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APPENDIX E: EXCERPTS FROM INFORMING THE NATION1 

FOREWORD 
 
Federal information is essential to public understanding of many issues facing Congress and the 
Nation, and is used by all sectors of society. Technological advances are opening up many new 
and potentially cost-effective ways to collect, manage, and disseminate this information. 
Although traditional ink-on-paper publications will continue to meet important needs for the 
foreseeable future, many types of Federal information—such as statistical, reference, and 
scientific and technical—are well suited to electronic storage and dissemination. For example, an 
entire year’s worth of the Congressional Record or several Bureau of the Census statistical series 
can be placed on one compact optical disk that can be easily read with a low-cost reader and basic 
microcomputer. Press releases, weather and crop bulletins, and economic or trade indices can be 
disseminated immediately via electronic bulletin boards or online information systems. 
 
This report addresses the opportunities to improve the dissemination of Federal information. It 
also highlights two major problems: maintaining equity in public access to Federal information in 
electronic formats, and defining the respective roles of Federal agencies and the private sector in 
the electronic dissemination process. The report focuses on current and future roles of the U.S. 
Government Printing Office (GPO) and Superintendent of Documents, the Depository Library 
Program (administered by GPO), and the National Technical Information Service (NTIS). In 
addition, this report examines electronic dissemination of congressional information, the Freedom 
of Information Act in an electronic environment, and electronic dissemination of government 
information to the press. 
 
In conducting this assessment, OTA drew on expertise and perspectives from numerous sources 
in and outside of the government. OTA received special assistance from the General Accounting 
Office (GAO) for the surveys of Federal information dissemination practices and Federal 
information users, from GPO with respect to Federal printing and related dissemination activities, 
and from NTIS with regard to dissemination of scientific and technical information. OTA 
appreciates the participation of the advisory panelists, contractors, working group participants, 
Federal agency officials and Federal information users who responded to the GAO surveys, and 
members of the library, academic, business, labor, consumer, and Federal agency communities, 
among others, who helped bring this report to fruition. 
 
The report responds to an initial request from the Joint Committee on Printing and subsequent 
expressions of interest from the Subcommittee on Government Information, Justice, and 
Agriculture of the House Committee on Government Operations, the House Committee on 
Science, Space, and Technology, the Committee on House Administration, and the Subcommittee 
on Legislative of the House Committee on Appropriations. 
 

                                                 
1 U.S. Congress, Office of Technology Assessment, Informing the Nation: Federal Information Dissemin-
ation in an Electronic Age, OTA-C IT-396, Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing Office, October 
1988. The text of Informing the Nation has been reformatted for inclusion in this publication, but the 
content is as posted at www.wws.princeton.edu/~ota/disk2/1988/8823_n.html and at 
www.ota.nap.edu/pdf/data/1988/8823.pdf. 
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The report is solely the responsibility of OTA, not of those who assisted us in the assessment or 
of the congressional committees who requested or endorsed the undertaking of the study. 
 
/signed/ 
 
John H. Gibbons 
Director 

CHAPTER 1: SUMMARY2 

INTRODUCTION 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Federal information is used by all sectors of society. For example, the business and financial 
communities look to price levels and government indicators of economic activity as important 
inputs to business planning and investment decisions. Similarly, the agricultural community 
regularly uses government crop and weather bulletins, as well as forecasts, to aid in scheduling 
crop planting. Scientists and engineers benefit from technical information generated by federally 
conducted or sponsored research in areas like superconductors, supercomputers, and solar energy. 
Indeed, information generated by the Federal Government spans the entire spectrum of issues and 
programs relevant to agency missions—from public health crises, such as AIDs; to environmental 
problems, such as hazardous waste disposal and water pollution; to demographic and employment 
trends. And at the most basic level, information about governmental processes—such as the 
Congressional Record for Congress and the Federal Register for the executive branch agencies—
is used by citizens and organizations that wish to monitor and participate in a wide range of 
government activities. 
 
For most of this Nation’s history, Federal information has been disseminated predominantly in 
the form of paper documents and, in recent decades, to a lesser extent in microfiche. However, in 
the last few years, technological advances have resulted in a rapid increase in the use of electronic 
formats for Federal information dissemination. While the use of electronic technology offers 
many new opportunities for cost-effective dissemination, serious conflicts have arisen over how 
to maintain and strengthen public access to government information and balance the roles of 
individual Federal agencies, governmentwide dissemination mechanisms, and the private sector. 
 
OTA has concluded that congressional action is urgently needed to resolve Federal information 
dissemination issues and to set the direction of Federal activities for years to come. The 
government is at a crucial point where opportunities presented by the information technologies, 
such as productivity and cost-effectiveness improvements, are substantial. However, the stakes, 
including preservation and/or enhancement of public access to government information plus 

                                                 
2 Footnotes and tables from the original report are omitted in this excerpt. The full text of the Informing the 
Nation is available electronically at www.wws.princeton.edu/~ota/disk2/1988/8823_n.html and at  
www.ota.nap.edu/pdf/data/1988/8823.pdf. 
 

If a Nation expects to be ignorant and free in a state of civilization, it expects 
what never was and never will be . . . if we are to guard against ignorance and 
remain free, it is the responsibility of every American to be informed. 

–Thomas Jefferson, July 6, 1816
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maintenance of the fiscal and administrative responsibilities of the agencies, are high and need to 
be carefully balanced by Congress. 
 
Congress has enacted numerous laws that emphasize the importance of broad public access to 
Federal information (such as the Printing Act of 1895, Depository Library Act of 1962, Freedom 
of Information Act of 1966, and Paperwork Reduction Act of 1980) and assign various 
information dissemination functions to individual Federal agencies (see box A) and 
governmentwide clearinghouses. The latter include principally the Superintendent of Documents 
(SupDocs) at the U.S. Government Printing Office (GPO), Depository Library Program (DLP) 
also at GPO, National Technical Information Service (NTIS), and Consumer Information Center 
(CIC). However, the existing statutory and institutional framework was established by Congress 
largely during the pre-electronic era. It is important, therefore, that Congress review this 
framework to determine what actions are needed to ensure that legislative intent is carried out in 
an electronic environment and whether any adjustments in legislative objectives or legislation are 
needed. 
 
This assessment presents information and analyses on a broad range of topics and issues. It is 
intended to:  

• help both Congress and the Nation better understand Federal information 
dissemination in an electronic age; and 

• assist Congress in implementing improvements in Federal information 
dissemination activities. 

 
The focus of this report is on public information, that is, Federal information that is or should be 
in the public domain and is not subject to exemption under the Freedom of Information Act (e.g., 
due to privacy, security, or confidentiality considerations). The report focuses on the process of 
information dissemination, including the Federal Government’s technical and institutional 
infrastructure for dissemination, not on information collection (although also important). The 
report considers a wide range of information formats—from paper and microfiche to computer 
tapes and diskettes, compact disks, and online databases. And the report covers all major types of 
Federal information at a general level—including agency reports and pamphlets, rules and 
regulations, periodicals and bibliographies, statistical information, and scientific and technical 
information, among others. 

OPPORTUNITIES 
 
The Federal Government today stands at a major crossroads with respect to the future of Federal 
information dissemination. Technological advances have opened up many new and potentially 
cost-effective ways to disseminate Federal information, especially those types of information 
(such as bibliographic, reference, statistical, and scientific and technical) that are particularly well 
suited to electronic formats. 
 
OTA expects several key underlying technical trends to continue unabated for at least the next 3 
to 5 years and 10 years or more in many cases. These include: 

• continued, steady improvement in the price/performance of microcomputers, 
nonimpact printers, scanners, and desktop software; 

• rapid proliferation of desktop publishing systems and continued 
improvement in the ability of desktop systems to produce higher quality, 
more complex documents; 
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• rapid growth in networking of desktop and high-end systems, nonimpact 
printers, and phototypesetters used for more complex, higher volume, and/or 
larger institutional applications; 

• continued increase in the number and use of computerized online information 
services and online information gateways (that provide the channels for 
information exchange), and continued advances in the underlying computer 
and telecommunication technologies; 

• rapid advances in optical disk technologies and applications, including 
accelerating penetration of CD-ROM (compact disk read-only memory), 
maturation of WORM (write once read many times) and erasable optical 
disks, plus emergence of CD-I (compact disk interactive, with audio, video, 
graphics, textual, and software capabilities all on one disk); and  

• rapid advances in the development of expert systems applicable to many 
aspects of information dissemination—including technical writing, indexing, 
information retrieval, and printing management.  

 
Many individual Federal agencies already are experimenting with and increasingly implementing 
information dissemination via electronic bulletin boards, floppy disks, compact optical disks, 
desktop publishing, and electronic printing-on-demand. For example, statistical data are highly 
suited to electronic formats, and, based on the results of the General Accounting Office (GAO) 
survey of Federal agencies (see box B), about one-third of the civilian departmental agencies use 
magnetic tape or disks, one-fifth floppy disks and electronic data transfer, and one-tenth 
electronic mail for dissemination of statistical data (see Table l-l). By comparison, about three-
fourths of the agencies use paper and roughly one-tenth use microfiche for disseminating 
statistical data. Overall, civilian agencies (departmental and independent) reported over 7,500 
information products disseminated electronically, as of fiscal year 1987. The number of civilian 
agency publications in paper format appears to be declining slowly, while the number of 
electronic products has more than tripled over the past 4 years. The GAO survey results suggest 
that this trend will continue. For example, by 1990, agency use of electronic mail and bulletin 
boards, floppy disks, and compact optical disks in disseminating scientific and technical 
information is expected to more than double , on the average, as shown in Table 1-2. 
 
With respect to demand for Federal information, OTA has concluded that, for the foreseeable 
future, paper will continue to be the preferred format for many purposes, such as browsing 
government reports, and microfiche will continue to be used for document storage and archival 
purposes. However, OTA’S 3- to 5- year outlook for the dissemination of Federal information 
indicates that overall demand for paper formats will decline modestly and the demand for 
microfiche will drop rather markedly, while the demand for electronic formats will increase 
dramatically.  
 
There already is a significant demand for Federal information in electronic formats among user 
groups, and particularly within the library community, private industry, Federal agencies 
themselves, and various groups with specialized needs (such as educators, researchers, and 
disabled persons). OTA projects that this demand will rise sharply over the next few years, 
especially among the more technically sophisticated user groups.  
 
The results of the GAO survey of Federal information users document this likely trend in 
demand. For example, the depository library community (as intermediaries reflecting users and 
user information needs in university, research, Federal, State, local, and public libraries) indicated 
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a strong preference for obtaining increasing percentages of Federal information in electronic form 
and declining percentages in paper and microfiche. The survey results for 318 depository libraries 
out of a sample of 451 (34 of the 51 regional depositories and 284 of the 400 selective depository 
libraries sampled) are highlighted in Table 1-3. These results show that, by and large, the 
depository library community desires or anticipates decreases in use of paper and microfiche 
formats and significant increases in online databases and compact optical disks. Trends for other 
surveyed segments of the Federal information user community (e.g., nondepository libraries, 
scientific and technical associations) are not so dramatic, but show a similar pattern.  
 
