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The FDLP: a legacy of access

“The depository library system is a long-established cooperative program between the 
Federal Government and designated major libraries throughout the United States under 
which certain classes of Government publications are supplied free of cost (except 
postage)to those libraries for the purpose of making such publications more readily 
accessible to the American public” (Depository Libraries, 1962)

Depository libraries shall make Government publications available for the free use 
of the general public…44 U.S. Code § 1911

https://www.law.cornell.edu/definitions/uscode.php?width=840&height=800&iframe=true&def_id=44-USC-896987805-488970207&term_occur=999&term_src=title:44:chapter:19:section:1911


The FDLP: a legacy of Democracy

“Democracy is never a thing 
done. Democracy is always 
something that a nation must 
be doing.” Archibald Macleish

“Democracy is dependent upon 
the public’s easy, free, and 
equitable access to 
information produced by and 
about their government.” 
(Abbott-Hoduski, 1996)



Democracy must be Tangible

● There is something important about 
walking into the stacks and feeling 
the weight of knowledge. There's 
knowledge passed in this.

● We take concepts and turn them into 
something. Symbols matter. 
Interaction matters 

● Democracy is something greater than 
one collection or person. It's 
something we feel, breath, embody, 
and interact with. 



The FDLP provides 
tangible access

The FDLP and the documents it 
provides access to is living 
democracy. The program, the 
librarians, the patrons are 
all democracy in action.

It matters!



The move to digitize

● Format changes are not new to the FDLP or 
Government Documents 

● Digitization is an important to providing 
continued access

“As our patrons increasingly prioritize digital resources and 
remote access, libraries have adapted…(T)hese changes are often 
driven by the university’s need to maximize the utility of 
available space…Consequently, academic libraries must balance the 
preservation of traditional resources with the integration of 
innovative services, all while responding to administrative 
directives and the diverse needs of their patrons.” (Croft, 2026)



The Promethean promise 

“Democracy is best served by an FDLP that receives information 
in multiple formats so the needs of diverse and multiple users 

for equal opportunity information government to access 
government can be met.”

● Documents disappear
● Obsolescences
● Loss of connection
● How do we preserve
● Loss of access
● Manipulation

When falsehood
 can look so 

like the truth,
 who can 

assure themselves of cert
ain happiness

? Mary Shelley



Government Documents are both:
The legacy and the Future

● The unintended 
consequences of 
digitization make the 
legacy of the FDLP even 
more important

● This legacy is more than 
the documents, it’s an 
ethos of access

● We have an obligation to 
provide access and 
preserve



Government Documents are Democracy in 
Action

“A popular government, without popular 
information, or the means of acquiring it, is but 
a prologue to a farce or a tragedy; or, perhaps 
both.” James Madison

● Preservation is access

● As we move into the future we cannot 
forget the lessons of the past

● Democracy is the the thing!



Get on the same page

Preserve print

Why is government information librarianship 
important?

Claim stewardship of
these historic collections



Preserving Government Information

The information the government collects, compiles, aggregates, and creates 
in the course of its normal statutory and regulatory functions must be 
preserved because it comprises irreplaceable knowledge about and for the 
republic. (Jacobs & Jacobs, 2025)



Information: Vanished? Missing?

● When we know what we lose
● When we don’t know what we 

lost
● When we don’t know what we 

have



A story from the SuDoc stacks

While shifting…



Librarians’ powers combined!

● Archives
● Cataloging
● Preservation
● Digital Asset Management & 

Production Services (DAMPS)

● And back in the Archives!



Half the battle

The central problems which plague librarians today… are not mere technical 
problems or professional problems. They are problems upon the solution of which 
much more depends than the rules of catalogers, the solvency of library 
corporations, or the good repute of the librarian’s profession. They are problems 
upon the solution of which depends the answer to the question whether the 
psychological climate of our world is to be favorable to fascism or freedom, to 
obscurantism or civilization. (MacLeish, 1942)



The other half

Freedom!



An ideal for which to strive

FRUS

…tensions between the need for secrecy and the 
desire for “Thorough, Accurate, and Reliable” 

documentation. (Hensler, 2026)



Honest, accessible, and preserved
● Regardless of format or origin

● Freedom to learn
● Freedom to decide

● Based in fact, in reality

The inherent value of government information is realized through its 
accessibility and usability by the general public. (J&J, 2025)

“The earth,” wrote Thomas Jefferson, “belongs always to the living generation.” 
The same thing is true of the past. The past belongs always to the living 

generation and the true task of the librarian is to make the title good in truth as 
well as in theory - to make the ownership bear fruit. (MacLeish, 1942)



The power is ours!

True democracy has but one class, the working class, in the sense that 
all its people are in one manner or another productive - of food, of 
goods, of culture, of beauty; in a word, productive of better and 

happier conditions of life. (Norlin, 1937)



Put another way…

Books smell musty and rich. The 
knowledge gained from a computer - it 

has no texture, no context. It's there, 
and then it's gone. If it's to last, then 
the getting of knowledge should be 

tangible. It should be, um, smelly.
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Conclusion

● Print is important
● We’re not saying digitization is bad
● Connection to the past is a foundation of research 
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