to designate one depository from their own districts, and senators were assigned on depository in their state (Morehead, p. 47).

From all these frameworks, the Federal Depository Library Program existed. The purpose is to bring Government publications to the designated libraries in each state and to provide the public free access to these publications. More than a century later, this program is perfected with the Depository Library Act of 1962.  Moreland quotes this act as follows: 

The depository library system is a long established cooperative program between the federal government and designated major libraries throughout the United States under which certain classes of Government publications are supplied free of cost to those libraries for the purpose of making such publications readily accessible the American public (Morehead, p. 45).

Since then the Federal Depository Library Program continues to evolve along with the advance of technology, especially Internet technology of the present time. Whatever form and technique the program is influenced by, it is truly a great program which typically reflects the nature of democracy.  

The Responsibilities of the Federal Depository Library Program Libraries

It is the good intention of the Government to provide publications to the depository libraries and fund their operations. Without this effort, the program is not possible. According to J. A. Jacobs’ article, “Government Information in the Digital Age: The Once and Future Federal Depository Library Program,” this program would make the Government publication available to the American public and also to preserve them from loss or destruction. He/she writes as follows:

Since 1860, GPO has had primary responsibility for the printing, distribution, and sale of government publications. This has had two important effects. First, ideally, every government publication would pass through GPO giving GPO an opportunity to create a "classified list of Government publications."(n8) The effect of this has been to create bibliographic records – not just a single "classified list" – and thus enable a national bibliographic infrastructure to include publications of the federal government along with other publications… Second, GPO then "distributed to depository libraries"(n9) copies of these publications. The explicit effects of this were to provide long-term preservation of and free, local access to government information in a distributed system of federal depository libraries (Jacobs, 2005).
The Government dutifully does its part, and the depository libraries also need to do their parts as well because they directly serve the public. Here is what J. A. Jacobs thinks they should do: “FDLP libraries should be able to select government information, acquire digital files, preserve them, organize them through integration into collections of other information, and provide access to and service for that information” (Jacobs, 2005).

Though the depository libraries try to do their best, they always run into many difficulties like lack of fund, under staff, and fast pace of changing in technologies as described below:

Libraries have been slow to take on the task of building collections of digital government materials. This is not surprising as libraries are often risk-averse, slow to change, and under-funded…As we look at what libraries might do in the near future, it is worth looking to the recent past to see how far we have come. Government documents libraries did not buy microfiche cabinets because they preferred microfiche. They did so out of necessity because GPO started depositing microfiche in FDLP libraries. Similarly, when government information started arriving on floppy disks and then CD-ROMs and recently on DVDs, libraries adapted. Change is not always easy or inexpensive, but it is often necessary.

Though meeting with many difficulties, depository libraries often fulfill their duties very well. Especially nowadays with the Internet technology, patrons are mostly satisfied with the service when they can search for their material right at home. The more convenience they experience, the better they appreciate the service.

The Online Service of the Federal Depository Library Program
With the advance of Internet technology, the Federal Depository Library Program has continued to evolve with it and offered much better service to the patrons. Years ago, a patron has to come to a library to do research. Now he or she can sit at home in front of a computer, and almost everything is available on the screen before his/her eyes just by a click of the keyboard. Many studies have been done about the online service regarding the FDLP, and they have been very positive as Jane Cramer puts it in her article, “Free Online Government Information: A Resource Guide.”

For nearly 200 years, FDLP members have held the keys to access to government information. Recent advances in technology and decreased funding for printing at the GPO have fostered an explosion of free government information available to everyone via the Web. The GPO reports that in “FY 2000, 53 per cent of new titles were disseminated electronically” and the number is expected to rise in FY 2001. Already more than 202,000 titles are online with “more than 30 million downloads per month” (FDLP Fact Sheet, n.d.). Format availability (PDF, text, spreadsheet, etc.) may vary and long-term access is still an issue, but if your patrons need this information now, it has never been more readily available (Cramer, 2002).

It is interesting to know that when online service is first introduced it met with resistance and skepticism because nobody knew for sure where this technology is leading. Now people are living with it, and it has becomes a necessary part of life.

In 1990, a proposal for government agencies to put their information on the Internet (n59) was met with skepticism by some government information librarians who worried that only big university libraries could possibly afford Internet connections. Today, of course, we take Internet technologies for granted. If libraries act wisely, we will have a flourishing system of digital collections in a few years and will have forgotten that we ever wondered if we could (Jacobs, 2005).

Nowadays, all institutions and researchers use online services to do their works. 

If they know where to find, they can get almost everything they want to know from the Government. The website of the University of Michigan is such example:

The University of Michigan documents site (http://www.umich.edu/govdocs), is the megasite for depositories. It includes federal and state materials as well as selected commercial products available only to University of Michigan users. The sheer size of the site can be intimidating at first, but it was designed by a librarian and has many navigation points to guide users. The subject areas of this page are comprehensive and it is constantly updated (Cramer, 2002).

Conclusion

The Federal Depository Library Program has a good start from the beginning, and it has constantly evolved along with history and technology to better the serve the American public. In this program, the Government has the good intention to provide the information to the people by transferring the publications to the depository libraries. On their parts, the libraries do all they can to preserve, digitalize, organize, and make them available to the public at no cost. Now with the advance of Internet technology, the service has become much more convenient. Everybody can satisfy their thirst for knowledge of Government issues by browsing websites of depository libraries. Almost everything a person needs to know is available right on the screen.
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