Electronic publishing and related technologies, when coupled with essential technical standards, 
offer the near-term prospect for integrated information systems utilizing the “information life 
cycle” concept. Here, the collection, processing, storage, and dissemination (and ultimately 
retention or archiving) of information in multiple formats (paper, microform, and electronic) are 
viewed and implemented as interrelated functions rather than separate, unrelated activities. The 
life cycle concept offers the prospect of improvements in Federal productivity or cost avoidance 
through increased efficiencies in the publishing of government reports, reduced paper and postage 
costs, and the like (see box C). 
 
The Federal Government should be able to realize at least a significant portion of the productivity 
improvements demonstrated by private business users. Private firms typically report 30 to 50 
percent productivity improvement with a payback on investment in the 2- to 3-year range. The 
Federal Government spends, conservatively, $6 billion per year on information dissemination 
(not including the cost of collection, processing, or a prorated share of agency automation). Thus, 
productivity improvements on the order of hundreds of millions of dollars per year appear to be 
readily achievable. In addition, the substantial ongoing investment by Federal mission agencies in 
agency automation, if planned and implemented properly, can incorporate multiformat 
information dissemination at little additional marginal cost, compared to the total cost of 
automation, and with the potential for net cost savings in agency information functions. 

PROBLEMS AND CHALLENGES 
 
Technological advances are creating a number of problems and challenges with respect to Federal 
information dissemination: 

• At a fundamental level, electronic technology is changing or even 
eliminating many distinctions between reports, publications, databases, 
records, and the like, in ways not anticipated by existing statutes and policies. 
A rapidly growing percentage of Federal information exists at some point in 
an electronic form on a computerized system as part of “seamless web” of 
information activities. 

• Electronic technology permits information dissemination on a decentralized 
basis that is cost-effective at low levels of demand, but in ways that may 
challenge traditional roles, responsibilities, and policies. In contrast, 
conventional ink-on-paper printing technology tends to be cost-effective with 
more centralized production and distribution and higher levels of demand.  

• Electronic technology is eroding the institutional roles of governmentwide 
information dissemination agencies. While many Federal agencies 
disseminate at least some of their information in electronic formats, the 
central governmentwide dissemination mechanisms (SupDocs, DLP, NTIS, 
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and CIC) are presently limited largely to paper or paper and microfiche 
formats and thus disseminate a declining portion of Federal information. 

• Technology has outpaced the major governmentwide statutes that apply to 
Federal information dissemination. The Printing Act of 1895, Depository 
Library Act of 1962, and Freedom of Information Act of 1966 predate the era 
of electronic dissemination, and have not been updated to explicitly reflect 
electronic as well as paper formats. The Paperwork Reduction Act of 1980 
was amended in 1986 to include information dissemination within its scope, 
but substantive statutory guidance on electronic information dissemination 
per se is minimal. 

• The advent of electronic dissemination raises new equity concerns since, to 
the extent electronic formats have distinct advantages (e.g., in terms of 
timeliness, searchability), those without electronic access are disadvantaged. 
In general, the library, research, media, public interest, consumer, and 
State/local government communities, among others, argue that the Federal 
Government has a responsibility to assure equity of access to Federal 
information in electronic formats as well as in paper. These groups contend 
that they are or will increasingly be disadvantaged to the extent that Federal 
information in electronic form is not available through normal channels. 

• Technological advances complicate the Federal Government’s relationships 
with the commercial information industry. While those companies that 
market repackaged or enhanced Federal information benefit from access to 
electronic formats, some of these firms are concerned about possible adverse 
effects of government competition. Efforts by the Office of Management and 
Budget (OMB) to establish policy in this area have proven to be 
controversial. Also, the privatization of major Federal information 
dissemination activities (such as the NTIS clearinghouse) has not yet been 
demonstrated to be either cost-effective or beneficial for important 
governmental functions. 

• OMB and industry representatives support government dissemination of 
Federal information in raw electronic form without software enhancements 
or searching aids, but oppose government dissemination of enhanced or 
“value-added” information. This conflicts with the long-established 
government role in producing and disseminating value-added information 
products in paper format and its logical extension to electronic formats. 
Existing policy does not define “value-added’ or specify under what 
conditions value-added electronic information products are inherently or 
appropriately governmental versus commercial in nature. 

• In general information industry representatives strongly favor open 
government and unimpeded and nondiscriminatory access to Federal 
information for philosophical and competitive fairness reasons (i.e., so that 
no single vendor has a captive or monopoly position over Federal 
information). In these respects, the industry shares common ground with the 
library, research, and press communities, among others.  

 
The absence of congressional action to address these issues is likely to result in: 

• continuing erosion in overall equity of public access to Federal information, 

• continuing confusion over institutional roles and responsibilities, 
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• a significant time and dollar cost to the government and various stakeholders 
in seemingly endless debate over statutory interpretation and legislative 
intent, 

• inefficiency and excessive duplication in electronic information 
dissemination research and pilot-testing, 

• inability to capture learning from experience and economies of scale, and 

• failure to realize the significant opportunities for cost-effective 
improvements in overall public access to Federal information. 

 
OTA concluded that the government needs to set in motion a comprehensive planning process for 
creatively exploring the long-term future (e.g., 10 to 20 years from now) when the information 
infrastructure of the public and private sectors could be quite different. At the same time, the 
government needs to provide short-term direction to existing agencies and institutions with 
respect to electronic information dissemination. A central challenge is setting future directions for 
the governmentwide information dissemination institutions. 
 
Any electronic future for GPO, NTIS, and DLP must consider the increasingly decentralized, 
competitive environment that characterizes the electronic information marketplace. The Federal 
Government is moving in the direction of implementing electronic information systems at the 
heart of most agency activities. In the long-term, the myriad of possible information 
dissemination alternatives, made possible by technological advances, could serve as a catalyst for 
significant changes in the current institutional framework. Full understanding of long-term 
alternatives will require several years of pilot tests, demonstrations, and experiments and related 
evaluation studies. In the short- to medium-term (3 to 10 years), the basis for setting directions is 
better established. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

CHAPTER 11: FEDERAL INFORMATION DISSEMINATION POLICY IN AN 
ELECTRONIC AGE3 

SUMMARY 
 
The rapid deployment of electronic information technologies by Federal agencies, as with all 
major sectors of American society, is generating a number of issues with respect to public policy 
on Federal information dissemination.  
 
 

                                                 
3 Footnotes and tables from the original report are omitted in this excerpt. The full text of the Informing the 
Nation is available electronically at www.wws.princeton.edu/~ota/disk2/1988/8823_n.html and at  
www.ota.nap.edu/pdf/data/1988/8823.pdf. 

. . . an intelligent, informed populace has been, is, and will continue to be 
the fundamental element in the strength of our Nation. Contributing greatly 
to that intellectual strength is the so-called Government document, designed 
to disseminate to the American public important information relative to the 
activities and purposes of its Government. 

–former U.S. Senator Frank J. Lausche, March 1962
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This chapter raises and examines several broad information policy issues. These include:  

• congressional commitment to public access to Federal information;  

• the need for revision of governmentwide information dissemination policy—
particularly regarding cost-effectiveness,  

• the role of the private sector, and electronic v. paper formats;  

• the need for clarification of institutional roles and responsibilities; and  

• improvements in information dissemination management.  
 
These analyses are followed by a discussion of ways to improve conventional printing activities 
of the Federal Government with respect to cost, timeliness and quality, and estimating and billing 
procedures.  
 
A fundamental cross-cutting issue is public access to Federal information. Debate over the use of 
electronic formats, privatization, and the like is obscuring the commitment of Congress to public 
access. Congress has expressed through numerous public laws the importance of Federal 
information and the dissemination of that information in carrying out agency missions and the 
principles of democracy and open government. A renewed commitment to public access in an 
electronic age maybe needed. 
 
Congress may wish to revise governmentwide information dissemination policy. In so doing, 
Congress would need to consider and reconcile several sometimes competing considerations 
including: 

• enhancing public access, 

• minimizing unnecessary overlap and duplication in Federal information 
activities, 

• reducing unnecessary or wasteful Federal information activities, 

• optimizing the use of electronic v. paper formats, 

• and optimizing the role of the private sector. 
 
The Office of Management and Budget (OMB) has promulgated its own view of appropriate 
public policy (in the form of OMB Circulars A-130 and A-76). The OMB view is controversial as 
it relates to Federal information dissemination. In the absence of clear and positive congressional 
direction, conflict and confusion are likely to continue. Congress may wish to amend specific 
statutes (including the Printing Act, Depository Library Act, and Paperwork Reduction Act), 
promulgate its own version of the basic principles addressed in A-130, and establish guidelines 
on the role of the private sector (including contracting out and provision of value-added 
information products). Congress could act on a governmentwide, agency-by-agency, or program-
by-program basis.  
 
Congress also may wish clarify the roles and responsibilities of Federal institutions involved with 
information dissemination, including mission agencies and governmentwide dissemination 
agencies such as the U.S. Government Printing Office (GPO) and National Technical Information 
Service (NTIS). The advent of numerous options for electronic dissemination has aggravated 
concerns about statutory authority (e.g., Printing Act v. Paperwork Reduction Act jurisdiction 
over electronic for mats), separation of powers (e.g., legislative v. executive branch control over 
agency printing), procurement (Printing Act v. Brooks Act jurisdiction over electronic publishing 
systems), role of the private sector (e.g., privatization v. government incorporation of NTIS), and 
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over-all policy guidance (e.g., OMB v. Joint Committee on Printing [JCP] roles). These issues 
have led to various proposals for reorganization of government information dissemination 
institutions. In the absence of congressional direction, conflict and confusion are likely to 
continue. 
 
OTA identified several alternatives for improvement of information dissemination management 
that could be implemented in the short-term by executive branch action using existing statutory 
authorities and with the concurrence of Congress, but with no required statutory action. Of 
course, one or any combination of these alternatives could be incorporated into a legislative 
package, as amendments to various statutes, should Congress determine that a stronger mandate 
is needed. 

• There is a clear consensus that appropriate technical standards for electronic 
publishing and dissemination are essential if the government wishes to 
realize potential cost-effectiveness and productivity improvements. The 
National Bureau of Standards, (NBS), Defense Technical Information Center 
(DTIC) or another Department of Defense (DoD) component, and GPO 
could be assigned lead responsibility to accelerate the ongoing standards-
setting process, presumably incorporating accepted or emerging industry 
standards to the extent possible. 

• There is also general consensus in and out of government for the 
establishment of a governmentwide index to major Federal information 
products—regardless of format— although there are differing views on how 
to implement an index. GPO and NTIS (or a Government Information Office, 
should one be established) with possible assistance from the private sector 
and information science community, could be assigned responsibility to 
consolidate and upgrade existing indices, directions, and inventories 
(including the results of OMB surveys) into one integrated index. The index 
could be made available in multiple formats and disseminated direct from the 
government as well as via the depository libraries and private vendors 
(perhaps in enhanced form). 

• Federal agency officials expressed strong support for much improved 
mechanisms to exchange learning and experience about technological 
innovations. Information dissemination innovation centers could be 
designated or established in each branch of government, for example, at 
DTIC (for the defense sector), NTIS and/or NBS (for the civilian executive 
branch), and GPO (for the legislative branch), and under grant or contract to 
a university or other independent, nonprofit research center. Agencies could 
be required to conduct “agency X-2000” studies to creatively explore and 
develop their own visions of future information dissemination activities. 

• Information dissemination is still not an effective part of agency information 
resources management (IRM) programs. A variety of IRM training, career 
development, budget, and management actions could be implemented to give 
information dissemination (including printing, publishing, press, public 
affairs, and the like) a stronger and better understood role within the IRM 
concept. Also, whether within the IRM concept or otherwise, Federal agency 
participation in electronic press release activities could be expanded with 
electronic releases provided directly to the press, to private electronic news 
and wire services and perhaps to depository libraries.  
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Finally, OTA identified several alternatives that could be implemented to improve the 
government conventional ink-on-paper printing. Despite the rapid increase in electronic formats, 
there is likely to be significant, continuing demand for printed copies of a broad range of Federal 
reports and other printed materials. Thus, for at least the next 5 years and probably longer, there 
will be a need to continually improve the Federal Government’s conventional printing.  
 
Some Federal agencies have raised concerns about the cost, timeliness, and quality of GPO 
printing. Based on information available to OTA, the cost of GPO’s procured printing appears to 
be competitive, and there appears to be no financial basis for dismantling the GPO printing 
procurement program. However, GPO main plant inhouse work is more expensive than procured 
work. There are several alternatives for reducing the cost to Federal agencies including: use of 
special rates, reducing indirect costs and overhead, and use of cost-saving technology. With 
respect to timeliness of GPO procured work, the overall data do not suggest a widespread 
delinquency problem. However, the percentage of delinquent printing jobs at the GPO main plant 
is two to three times higher than procured jobs. This warrants further evaluation to determine the 
extent of the problem and possibly to take action to smooth the work flow, encourage realistic 
delivery estimates, and limit priority work. With respect to quality of GPO printing, again, the 
overall data do not suggest a widespread problem, although the defect rate for inhouse work is 
somewhat higher than for procured work. Other areas that appear to be in need of improvement 
are cost estimating and billing procedures. Routine itemized billing warrants consideration.  
 
There is need for even stronger cooperative working relationships between agency printers and 
publishers and GPO staff, and between publishers, printers, public information officers, financial 
and procurement officers, and the like within the agencies. Existing intra- and interagency 
advisory groups could be reviewed and strengthened and/or new groups established.  
 
Other potential improvements in conventional printing identified, but not examined by OTA, 
include use of nonacidic paper, alternative printing inks, and expert systems software for printing 
management.  

RENEWED COMMITMENT TO PUBLIC ACCESS 
 
A major crosscutting issue for this study is public access to Federal information. In the broadest 
sense, all of the technical, institutional, and policy mechanisms discussed in previous chapters are 
intended to facilitate public access. The debate in recent years over cost-effectiveness, 
privatization, and the like has sometimes obscured the fundamental and enduring commitment of 
Congress and, indeed, of public law to the principle of public access. Information is the lifeblood 
of Federal Government programs and activities and is essential not only to the implementation of 
agency missions, but to informed public debate, decision, and evaluation concerning such 
programs and activities. Broad public access to such information has been established by 
Congress as a primary policy objective to be accomplished through a variety of information 
dissemination mechanisms, including government-initiated activities such as the GPO and NTIS 
document sales programs, the GPO depository library program (DLP), and citizen-initiated 
activities such as submitting FOIA requests. 
 
The policy framework establishing public access as a goal of Federal information dissemination 
consists of both governmentwide and agency-specific statutes plus various legislative and 
executive branch directives, circulars, and guidelines. 
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Many governmentwide statutory provisions have been codified in Title 44 of the U.S. Code 
(“Public Printing and Documents”). Several key chapters of Title 44 include the following 
illustrative provisions: 
 

• Chapter l–establishes the JCP “to remedy neglect, delay, duplication, or 
waste in the public printing and binding and the distribution of Government 
publications. ” (44 U.S.C. 103). 

• Chapters 3 and 5–establish GPO to be headed by the Public Printer; require 
that all printing, binding, and blankbook work for the Government be done at 
GPO, except as approved by the JCP; and authorize GPO to procure printing 
with approval of the JCP. (44 U.S.C. 301, 501, 502).  

• Chapters 7 and 9—establish rules, procedures, and authorities for printing, 
binding, and distribution of congressional documents, including the 
Congressional Record, and specify responsibilities of the JCP and GPO, 
among others.  

• Chapters 11 and 13–establish rules, procedures, and authorities for printing, 
binding, and distribution of executive and judicial branch documents. 

• Chapter 15–establishes the Office of the Federal Register (now located in the 
National Archives and Records Administration [NARA]) and rules and 
procedures for preparation of the Register and printing by GPO. 

• Chapter 17–establishes the Superintendent of Documents (SupDocs) within 
GPO and the rules, procedures, and authorities for SupDocs sale and 
distribution of public documents, preparation of an index to public 
documents and catalog of government publications, and international 
exchange of government publications; 

• Chapter 19—establishes rules, procedures, and authorities for the DLP to be 
administered by the SupDocs.  

• Chapters 21, 29, 31, and 33–establish rules, procedures, and authorities for 
the preservation of historical materials (e.g., books, documents, papers, 
maps) of the government, and for management, retention, and disposal of 
government records; assign responsibilities to the Administrator of General 
Services (GSA), Archivist of the United States, and Federal agencies; and 
assign administrative responsibility to the Archivist of the United States (and 
now NARA). 

• Chapter 35—establishes rules, procedures, and authoritie s for coordination 
and management of Federal information policy relevant to the collection, 
maintenance, use, and dissemination of Federal information and the 
acquisition and use of automatic data processing and telecommunications 
technologies by the Federal Government; establishes the Office of 
Information and Regulatory Affairs (OIRA) in OMB; and assigns 
responsibilities to OIRA and Federal agencies.  

 
Prior analyses by the Congressional Research Service (CRS) have found that Congress has 
enacted literally hundreds of specific laws that assign information collection, clearinghouse, 
directory, dissemination, and related functions to Federal agencies. ’ Some illustrative laws 
enacted by the 95th through 99th Congresses are shown in Table 11-1. 
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A review of prior OTA reports also revealed that information dissemination is an important 
aspect of many issues facing Congress, ranging from medical technologies to hazardous waste 
disposal to ocean resource management to energy conservation. Excerpts from selected OTA 
reports are capsulized in Table 11-2. Congress frequently includes the establishment or 
strengthening of information dissemination (and related collection) mechanisms in legislative 
actions to address current problems, such as AIDS or international competitiveness. The CRS list 
of legislation introduced in the 100th Congress provides a further indication of congressional 
intent, as highlighted in Table 11-3.  
 
There is a history of congressional actions to institutionalize information dissemination functions, 
as illustrated by the establishment of the Library of Congress in 1800, the Federal Depository 
Library Program in 1813, the Library of the Surgeon General’s office in 1836 (later to become 
the National Library of Medicine [NLM]), the GPO in 1860, National Agricultural Library 
(NAL) in 1862, and NTIS in 1970. In addition, Congress has articulated the importance of access 
to and dissemination of public information in enacting, for example, the Printing Act of 1895 
(remodified in 1968 as Part of Title 44 of the U.S. Code), Depository Library Act of 1962, 
Freedom of Information Act of 1966, Public Law 91-345 establishing the National Commission 
on Libraries and Information Science in 1970, Federal Program Information Act (P.L. 95-220, 
creating a database on Federal domestic assistance programs), and Paperwork Reduction Act in 
1980 (codified as part of Title 44). 
 
Thus, taken as a whole, congressional intent with respect to Federal information is clear. In 
general, unimpeded dissemination of and access to Federal information is encouraged or 
frequently required and is vital to performance of agency and programmatic missions established 
by statute as well as to the principles of open government and a democratic society.  
 
Despite the breadth and depth of legislated congressional commitment to Federal information 
dissemination and the overriding goal of public access, major policy issues have developed in 
several different areas. This is especially true with respect to the use of electronic information 
technologies.  
 
Based on the results of commissioned research, surveys, and various outreach activities 
conducted as part of this assessment, significant segments of the interested public desire access to 
Federal information in electronic formats where it is appropriate, useful, and cost-effective. The 
results of the GAO survey of Federal information users, as detailed in chapter 4, confirm this 
desire. Overall, the library, research, media, public interest, consumer, business, State/local 
government, and physically handicapped communities, among others, support the principle of 
public access to Federal information regardless of formats. 
 
However, many of these groups believe that Federal information users are increasingly 
disadvantaged to the extent Federal information in electronic form is not available through the 
normal governmentwide dissemination channels and/or that there are significant barriers to access 
to Federal electronic information. They argue that the Federal Government has a responsibility to 
assure equity of access to Federal information in electronic formats as well as in paper, to the 
degree that electronic formats offer significant cost or usefulness advantages. 
 
Consumer, library, and public interest groups also have expressed concern about the decline in 
availability of and increase in user charges for Federal information products and services. Both 
the number of total and the number of free Federal publications appears to have declined over the 
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past decade, and many agencies have adopted some form of marginal cost recovery as the basis 
for pricing agency publications and other information products or services. 
 
Congress may wish to consider making a renewed commitment to the overriding goal of public 
access and perhaps even a reaffirmation of principles established by Congress in previous statutes 
but updated to reflect the increasingly electronic nature of Federal information. 
 

CLARIFICATION OF GOVERNMENTWIDE INFORMATION DISSEMINATION POLICY 
 
Over the last decade implementation of the overall goal of public access to Federal information 
has been complicated by several sometimes competing public policy goals with respect to cost-
effectiveness of Federal information activities. These include a desire to: 

• minimize unnecessary overlap and duplication in Federal information 
activities; 

• reduce unnecessary or wasteful Federal information activities; and 

• optimize or (in the opinion of some stakeholders) maximize the role of the 
private sector. 

 
The goal of public access is complicated by the lack of clear congressional guidance on the use of 
electronic, v. paper formats in Federal information dissemination activities, and how goals of 
public access and cost-effectiveness are to be reconciled. OMB has promulgated its own view of 
appropriate public policy, but the OMB view is controversial and, as discussed below, not 
necessarily consistent with at least what can be reasonably inferred from a variety of 
congressional actions. However, absent a clear and positive congressional clarification, probably 
in statutory form, conflict and confusion are likely to continue. 
 
Cost-Effectiveness 
 
Both the legislative and executive branches of government have expressed concern about whether 
electronic information technologies are being deployed by the Federal Government in a cost-
effective manner. There are several subelements to this issue. One is simply the need to minimize 
overlap and duplication in technology-based Federal information activities through effective 
management and coordination. The Paperwork Reduction of Act of 1980 was directed in large 
part at this problem, and required that OMB, through OIRA and the major executive agencies, 
implement an integrated approach to planning for and managing information resources. This has 
become known as the Information Resources Management (IRM) concept, and all major agencies 
have since designated ‘senior IRM officials. ” While the legislative history of the Paperwork 
Reduction Act indicates that information dissemination was intended to be covered, the language 
of the act as originally enacted was ambiguous. However, 1986 amendments to the Paperwork 
Reduction Act explicitly included ‘‘information dissemination in the statutory language. 
 
One purpose of the amended Paperwork Reduction Act is, “to maximize the usefulness of 
information collected, maintained, and disseminated by the Federal Government.” And the 
authority and functions of the OIRA Director and of Federal agencies extend to ‘sharing and 
dissemination of information.” 
 
A second aspect of concern about cost-effectiveness involves reducing unnecessary or wasteful 
Federal information activities. The Paperwork Reduction Act is clear in its intent that the 
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government information collection burden on the public be reduced, reflecting the presumption 
that government information collection activities were, at least at that time, uncoordinated and 
included a significant portion of unnecessary collection requests. The Act is silent on reduction of 
information dissemination activities. Also, the Deficit Reduction Act of 1984 called for 
reductions in certain Federal publishing, public affairs, and audio-visual activities. Some cuts 
were made in response to the Act and as part of OMB’s general initiative to reduce fraud, waste, 
and abuse. OMB claimed that about 4,000 government publications were eliminated or 
consolidated by 1985 and that more than 100 agency printing/duplicating plants had been 
eliminated or consolidated (out of about 850 agency plants operating in the continental United 
States and another 200 overseas). GPO had provided OMB with recommendations for the 
consolidation, downgrading, or closure of 250 of these plants, of which 70 were ultimately 
closed. OMB concluded in 1985 that any further significant reductions in publishing and related 
activities would compromise essential agency missions.  
 
Neither the Paperwork Reduction Act nor the Deficit Reduction Act explicitly mention reductions 
in electronic information dissemination activities. Current OMB officials concur that the 
Paperwork Reduction Act does not provide guidance on electronic (or any) information 
dissemination. Indeed, according to Dr. Timothy Sprehe of OMB:  
 

While the Paperwork Reduction Act in several places uses the term “dissemination,” 
neither in that act nor elsewhere has Congress given the executive branch a single 
comprehensive set of statutory directions regarding responsibilities of all Federal 
agencies for actively disseminating Government information. Put another way, the 
Paperwork Reduction Act provides fairly explicit statutory policy regarding information 
input to Government— controlling the collection of information and imposition of 
record-keeping requirements— but says little regarding information output from 
Government.  

The act and its legislative history do articulate congressional intent to maximize public access to 
government information. For example, the original purpose of the act was, among other things, 
"to maximize the usefulness of information collected by the Federal Government (and extended 
to specifically include information maintained and disseminated, per the 1986 amendments as 
noted earlier)". The Senate report accompanying the original act stated that "the Committee 
expects the Director [of the Office of Information and Regulatory Affairs] to take appropriate 
steps to maximize public access to the information the Federal Government collects." Also, the 
Federal Information Locater System, which the original act required OMB to establish, was 
intended to help serve this purpose. The 1986 amendments further strengthened this statutory 
requirement. However, it is correct that the act does not provide the kind of detailed guidance on 
information dissemination that was provided on information collection.  
 
A third part of the concern about cost-effectiveness involves the role of the private sector. 
Pursuant to the Paperwork Reduction Act, OMB has promulgated Circular A-130 on 
“Management of Federal Information Resources. A-130 emphasizes the role of the private sector 
in information dissemination activities. The history of A-130 is informative. The draft circular, 
formulated after a public input process, strongly emphasized reliance on the private sector and 
user charges. For example, the draft circular recognized that government information 
dissemination could be necessary and even essential to agency missions. But the draft circular 
would have permitted such dissemination by the government only if the information product or 
service was not already provided by other government or private sector organizations or could 
reasonably be provided by such organizations in the absence of agency dissemination. Moreover, 
while the draft circular noted that dissemination should be conducted ‘in a manner that reasonably 
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ensures the information will reach . . . the public, . .,” the draft circular required that ‘maximum 
feasible reliance’ be placed on the private sector for dissemination and that the costs of 
dissemination be recovered through user charges, where appropriate. 
 
The draft circular proved to be controversial, and numerous objections were received. The final 
version of the circular, issued by OMB in December 1985, gives more explicit recognition to the 
importance of government information. For example, the circular states that “government 
information is a valuable national resource, and ‘‘[t]he free flow of information from the 
government to its citizens and vice versa is essential in a democratic society . . . "  The circular 
still emphasizes the role of the private sector. Federal agency dissemination must be either 
“specifically required by law’ or “[n]eccessary for the proper performance of agency functions, ’ 
provided that the information products and services disseminated “do not duplicate similar 
products or services that are or would otherwise be provided by other government or private 
sector organizations." The circular requires that "maximum feasible reliance" be placed on the 
private sector for dissemination, and that costs be recovered through user charges, where 
appropriate. 
 
The statutory authority for the information dissemination provisions of OMB circular A-130 
appears to be unclear. While much of the circular clearly is responsive to the Paperwork 
Reduction Act, the act does not specifically speak to the role of the private sector or user charges 
in Federal information dissemination. While the act does assert the need to minimize the cost to 
the government of collecting, using, and disseminating information, the act does not address how 
this need should be met. 
 
The cost recovery provision of OMB Circular A-130 was and is controversial, and is widely 
interpreted by agencies as strongly encouraging, if not requiring, user charges for information 
dissemination. However, a careful reading of A-130 indicates that: 

• the decisions on pricing are left up to the discretion of agency heads; 

• the user charge where applied should be set to recover the cost of information 
reproduction or dissemination only and not the cost of collecting or creating 
the information; 

• user charges should take into account both the nature of the agency mission 
and client groups; and 

• user charges can be waived or eliminated if necessary to carry out mission 
objectives.  

 
In effect, OMB policy on user charges permits the individual Federal agencies considerable 
latitude as to pricing of Federal information dissemination regardless of format. In promulgating 
A-130, OMB applied the philosophy of OMB circular A-25 regarding user charges for 
government goods and services in general to information dissemination in particular. (Note that 
OMB has issued a draft revision to A-25.) Similarly, OMB applied the philosophy of OMB 
circular A-76 regarding contracting out of commercially available services in general to 
information dissemination in particular. 
 
The private sector already has a major role in Federal information dissemination. A key issue is 
how this role relates to the government goal of access broadly defined. The private sector 
traditionally has a major role as contractor to the government for a wide range of services, some 
of which are information related. Both the Printing Act (P.L. 90-620) and the Brooks Act (P.L 89-
306), and their implementing guidelines, facilitate contracting out of Federal printing and 
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computer-related activities. Private sector printing contracts through the GPO are averaging about 
$600 million annually, and private sector information technology contracts through GSA and the 
line agencies are averaging, conservatively, $8 billion annually (for hardware, software, and 
services). 
 
Over the past 5 years, an estimated $3 billion in printing contracts and $40 billion in information 
technology contracts have been awarded to the private sector. Much of the information 
technology contracting is for the general information infrastructure of the Federal Government. 
The fraction devoted directly or indirectly to information dissemination functions is not known, 
since the OMB and agency IRM budgets and plans do not collect or provide financial data by 
type of application. The 114 civilian departmental agency components responding to the GAO 
survey reported collectively an average of $1.1 billion annually for fiscal year 1983 through fiscal 
year 1987 in private sector contracting for information clearinghouse operations. The extent of 
overlap between this figure and the IRM figures is unknown. Recent automation programs for 
information dissemination-related activities at agencies such as the Securities and Exchange 
Commission (SEC) and Patent and Trademark Office (PTO) have included private sector 
contracting in the range of tens to hundreds of millions of dollars per agency. In addition to its 
role as a government contractor, the private sector is a major user and reseller of Federal 
information, as will be discussed later in this chapter. 
 
Electronic v. Paper Formats 
 
The second major issue cluster involves the applicability of the existing statutory framework and 
implementing directives to electronic as opposed to paper forms of information dissemination. As 
noted earlier, the Paperwork Reduction Act provides little substantive guidance on electronic 
information dissemination. Unfortunately, the two other critically important statutes, the Printing 
Act and Freedom of Information Act, were enacted in 1895 and 1966 respectively, and both 
predated the era of widespread electronic information exchange. Neither has been updated to 
reflect electronic formats; as a result, there is considerable controversy about their applicability to 
electronic formats. Much of the debate turns on such narrow questions as whether terms such as 
“printing,” “publication, “ “record,” and “document” are to be interpreted as limited to paper 
formats or to include relevant Federal information regardless of format. 
 
Today, most Federal agencies are operating in a partial policy vacuum when it comes to 
electronic information dissemination. In addition to the confusion and controversy over 
governmentwide statutory application, the results of the GAO survey indicate that the majority of 
agencies do not have documented policies or procedures on providing public access to electronic 
databases, on the electronic dissemination of information by agency contractors, or on the 
applicability of FOIA to public information in electronic formats. The results are highlighted in 
Table 11-4 for 114 civilian departmental agency components and 48 independent civilian 
agencies. 
 
The absence of explicit, governmentwide policy on electronic information dissemination is 
recognized by key legislative and executive branch officials. As early as the late 1970s, the JCP 
recognized the need to review and possibly update the Printing Act with respect to electronic 
printing and dissemination. In 1979, the JCP issued a comprehensive overview of a wide range of 
relevant issues. 17 In the early 1980s, the JCP initiated a revision of the Government Printing and 
Binding Regulations to deal in part with technological change. 18 While the revision effort did 
not come to fruition, the JCP did issue a requirement in 1985 that agencies submit to the JCP 
comprehensive printing program plans that included new technology.” Also during this time 
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period, the JCP actively explored the provision of electronic formats to the depository libraries, 
and issued two reports on this topic. 
 
In 1986, the Senate Committee on Governmental Affairs introduced legislation to amend the 
Paperwork Reduction Act to provide much clearer guidance on information dissemination. A few 
of the relevant provisions were incorporated in the Paperwork Reduction Act Amendments 
enacted by Congress at the close of the 99th Congress. Also, in 1986, the House Committee on 
Government Operations issued a comprehensive report and policy overview of issues pertaining 
to electronic collection and dissemination of Federal information. 22 The report was prepared by 
the Subcommittee on Government Information, Justice, and Agriculture based in part on hearings 
that explored early agency initiatives in electronic dissemination. Subsequently, the House 
Committees on Government Operations, Energy and Commerce, and the Judiciary have 
collaborated on statutory language to address issues raised by SEC and PTO automation plans 
that affect access to and dissemination of agency information. In 1987, the JCP passed resolutions 
authorizing and encouraging the GPO to offer electronic formats and services and to conduct 
appropriate pilot tests. A few agencies, such as the Department of Commerce (DOC), have 
initiated internal task forces to address electronic dissemination policy issues. (The DOC task 
force recently issued a draft policy on electronic dissemination.)  
 
Also, in 1987, OMB issued Bulletin No. 87-14 which directed all executive departments and 
agencies to inventory their information dissemination products and services, and report the results 
to OMB. This bulletin essentially revises OMB Bulletin 86-11 on government publications to 
include electronic formats, such as machine-readable data files (e.g., magnetic tapes, floppy disks, 
software, online electronic databases, and electronic bulletin boards). In addition to activity 
reports, agencies are directed to establish and maintain electronic inventories of all information 
dissemination products and services, and to make these inventories available to the public. 
Agencies may provide these inventories either directly, as long as there is no duplication with 
other agency or private sector offerings, or indirectly through other agencies or private sector 
entities. The agency responses to this bulletin have not yet been released by OMB. OMB has 
issued: 

• a draft policy on electronic information collection or filing, which is relevant 
since electronic  collection and dissemination can be part of the same system; 
and 

• a draft policy on Federal statistical activities, which states that agencies are 
expected to conform to A-130 with respect to dissemination of statistical 
information. 

 
Another example of ambiguity and controversy about statutory applicability concerns the 
Depository Library Act of 1962. Both this act and the related Printing Act of 1895 pre-date 
electronic dissemination and use conventional paper-based terminology. The word ‘‘electronic’ 
does not appear in these acts. However, the legislative history of the Depository Library Act of 
1962 can be interpreted to suggest that congressional intent was inclusive with respect to 
government information (see chs. 6 and 7 for further discussion). While  the primary formats 
available at the time of enactment were traditional paper-based reports, publications, and 
documents, historical debate suggests that new formats could and should be accommodated. 
Indeed, microfiche is now a well established part of the depository program. Moreover the JCP, 
as noted earlier, has instructed the GPO (and, by extension, the depository program run by GPO) 
to include electronic formats. OMB, in circular A-130, directed agencies to provide all 
publications to depository libraries via GPO, but explicitly used the definition of ‘publication 
(informational matter published as an individual document) found in the 44 USC 1901 rather than 
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the broader term “information” (informational matter in any medium, including computerized 
databases, microform, or magnetic tape, as well as paper) used elsewhere in A-130. Also, in 
Bulletin 87-14, OMB excluded electronic formats from the agency reporting requirements for 
materials provided to the depository library program. 
 
In sum, OMB appears to have reservations or at least be quite uncertain about whether and to 
what extent electronic formats should be included in the depository library program. In sharp 
contrast, the chairman of the JCP has stated that: 25 

 
When a Federal agency publishes Government information in electronic format for mass 
or general distribution, whether as a complement to or as a substitute for conventionally 
printed material, the GPO should and must continue to provide its full range of services 
and support in the production, distribution, and sale of such publications. This, of course, 
includes the distribution of such electronic Government publications to depository 
libraries. 

One final example of ambiguity over statutory applicability to electronic formats involves the 
Freedom of Information Act (FOIA). Enactment of FOIA in 1966 shifted the burden of proof 
from the public to Federal agencies when questions of access to Federal information are in 
dispute. The act served to establish full agency disclosure as the operating principle, unless 
information was in one of the categories (e.g., classified, proprietary) specifically exempted. The 
advent of electronic information technology largely postdated the act and, as a result, numerous 
issues have arisen in the agencies and the courts. For example, what is a‘ ‘reasonable’ search for 
the desired information when the information is in electronic form and the search can be 
conducted in a computer-assisted fashion? What is the definition of an agency ‘‘record’ when a 
record could be in a machine-readable format such as a database, floppy disk, or optical disk? If 
computer software is needed to access electronic agency information effectively, does or should 
the software be defined as an integral part of the agency record and of a reasonable search? Does 
a legal agency record exist when the record has never been (and may never be) in hardcopy paper 
format? These and other questions present a growing challenge to the interpretation of FOIA in 
an increasingly electronic environment. In many areas, the FOIA case law on electronic formats 
is limited, ambiguous, or contradictory, and the courts have suggested the need for legislative 
remedies (see ch. 9). 
 
Possible Congressional Actions 
 
If Congress wishes to preserve and strengthen the principle of public access to Federal 
information, a number of possible actions warrant consideration. These range from amending 
specific statutes with respect to electronic formats, to articulating an overall statement of 
congressional intent.  
 
For example, if Congress wishes to maintain the integrity of FOIA for electronic as well as 
traditional paper formats, the option of amending the statute deserves serious consideration and, 
indeed, may well be essential. Various specific electronic FOIA issues that could be addressed by 
amendments are discussed in some detail in chapter 9. 
 
Similarly, if it is, congressional intent that the DLP should include Federal information in all 
formats, then Congress may need to amend appropriate statutes to eliminate the current ambiguity 
and controversy. Various specific depository library issues that could be addressed are discussed 
in detail in chapter 7. 
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Another congressional action that warrants serious consideration is the promulgation of 
congressional views, perhaps in statutory form, on the information dissemination principles 
addressed in OMB’s Circular A-130. The most important contribution could be to establish a 
clearer sense of congressional priority with respect to public access and cost-effectiveness goals. 
A central question is—which comes first, if choices must be made. For example, one possible 
interpretation of congressional intent regarding Federal information dissemination is to give 
highest priority to unimpeded and open dissemination in order to realize the overriding policy 
goal of public access. This could be achieved as cost-effectively as possible without 
compromising public access, and utilizing the private sector where appropriate as one means to 
achieve these ends. This interpretation is philosophically somewhat different from that reflected 
in OMB Circular A-130, and also from OMB Circular A-76 which requires contracting out of 
commercially available services when cost-effective to the government. Note that the 
applicability of A-76 to arguably inherent governmental functions such as information 
dissemination, and the cost-effectiveness of private contracting of such functions, are also in 
dispute. These topics are considered below and in chapter 12 under the discussion of possible 
privatization of NTIS or GPO. Given the potentially conflicting interpretations of congressional 
intent, congressional clarification or reaffirmation appears warranted, possibly through 
amendment of relevant statues such as the Printing Act or Paperwork Reduction Act. 
 
Congress may need to clarify its intent about whether and under what conditions privatizing 
Federal information dissemination functions is appropriate given the vital governmental nature of 
many dissemination activities, and whether and under what conditions privatizing is cost-
effective. 
 
OMB Circular A-76 on “Performance of Commercial Activities” (August 4, 1983) states that the 
“Federal Government shall rely on commercially available sources to provide commercial 
products and services . . . if the product or service can be procured more economically from a 
commercial source. . . [and is not] inherently governmental in nature. ” Circular A-76 defines a 
governmental function as “so intimately related to the public interest as to mandate performance 
by Government employees” such as: 

• management of government programs requiring value judgments; 

• selection of program priorities; 

• direction of Federal employees; 

• regulation of the use of space, oceans, navigable rivers, and other natural 
resources; and 

• regulation of industry and commerce.  
 
A-76 does not specifically address whether information dissemination is a governmental function 
in this sense. However, A-76 does list the following information-related activities as being 
commercial not governmental in nature, along with numerous other activities illustrated below: 

Information-Related 
Distribution of audiovisual materials 
Library operations 
Cataloging 
Printing and binding 
Reproduction, copying, and duplication 
Management information systems 

Other 
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Operation of cafeterias 
Laundry and dry cleaning 
Architect and engineer services 
Operation of motor pools 
Word processing/data entry/typing 
Laboratory testing services 

 
A-76 does point out that whether or not these (or other commercial) activities serve inherently 
governmental functions and should be performed by the government, there should be analyses 
and decisions on a case-by-case basis. And the library community for example, among others, has 
challenged OMB’s assertion that information-related activities such as library operations are 
essentially commercial in nature. 
 
OMB Circular A-130 on “Management of Federal Information Resources, on the other hand, 
asserts that policies contained in A-76 are applicable to information dissemination. The OMB 
policy is, in general, reliance on the private sector for information dissemination when cost 
effective and when not an inherently governmental function. Although not explicitly stated, the 
OMB drafters of A-130 apparently intended to draw a distinction 
 

. . . between the issues of whether the government should offer an information product or 
service and how the product or service should be offered. The first question is whether 
the government should undertake an information activity at all, or leave it to the private 
sector. Answering this question appears to be an inherently governmental function. 
However, once it has been determined that the government has a proper role, the second 
question of how to carry out the role arises. Here it is appropriate to inquire whether the 
activities involved in carrying out the role are commercial, and hence might be 
accomplished through grant or contract. 

There are two problems with current OMB policy. First, there has not been a systematic analysis 
of what information dissemination functions are inherently governmental. An analysis of NTIS 
and GPO privatization proposals (see ch. 12) suggests that many NTIS and GPO dissemination 
functions are not suitable for privatization. Many other agency information dissemination 
functions arguably are vital to agency performance of statutory missions, and would thereby 
qualify as governmental. However, whether these functions are inherently governmental and 
therefore not amenable or suitable for contracting out, as appears to be the case for many NTIS 
and GPO functions, has not been carefully examined. Second, there have not been credible 
analyses of whether and under what conditions the contracting out of Federal information 
dissemination functions is cost-effective. Conducting such analyses is not easy.  
 
Numerous GAO audits of agency contracting out activities have identified serious problems that 
have the effect of overstating savings to the government. 28 In many instances, it is difficult to 
develop a fair initial comparison between inhouse and contracted out costs. Secondly, contract 
costs frequently escalate rapidly after the initial contract award, for variety of reasons. It is 
difficult to tell if in fact contracting out ends up being less expensive than retaining the activity 
inhouse (net savings), but it is clear that projected gross savings often do not fully materialize. 
Other concerns expressed about contracting out, especially in technology-intensive areas, are the 
loss of governmental expertise necessary to monitor contracts and set overall direction, and the 
potential for the government to become dependent on the incumbent contractor. 
 
As a matter of general philosophy, some OMB and information industry officials have argued 
that while Federal agency electronic dissemination of raw data is acceptable, government 
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dissemination of so-called value-added information products and services is not an appropriate 
governmental function and should be the province of private industry. In this view, dissemination 
by the Bureau of the Census of statistical data on magnetic computer tapes would be appropriate, 
but dissemination of value-added or enhanced information— such as a CD-ROM with the data 
and search software for retrieving and manipulating this data—would not. The major problem 
with using value-added as a line of demarcation between governmental and private sector roles is 
that many Federal agencies have mandates (see Tables 11-1, 11-2, and 11-3) to develop and 
disseminate what amounts to value-added information and have been doing so for years or 
decades. Providing value-added information is a well-established and, indeed, a mandated 
function of government. Restricting the Federal Government from providing value-added 
information, or from providing such information in electronic form (even if previously available 
in paper), would appear to substantially diminish the government’s role and erode the ability of 
agencies to carry out numerous statutory responsibilities. 
 
At the same time, however, the concept of multiple levels of value-added may be viable with the 
private sector frequently providing additional levels of value or enhancement beyond those 
provided by the government. Federal agencies would continue to provide information as they do 
today using electronic formats where appropriate and desired by users, and employing private 
sector contractors where cost-effective and/or necessary to provide the desired quality or 
timeliness. The private information industry would be able to repackage and resell any Federal 
information products, and would be able to add further value to create enhanced information 
products where the market exists, much as the industry does today. The only real difference is 
that both the governmental and private sector offerings would be moving to a higher and more 
sophisticated technological level. Congress could address the value-added question in hearings, 
reports, oversight, and/or legislation. 
 
In addition, Congress could establish guidelines for the role of private sector contractors in 
Federal information dissemination. For example , based on experience with agency automation 
programs to date—particularly those of the SEC and PTO and other agencies cited in the 1986 
House Committee on Government Operations report 29 —with respect to agency contracting out of 
information dissemination activities, at least six basic principles have emerged from the 
congressional debate. Briefly, these are that agency contracting out of information dissemination 
activities should: 
 

1. not impede or erode vital governmental functions; 

2. maintain or strengthen public access to agency information; 

3. be more cost-effective compared to governmental performance; 

4. maintain open and competitive procurements for private vendors (e.g., contractors would 
have no exclusive rights to develop value-added products); 

5. preclude monopoly control by contractors over agency information dissemination; and 

6. preclude cross subsidies between contractor services and agency operations. 

Also, Congress could establish guidelines on the role of Federal agencies in information 
dissemination and especially electronic dissemination. Again, at least six basic principles have 
emerged from the congressional debate to date. These are that agency electronic dissemination 
activities should: 
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1. strengthen public access to agency information; 

2. improve the cost-effectiveness of agency information dissemination; 

3. encourage a diversity of mechanisms for agency information dissemination and preclude 
copyright-like or monopoly controls over Federal information; 

4. include information sources, users, and potential contractors in the planning of 
information dissemination systems, products, and services; 

5. limit user fees to no more than the marginal cost of information dissemination, and 
preclude fees that compromise agency statutory missions; and  

6. minimize competition with the private sector and encourage the private sector, so long as 
public access to agency information is assured and agency statutory mission requirements 
are met, to provide additional value-added services and products (beyond the value of 
those offered by the agency). 

These or similar principles could be enacted into law as amendments to the Paperwork Reduction 
Act, the Printing Act, or other appropriate statutes. The urgency for such action is heightened as 
individual agencies promulgate their own policies and initiate activities that may not be consistent 
with the above 12 principles.  
 
Also, Congress could clarify the roles and responsibilities of the governmentwide information 
dissemination institutions and/or mandate a variety of specific improvements in the management 
of conventional as well as electronic information dissemination. These are discussed later in this 
chapter and in chapter 12. 
 
Clarification of Institutional Roles and Responsibilities 
 
Another major issue cluster that warrants congressional attention and action involves institutional 
responsibilities for Federal information dissemination. The focal points for current debate are the 
GPO (and related functions of the JCP), NTIS, and the proposals for reorganization of the Federal 
Government information dissemination institutions and oversight. These are discussed briefly 
below in turn. (The role of the DLP in electronic information dissemination, mentioned earlier, 
can also be viewed as an institutional issue. See chs. 6 and 7 of this report for discussion.) 
 
GPO. The Printing Act of 1895 (remodified in 1968 by P.L. 90-620) requires that all Federal 
printing (with the exception of the Supreme Court) be done by or through GPO, except where the 
JCP has approved field printing plants or printing procurement by specific agencies. Three 
specific policy issues have arisen. One is whether the act extends to electronic dissemination or, 
more broadly, to information dissemination in general, regardless of format. At present, OMB has 
taken the position that electronic-based information dissemination by executive agencies falls 
outside of the act’s purview. As of August 1988, very few of the electronic dissemination 
products of the executive agencies are produced by or through GPO or are provided to the GPO 
Superintendent of Documents for possible inclusion in the sales program. A few agencies 
participate on a voluntary basis in GPO’s magnetic tape sales program, and a few are 
participating in pilot projects on electronic data transfer and the like. Almost all Federal 
information products and services in electronic format are produced and disseminated by the 
individual agencies themselves (or through agency contractors). The JCP has directed (by a 1987 
resolution and 1988 letter) that the GPO include electronic formats in the Sales Program and the 
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DLP. However, OMB has taken the position that while executive agencies may participate on a 
voluntary basis in G PO electronic activities, GPO and JCP may not require agency participation. 
 
A second GPO institutional issue is whether GPO (and JCP) procurement authority extends to 
computer-based electronic printing technology, at least with respect to the executive branch. Over 
the past 10 to 15 years, printing technology has incorporated significant electronic and computer-
based components, to the point where page layout and composition are heavily computerized. At 
GPO, about 70 percent of the input textual material is provided in electronic format. Increasingly, 
the printing process is becoming a largely electronic one, with material remaining in electronic 
form from initial keyboarding, through layout, composition, and revision cycles, until a final 
version is ready for production. The production format can be, and frequently still is, paper, but it 
can also be microform, magnetic tape, diskette, and other nonpaper formats. Thus, the dividing 
line between traditional “ink on paper” printing and electronic or computerized printing is no 
longer clear or, perhaps, even a valid or a feasible distinction.  
 
A GPO procurement for electronic printing on behalf of the U.S. Army (the 600-S program) was 
terminated in part because of alleged contracting irregularities (that are outside the scope of this 
study), but, more importantly, because of possible conflict with the Brooks Act that governs 
executive agency procurement of automatic data processing, computers, and telecommunication-
related equipment. GPO took the position that the 600-S procurement, like other GPO printing 
procurements, was exempted from the requirements of the Brooks Act as provided for in the 
Legislative Branch Appropriations Act of 1977. The House Committee on Government 
Operations took the position that the 600-S procurement included a substantial amount of 
computer-related technology and, thus, should have been procured under the Brooks Act and 
GSA contracting procedures rather than the Printing Act and GPO contracting procedures. 
Congress subsequently (in 1986) amended the Brooks Act to cover any agency procurement that 
included significant ADP or related technology or services. The revised statutory definition of 
automatic data processing is: 
 

. . . any equipment or interconnected system or subsystems of equipment that is used in 
the automatic acquisition, storage, manipulation, management, movement, control, 
display, switching interchange, transmission, or reception of data or information (1) by a 
Federal agency or (z) under contract with a Federal agency which (a) requires the use of 
such equipment  or (b) requires the performance of a service or the furnishing of a 
product which is performed or produced making significant use of such equipment. 

The term equipment is defined to include “computers; ancillary equipment; software, firmware, 
and similar procedures; services, including support services; and rela ted resources as defined by 
regulations issued by the Administrator for General Services.” 
 
GPO acknowledges that comprehensive electronic publishing systems include significant 
amounts of both printing and computer technologies, and that procurement of these so-called 
“mixed resource” systems requires close cooperation between GPO and GSA. The Public Printer 
has called for the development of a GPO-GSA joint procurement program for major electronic 
publishing systems that would satisfy GPO’s obligations under the printing provisions of Title 44 
of the U.S. Code and GSA’s obligations under the Brooks Act. This may require involvement of 
the JCP, which has approval authority over GPO procurements, and the House Committee on 
Government Operations, which has oversight authority over GSA and Brooks Act procurements, 
and possibly other committees, with respect to major procurements on the scale of 600-S (several 
hundred million dollars). The much smaller Air Force 50-S electronic publishing procurement 
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($10 million over 3 years) was awarded by GPO in January 1988 without incident or controversy 
under existing GPO contracting procedures.  
 
This issue highlights the ambiguity about the applicability of the Printing Act, Brooks Act, and 
Paperwork Reduction Act to agency electronic information dissemination systems and those 
systems in particular in which are imbedded conventional printing functions. Since the major 
thrust of agency automation programs (including automation of information collection and 
dissemination functions) is towards integrated systems, these statutory ambiguities and 
conflicting interpretations are likely to be aggravated over time, thus providing even more 
impetus for further congressional review and, perhaps of necessity, statutory adjustments.  
 
The third GPO institutional issue is whether the statutory basis for GPO (and JCP) control over 
executive branch printing activities is constitutional. The U.S. Supreme Court 1983 decision in 
INS v. Chadha struck down the legislative veto as unconstitutional. 32 This decision has been 
interpreted by the U.S. Department of Justice (DOJ) as invalidating provisions of the Printing Act 
that provide for control over and prior approval of executive branch printing by the JCP. (lNS v. 
Chadha was also cited as part of the basis for DOJ opposition to JCP proposals for revising the 
Government Printing and Binding Regulations in 1983 and 1984.) Based on this DOJ 
interpretation, the Federal Acquisition Regulations (FAR) were revised in 1987 and provided that 
executive agencies need only give the JCP advance notice of agency printing plans—not seek 
JCP approval. Further, agencies with their own printing plant or printing procurement capability 
would not be required to obtain their printing from or through GPO. The DOJ interpretation and 
FAR revisions were disputed by the JCP and GPO. The Public Printer testified that the FAR 
revisions would: 

• be inconsistent with the legislative intent of Title 44; 

• substantially increase the government’s printing costs; and 

• jeopardize the GPO sales and depository library programs. 
 
While the legal issues remain unresolved, Congress included a provision in the fiscal year 1988 
Continuing Appropriations Resolution that mooted the FAR revisions and was intended to 
maintain the status quo. This provision is also included in the Legislative Branch Appropriation 
Bill for fiscal year 1989 (H.R. 4587). 
 
NTIS. The major institutional issue concerning NTIS is the Administration’s proposal to privatize 
the agency. In late 1985, the Office of Management and Budget (OMB) asked the Department of 
Commerce to develop proposals for privatizing NTIS. While OMB did not initiate a formal 
contracting out procedure, the initial impetus for NTIS privatization can be viewed in part in the 
context of OMB Circular A-76, which states that the “Federal Government shall rely on 
commercially available sources to provide commercial products and services if the product or 
service can be procured more economically from a commercial source. ” As noted earlier, A-76 
requires detailed cost comparisons and explicit determination of inherently government functions 
that are not subject to contracting out. Based, in part, on the results of Department of Commerce 
studies conducted in 1986, OMB decided in 1987 to pursue a substitute contracting out procedure 
for NTIS known as Fed Co-Op (discussed later), rather than follow the formal A-76 process. 
 
These proposals have become very controversial. The Administration has argued that NTIS 
provides what is essentially a commercial service performed by the Government and that it 
should be contracted out or otherwise privatized. The Administration has asserted that privatizing 
NTIS would maximize reliance on and minimize competition with the private sector, reduce the 
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cost of government, and/or increase the quality and effectiveness of NTIS services. Several 
private firms have expressed interest in operating NTIS. The academic, research, and scientific 
communities, however, have argued, in general, that NTIS performs an important and inherently 
governmental function that is not suitable for privatization, and that no cost savings or service 
improvements have been demonstrated to occur if NTIS were to be privatized. The Federal 
scientific and technical agencies, the source of NTIS information, have expressed concerns about 
the viability of NTIS if privatized and whether U.S. and foreign government agencies would 
continue to cooperate with a privatized NTIS. 
 
As an agency of the U.S. Department of Commerce, NTIS operates under the statutory authority 
of the Secretary to collect, exchange, and disseminate scientific and technical information (Title 
15, U.S. Code, Sections 1151-1157). At OMB direction, the Department of Commerce has 
conducted numerous studies and public meetings over the past 2 years to develop and evaluate 
proposals for NTIS privatization. A review of all available documents indicates that the cost-
effectiveness of privatizing NTIS has not been established, and that the departmental task force 
studying the matter recommended against privatization on various grounds. A 1986 departmental 
analysis of the entire range of options concluded that only minor adjustments were warranted, and 
recommended against privatization on the grounds that it would not be cost-effective and could 
jeopardize important government functions. 39 Consequently, OMB directed that privatization 
proceed not via the usual A-76 contracting out procedures, but through the new Federal 
Employee Direct Corporate Ownership Opportunity Plan (known as Fed Co-Op) procedures 
issued in early 1987 by the Office of Personnel Management. Under Fed Co-Op, Federal 
employees are transferred into a private company or organization and receive stock ownership. 
Opponents argue that the Fed Co-Op approach is circumventing otherwise unattainable A-76 
requirements, and is essentially another privatization mechanism with unproven value to the 
government. Nonetheless, the Department of Commerce issued a request for information in 
January 1988, held a pre-bidders meeting on January 29, 1988, and proceeded down the Fed Co-
Op path. A congressional hearing held February 24, 1988 by the House Committee on Science, 
Technology, and Space, Subcommittee on Science, Research, and Technology, revealed 
widespread opposition to the Fed Co-Op privatization plan, including, notably, opposition from 
the Information Industry Association. 41 Subsequently, the Secretary of Commerce rejected the 
plan.  
 
The controversy over NTIS has precipitated legislative action by the relevant House and Senate 
authorizing committees to block privatization. Both the House Committee on Science, Space, and 
Technology and the Senate Committee on Commerce, Science, and Transportation have enacted 
language prohibiting the contracting out of NTIS, or any major NTIS activities, without explicit 
statutory approval. This prohibition was included as part of Title V (“Technology 
Competitiveness’ of the comprehensive trade legislation (H.R. 4848) signed into law on August 
23, 1988. Other congressional actions included language incorporated by the House Committee 
on Science, Space, and Technology in the National Bureau of Standards Authorization Act for 
fiscal year 1989 that would convert NTIS to a government corporation within the Department of 
Commerce, to be known as the National Technical Information Corporation. The House 
Committee on Energy and Commerce, on a sequential referral, reported out the NBS 
Authorization Act with amendments that would prohibit NTIS privatization and would authorize 
NTIS use of net revenues for capital investment. However, the amendments would retain NTIS as 
a line agency of the Department of Commerce, not as a government corporation. 
 
Government reorganization. The NTIS controversy has been one more factor contributing to 
heightened interest in proposals for reorganization of the major Federal information institutions. 
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Such proposals have been considered over the past 8 years. As early as 1979, an advisory group 
appointed by the JCP considered the possibility of establishing a new central office combining the 
functions of GPO, NTIS, and OMB with respect to public information policy, in order to facilitate 
public access and eliminate duplication. A National Publications Act of 1980 was introduced to 
establish a National Publications Office along with a Commission that would replace the JCP, but 
the bill was not enacted.” In the past two Congresses, legislation was introduced that would 
combine the information dissemination functions of GPO, NTIS, and the dissemination or sales 
offices of major agencies into one governmentwide Government Information Office (GIO). 45 The 
legislation would also establish a Joint Committee on Government Information in Congress. In 
1987, the National Academy of Public Administration completed a study that favored an NTIS 
corporation.) Subsequently, legislation was introduced to reorganize NTIS into a government 
corporation, and now incorporated into the House Science Committee version of the NBS 
Authorization Act, as noted above. 47 In 1987 hearings on these and other related bills, the Public 
Printer testified that GPO would be pleased to provide an institutional home for NTIS as an 
alternative to privatization. And in 1988, the Librarian of Congress suggested that the Library of 
Congress also could serve as a home for NTIS.  
 
The legislation introduced specified that the Joint Committee on Government Information would 
consist of 8 members, 4 from the House and 4 from the Senate, and, would not have legislative 
authority, but would have the authority to hold hearings, and conduct other nonlegislative 
functions. The relationships with existing joint and standing committees were not specified. 
Depending on its jurisdiction, a new joint committee could be designed to essentially supercede 
and replace the existing JCP, or it could complement the JCP. A new joint committee would be 
unlikely to supercede the functions of standing legislative committees, unless Congress were to 
depart from a now well established tradition that joint committees not be assigned legislative 
authority.  
 
The current JCP consists of 10 members, 5 from the Committee on House Administration and 5 
from the Senate Committee on Rules and Administration. A new or reorganized joint committee 
could draw from a larger number of committees. There are many possible combinations. For 
example, with a total membership of 10, 2 members could be selected from each of the House 
Committee on Administration and Senate Committee on Rules and Administration, 2 members 
could be selected from each of the House Committee on Government Operations and Senate 
Committee on Governmental Affairs, 1 member could be selected from the House Committee on 
Science, Space, and Technology and 1 from the Senate Committee on Commerce, Science, and 
Transportation. There are several other committees with potentially relevant jurisdictions, 
depending on the scope of the new joint committee’s charter, including the House and Senate 
Committees on the Judiciary and the House Committee on Energy and Commerce. 
 
Other alternatives include establishing Special or Select Committees on Government Information 
in the House and Senate, and/or strengthening existing subcommittees (such as the House 
Government Operations Subcommittee on Government Information, Justice, and Agriculture) or 
establishing new subcommittees (such as within the Senate Committee on Government Affairs). 
 
The primary rationale for a new joint committee would be that government information issues:  

• are becoming (or already are) priority national issues in their own right;  

• cut across the jurisdictions of several legislative committees;  
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• reflect the merging of information technologies along one continuum (from 
collection and processing to storage and dissemination in a variety of printed 
and electronic formats); and 

• need a broad, cross-cutting forum and focal point in Congress. 
 
As in any congressional reorganization, the actual jurisdiction and scope of a new joint committee 
(or special or select committees) would need to be agreed upon by the various existing affected 
committees and, of course, by the House and Senate leadership. Achieving such a consensus has 
proven to be a formidable task in prior congressional reorganizations but has been accomplished.  
 
Other alternatives include: limiting the scope of a new joint committee to “government 
information dissemination, or possibly revision of relevant provisions of Title 44. The JCP’s 
statutory responsibilities could be revised to more accurately reflect the broader concept of 
government information dissemination in contrast to the typically narrowly understood concept of 
printing.  
 
Improvements in Information Dissemination Management 
 
OTA has identified several alternatives which could improve the management of Federal 
information dissemination, irrespective of other policy or institutional actions. These management 
improvements could be implemented by executive action using existing statutory authority with 
the concurrence of Congress, but with no required statutory action. One or any combination of 
these alternatives could be incorporated into a legislative package, as amendments to various 
statutes, should Congress determine that a stronger mandate is necessary. 
 
Electronic Publishing/Dissemination Technical Standards 
 
As discussed in chapters 2,3, and 4, the government is increasingly adopting electronic publishing 
technologies and systems and a variety of electronic dissemination formats. There is consensus in 
and out of government that appropriate technical standards are essential if the government wishes 
to realize potential cost-effectiveness and productivity improvements. Technical standards could 
facilitate electronic connectivity between the various agency systems and those of the central 
information dissemination agencies (such as NTIS and GPO), and flexibility among different 
formats (so that the same electronic text or database can be out-putted in a variety of formats—
paper, microform, and/or electronic as appropriate). Electronic publishing can also serve to 
connect office automation systems, publishing systems, database systems, records management or 
document storage systems, and the like. Since the initial keyboarding or inputting of material can 
be the most expensive step in the process, capturing this input for purposes of later processing, 
revisions, composition, and reproduction is very important.  
 
Standards developed through the widely accepted governmental-private industry cooperative 
standards-setting mechanisms should be adequate, but the process may need to be accelerated. 
Key standards-setting areas include: 

• optical disks, 

• text markup and page/document description 

• languages, and 

• electronic data interchange, including the open systems interconnection 
concept as discussed in chapter 3. 
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It is important that the lead government agencies coordinate closely on standards-setting 
activities. These agencies include the National Bureau of Standards (NBS) for the civilian 
executive branch units, a designated DoD unit (that can integrate and represent the activities of 
numerous DoD components), and a designated representative(s) of the legislative branch. With 
respect to text markup and page/document description standards, and perhaps other areas, GPO 
should be centrally involved. 
 
All major text markup languages (including Standard Generalized Markup Language and the 
GPO’s Full Text Database language) and hybrids thereof should be considered in developing an 
agreed upon Federal Government standard. This standard (along with others agreed to) could be 
issued concurrently by NBS as a Federal Information Processing Standard (FIPS), by DoD as a 
Milspec standard, and possibly by GPO (and the JCP) as an amendment to Federal printing and 
binding regulations. 
 
Congress may need to accelerate the standard-setting process and/or assign responsibilities, 
although the standards setting itself would presumably be delegated to the technical specialists. 
(See chs. 3 and 4 for related discussion.)  
 
Governmentwide Information Index 
 
There is also consensus in and out of government for the establishment of a governmentwide 
index to major Federal information products—regardless of format. Scholars, researchers, and 
librarians have for years pointed out the need for improved indexing of Federal information. The 
results of the GAO surveys summarized earlier indicate strong support for an index among the 
depository libraries, other libraries, scientific and technical associations, and general associations 
surveyed. Also, OTA meetings with Federal agency officials identified considerable support for 
an index, although some agency officials were concerned that an index might be used to thwart 
rather than enhance agency information dissemination and/ or that a governmentwide index might 
unnecessarily duplicate agency indices. Information industry representatives participating in the 
OTA study supported the concept of improved indexing of government information, but some 
were concerned that an index developed by the government could discourage private sector 
indexing initiatives and might result in a more costly, lower quality product. 
 
At present, GPO prepares an index to official Federal publications, primarily printed reports, 
pamphlets, and periodicals. NTIS prepares an index to the so-called “gray” literature, that is, 
scientific and technical reports and papers prepared by government staff and contractors. These 
materials are primarily in paper (or microfiche) format, and generally have very limited demand. 
There is a small amount of overlap between the GPO and NTIS indices. Some individual agencies 
prepare indices to their own information products and services, including all of the major 
information dissemination mission agencies (such as the Bureau of the Census, Bureau of Labor 
Statistics [BLS], DOE’s Energy Information Administration [EIA], Bureau of Justice Statistics 
[BJS], and U.S. Geological Survey [USGS]). Coverage of electronic  formats is irregular and 
incomplete. GAO at one time prepared an index to Federal information products and services, but 
this effort has been terminated. There is no complete index. NTIS indexes some electronic 
products. Several private vendors have prepared directories to Federal databases and/ or various 
categories of Federal information. The agency response to OMB Bulletin 87-14 could lead to the 
development of improved agency indices and provide the basis for an integrated governmentwide 
index.  
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While there is support for an index, there are differences of opinion on how and by whom the 
index should be implemented. Respondents to the GAO surveys were not asked to specify 
whether an index should be provided by the government, commercial vendors, or not-for-profit 
organizations. One possible alternative would be for either GPO or NTIS to consolidate the 
various agency indices into one integrated index. The index could then be produced in a variety 
of formats–ranging from paper and microfiche to optical disk and online. 
 
Should Congress conclude that an index is warranted and should be provided by the government, 
Congress may need to assign responsibility for developing the index and require that a detailed 
implementation plan be prepared. The plan would need to consider: the different bibliographic 
and indexing methods currently employed by NTIS, GPO, and other Federal agencies; the 
cumulative experience of the library and information science communities with respect to 
indexing; and the successes and failures of prior governmental and private sector indexing 
initiatives. 
 
Since the index information would not be copyrightable, private sector vendors would be able to 
add value to, repackage, and/or resell the information on the commercial market. As noted earlier, 
OMB Bulletin 87-14 directs agencies to establish and maintain an electronic index (or inventory) 
of all their information dissemination products and services, and to make the index available to 
the public directly or through another Federal agency or the private sector. The bulletin directs 
agencies not to offer information services already available from the private sector (or other 
agencies). It is unclear whether this restriction is intended to apply to the indices themselves. 
Also, the bulletin does not address whether and how the agency indices should be consolidated 
into a governmentwide index and/or maintained in a centrally-accessible location. Congress may 
need to define the government’s interest and establish how, if at all, any pre-existing privately 
developed indices would need to be accommodated.  
 
Government Information Dissemination Innovation Centers/Committees 
 
Federal agency officials expressed strong support for much improved mechanisms to exchange 
learning and experience about technological innovations. Federal agencies are involved in a very 
wide range of research, development, and operations activities with respect to information 
dissemination. To this end 114 civilian departmental agency components reported having 
conducted studies as indicated in Table 11-5. 
 
There appears to be a substantial knowledge base within the civilian sector of government, and 
this is paralleled by a similar or, if anything, greater level of knowledge-generating activity in the 
defense sector.  
 
However, Federal officials at all levels, from technical specialists to program managers to senior 
policy makers, in both the civilian and defense sectors, agree that current mechanisms for the 
sharing and synthesis of this knowledge are very seriously deficient. This view is corroborated by 
OTA staff and contractor research. Typically, knowledge is not shared effectively even within a 
single agency component, let alone between several agency components within a single 
department or between departments. 
 
There are some noteworthy efforts to address part of this problem, such as by the Federal 
Publishers Committee, and the Special Interest Group on CD-ROM Applications and Technology 
(SIGCAT), both of which are quasi-official interagency groups. Other examples are CENDI 
(Commerce, Energy, NASA, Defense Information), an interagency group of Federal science and 
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technology agencies concerned with scientific and technical information dissemination, and the 
Depository Library Council, an advisory group to the Public Printer that has devoted attention to 
electronic dissemination pilot projects. Also, several agencies have recently established 
laboratories for the testing, evaluation, and demonstration of new technologies. These include the 
CD-ROM and Electronic Publishing Laboratories at NBS, and the Artificial Intelligence, Video 
Laser Disk, High Density Information Storage, and Defense Information Gateway Laboratories 
operated as an activity of the Defense Technical Information Center. GPO has established a 
prototype dial-up microcomputer-based electronic publishing and training program. Also, the 
Public Printer has proposed that GPO establish a Federal Publishing Institute to provide a 
cohesive training program for Federal printing and publishing officials. And there are a variety of 
relevant training programs and courses offered in support of agency IRM activities. 
 
As commendable as these activities are, further efforts seem necessary. Congress may wish to 
consider legislating or directing the establishment of information dissemination innovation 
centers in each branch of government. These could be located at DTIC (for the defense sector), 
NTIS and NBS (for the civilian executive branch), GPO (for the legislative branch), and possibly, 
the Federal Judicial Center (for the judicial branch). These major centers could be complemented 
by agency innovation centers, perhaps operated as part of a strengthened and revised agency IRM 
program (see later discussion), and possibly by an academic research center funded to provide 
outside input to agency innovation. Also, Congress may wish to consider establishing or 
otherwise directing the formation of an interagency information dissemination task force or 
coordinating committee with a primary task of encouraging innovation and exchange of 
knowledge gained from studies, pilot projects, and operational experience. (For examples of pilot 
projects, see chs. 2, 3, 4, 5, 7, and 8.) 
 
Finally, Congress may wish to encourage or require agencies to conduct planning studies, similar 
to that conducted by DTIC, to creatively explore and develop their own visions of future 
information dissemination activities. In 1984, DTIC completed its DTIC 2000 study and 
concluded that by the year 2000: 
 

DTIC will be a highly automated operation where the vast majority of data transfers are 
electronic. It will be situated in an environment where all users have access to computer 
work stations; where computer storage has the density, access speeds, and reliability to 
permit full-text storage of all items; . . . where mailing of paper products has been 
replaced by electronic transmissions; [and] where the power/speed of computers and the 
sophistication of software eliminate the need for both manual indexing and development 
of intricate search strategies. 

Today DTIC is already beginning to implement this vision. Although few Federal agencies have 
conducted a formal “Agency 2000” study, many are experimenting with electronic information 
dissemination. And variations on the year 2000 scenario projected by DTIC could be helpful to 
many other agencies in planning their information future.  
 
Revised Information Resources and Personnel Management 
 
The Information Resources Management (IRM) concept, as originally conceived and debated in 
the 1970s, was intended to include all phases of the information life cycle—collection, 
processing, analysis, storage, and dissemination. The Paperwork Reduction Act of 1980 
essentially enacted the IRM concept, but the original statutory language was vague as to coverage 
of information dissemination. 1986 amendments to the act removed most of the ambiguity by 
including ‘information dissemination” in the statutory language. However, numerous Federal 
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officials have observed that information dissemination is still not an effective part of many 
agency IRM programs or, if information dissemination is included, it is not well understood by 
many senior IRM officials. These observations have been confirmed by OTA staff and contractor 
research, and by studies by nongovernmental groups.  
 
For example, a 1987 National Academy of Public Administration study titled Federal 
Information Resources Management: Bridging Vision and Action found that roughly half of 
agency IRM offices surveyed did not include responsibility for library services, printing, or 
reproduction. Of the 16 departmental IRM offices surveyed, only 8 covered library services and 9 
covered printing and reproduction, while 15 of 16 covered paperwork reduction and 14 of 16 
covered computer operations and data telecommunications. Eleven of 16 covered voice 
telecommunications and record management.  
 
Two situations appear to warrant congressional attention. The first concerns senior IRM officials, 
typically with ADP, computer, and/or management information system backgrounds, who are 
viewed as frequently failing to understand or appreciate their agency’s information dissemination 
functions, including library, printing, publishing, and public information activities, among others. 
These, in many cases, appear to be the less understood or supported members of the IRM family. 
Congress may wish to encourage or direct agency actions to remedy this problem. Possible 
actions include: 

• requiring that either the senior agency IRM official or his/her deputy have 
information dissemination training and experience; 

• establishing or designating continuing education programs for senior IRM 
staff to learn more about information dissemination; 

• strengthening the role of already existing cross-cutting groups such as the 
Federal Publishers Committee, the Federal Library and Information Center 
Committee, and the Interagency Advisory Council on Printing and 
Publishing Services; 

• involving senior IRM officials directly in agency or innovation centers and 
interagency task force that may be established; and 

• establishing new or revised job definitions and career tracks for information 
dissemination professionals working in the government. 

 
Developing career tracks for information dissemination professionals could be particularly 
important, since new technological applications are changing the nature of many printing, 
publishing, writing, public information, library, and related jobs. However, there is little focused 
effort or agreement on how these job definitions should be revised. There is growing attention to 
the need to reclassify computer-related positions and to develop appropriate training and career 
advancement opportunities (as evidenced by Office of Personnel Management course offerings 
on this subject). However, the focus to date has been on traditional automated data processing 
positions and not on information dissemination positions. 
 
There are no definitive estimates of the number of Federal employees involved with information 
dissemination. However, if the definition is applied broadly to include some portion of writers, 
editors, librarians, printers, public affairs personnel, computer and communication operators, and 
the like, the total would appear to be in the tens of thousands of employees. The number of total 
Federal employees in relevant job categories is shown in Table 11-6, along with OTA’s estimate 
of the percentage directly involved with information dissemination. Based on the assumed 
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percentages of each job category involved with information dissemination (100 percent of 
printing, public affairs, and librarians; 50 percent of audio-visual, writing, editing, and archiving; 
10 percent of computer and communications), about 30,000 Federal employees are included. This 
is about 30 percent of the total employees for the job categories listed, and undoubtedly 
understates the actual number since significant, but unknown, numbers of engineers, technicians, 
analysts, statisticians, and administrators in other job categories are involved with information 
dissemination. 
 
The Office of Personnel Management (OPM), the General Services Administration, and GPO 
could be assigned responsibility to review all Federal job categories potentially relevant to 
information dissemination, assess the need for reclassification, redefine the jobs as needed, and 
establish necessary training and career development programs. To be most effective, these 
activities would be carried out with full participation of employees and employee organizations, 
including relevant labor unions. 
 
Involvement of GPO labor unions would be particularly important for printing and related 
occupations. GPO is the third largest Federal blue-collar employer in the Washington, D.C. area, 
as shown in Table 11-7. Also, GPO has the largest number of printing positions of all Federal 
agencies, as indicated in Table 11-8. These figures include printing occupations and not 
supporting occupations such as carpentry, maintenance, mechanic, and industrial equipment 
operator. (For further discussion of the GPO labor force, see ch. 4.) 
 
A second situation meriting congressional consideration is management information, especially 
budget and contracting data, about information dissemination activities. Annual as well as 5-year 
agency and governmentwide information technology plans generally do not break out 
expenditures for information dissemination. The agency responses to OMB Bulletin 87-14 may 
help in this regard, since OMB asked for agency expenditure data for all dissemination products 
and services, including electronic formats. However, the responses are not yet available. If this 
process does not work, Congress may wish to establish a reporting requirement. Also, the OMB 
bulletin may have excluded significant DoD activities. For example, DoD officials estimate that, 
of the $85-100 billion total annual weapons systems procurement, 5 to 10 percent is spent on 
technical information (i.e., the creation, maintenance, updating, and dissemination of technical 
documentation for design, maintenance, and operation of weapon systems). This translates into an 
annual expenditure of $4-$10 billion for technical information just within the weapons 
procurement accounts. The problem is that there is no separate reporting of contractual costs for 
technical information and information systems. Therefore, DoD officials are at a severe 
disadvantage in managing technical information and information systems procurement, 
monitoring contractual performance, negotiating contract modifications and follow-ens, and 
evaluating actual capabilities against planned or projected performance. Even though DoD 
officials recognize the need for improved reporting, management of the DoD bureaucracy is so 
difficult that congressional action may be needed. 
 
For changes in information resource and personnel management to be successful, a clear 
understanding by senior agency officials that the new information dissemination technologies 
can, and probably will, significantly change organizational structures, job definitions, and 
administrative procedures is necessary. The successful senior official will likely have a good 
strategic sense of where the agency is or should be headed, and will define and implement the 
necessary training, career development, and managerial reporting techniques needed to move the 
agency in the desired direction. 
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Finally, to the extent that agency press and public information activities are included with the 
IRM umbrella, then IRM provides a possible focal point for electronic dissemination of press 
releases and other perishable information. Federal agency public information officials and 
members of the press interviewed by OTA generally supported the concept of electronic press 
releases, although not as a total substitute for the paper format. Several agencies already provide 
electronic press releases directly to the press and/or via private electronic news and wire services. 
The major question seems to be not whether but how the electronic press releases should be 
provided. Of particular concern are the relative advantages of various electronic formats and the 
equity implications of alternative delivery and pricing mechanisms. For example, while small, 
out-of- town newspapers could be major beneficiaries of electronic releases, since mailed press 
releases arrive several days late, these small newspapers may be the least able to pay for 
electronic services. This suggests the possible need for consideration of action to minimize 
economic barriers to access. (For further discussion, see ch. 10.) 
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