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FEATURE

The cornerstone of a strong republic is accountability 
through knowledge of government activities. This infor-

mation can be used to hold the government accountable, take 
advantage of government programs, and enable active partici-
pation in the democratic process. In the early 1800s, Congress 
recognized the need to provide public access to government 
information by partnering with libraries nationwide. The 
equitable geographic distribution of depository libraries would 
ensure that permanent collections of government publica-
tions for preservation and educational purposes were scattered 
throughout the country.

In 1813, Congress recognized the desirability of creating 
depositories in every state. The authority to decide which insti-
tutions would receive government publications was given to 
the executive office of each state and territory.1 This system of 
distribution was haphazard and did not always fulfill the goal 
of making the publications easily accessible to the public. Some 
of the institutions that were chosen to receive the publications 
could not adequately store or provide access to them, making 
them of little service to the public.

On March 20, 1858, in an attempt to increase the equi-
table geographic distribution of government publications, 
Congress passed a joint resolution allowing each representa-
tive to designate a library in his district a depository library 
(11 Stat 368). The following year, Congress gave each senator 
the authority to designate one depository in his state (11 Stat 
379). By 1895, 419 designated depository libraries were receiv-
ing government publications. This was out of a possible 507. 
According to the annual report of the Public Printer, some 
congressional districts were not represented due to the “failure 
of their Representatives to make proper designations.”2

The theory behind giving the authority to designate a 
depository to congressmen was to increase access by providing 
government publications in every congressional district. The 
reality was far from ideal, and until the Depository Library Act 

of 1962 (76 Stat 352) there were calls for reforming the laws to 
end government waste and provide for more equitable distribu-
tion of depositories. 

During these early years of the FDLP, depository designa-
tions were used as political tools and resulted in arbitrary des-
ignations of libraries and inequitable geographic distribution of 
materials. The early laws did not protect existing depositories 
from losing their status at the discretion of the senator or 
representative entitled to make the designation for their area, 
although it had been the intention to provide some perma-
nency to the designations. As early as 1895, this intention was 
made clear by the Public Printer:

It has been held that the intention of the law was 
that a library once designated as a depository should 
remain on the list until removed for suitable cause, 
such as failure to care for the books and make 
them available for public use or persistent refusal to 
acknowledge the receipt of the books sent. The rea-
son for this continuance of the libraries on the list 
is obvious. In no other way could sets of the public 
documents be accumulated. If the designations were 
to be changed whenever a new Representative came 
in, many libraries would have comparatively useless 
fragments of the document set, and no complete 
collections would exist anywhere.3

Regardless of the intention, by 1912, the reality was that 
depositories were losing their status. This sometimes hap-
pened at the beginning of a congressional session when a new 
representative or senator dropped one library as a depository 
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in favor of another. In addition, redistricting every ten years 
would sometimes result in more than one depository per dis-
trict. The representative for that district had to choose which 
depository to keep and which to drop as only one depository 
per district was allowed.4

On June 23, 1913, Congress gave depository libraries a 
more permanent basis (38 Stat 75). Since that time, a library may 
voluntarily relinquish its participation in the depository program 
or the Superintendent of Documents may officially terminate 
depository status if a library fails to meet the legal requirements 
of the FDLP. Libraries no longer had to worry about losing their 
congressionally-designated depository status, but the problems of 
inequitable access and government waste still existed. 

The 1926 annual report of the Public Printer describes 
some of the problems with the system at that time:

With the subsequent growth and shifting of the 
population and the various changes in the bound-
aries of Congressional districts, many depository 
libraries are not now located so as to serve the dis-
tricts for which they were originally designated. But 
other depository libraries cannot be selected under 
the present law for the new and large centers of 
population. For example, there are two depository 
libraries in a small eastern town, while the libraries 
of two much larger cities in the same district are 
barred under the present law from designation as 
depositories of government publications. 

On the other hand, many districts apparently do 
not desire or cannot assume the burden of having 
a depository for government publications. Only 
468 out of the 667 available library designations 
have been made by members of Congress. The 199 
vacant designations cannot, however, be assigned 
to libraries in other districts. Consequently many 
important libraries are compelled to obtain gov-
ernment publications by haphazard importuning 
of Congressmen and the departments.5

To address some of the inadequacies in the “designation 
of suitable libraries as public depositories” and the lack of flex-
ibility of the current depository law, the Public Printer sug-
gested that the Librarian of Congress and the Superintendent 
of Documents be given the authority to designate depository 
libraries, at least one for each congressional district, and not to 
exceed two thousand qualified libraries. An additional recom-
mendation was that “no more libraries be designated than can 
be properly supplied with Government publications within the 
annual appropriations made by Congress for that purpose.”6

These suggestions were incorporated into S. 4973 (69th 
Congress, 2nd session), introduced by Senator Johnson of 
California. This bill failed to pass even though it had approval 
from approximately “75 prominent libraries.”7 In addition, 
the proposed change in the law was discussed at the American 
Library Association conference in Toronto in June 1927 and 
a resolution was passed on June 24 to provide for a “more just 
and equitable designation of depository libraries in the United 
States.”8

By 1933, 499 libraries were designated as depositories, but 
the problem of inequitable geographic distribution of these 
libraries had not been solved. A questionnaire was sent to all 
designated depositories in 1932 and 1933 in an effort to collect 
information that could assist in developing a better method of 
distribution. When asked, “Is the depository privilege of real 
value,” 460 libraries stated that it was invaluable and 2 stated 
that it was of no value to the public. However, only 128 librar-
ies stated that they cataloged all of the publications received 
and only 229 said that the publications were in constant use.9

ALA had established a committee to study the depository 
library problem, but no report had been issued with a possible 
solution. The Superintendent of Documents summarized the 
situation as follows:

I believe there should be fewer depository libraries 
and that the responsibility for proper selection and 
determination as to the eligibility of a library to 
become a depository should be imposed upon the 
State library commission or some other authorized 
body of the State.

Depository libraries are provided to make 
Government publications available for the use of 
the general public and no library should be desig-
nated unless it has an organization capable of mak-
ing the publications available.10

In 1938, ALA had proposed a field survey of exist-
ing depositories and the chairman of the Joint Committee 
on Printing and the Public Printer approved such a survey. 
However, the survey was never conducted due to lack of 
adequate funding.11 The following statements from the Public 
Printer’s Annual Report indicate that the system was still seen 
as woefully inadequate for the distribution of government 
publications:

The present depository law is fundamentally the 
same as that enacted in 1895, with only slight 
modifications. Although undoubtedly originally 
written for the purpose of placing Federal public 
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documents in the libraries throughout the United 
States, so that the American people could have 
free access to them in every congressional district, 
such distribution remaining unchanged has led to 
waste on the one hand and to unfairness on the 
other. The framers of the original law could not 
fully foresee the development of large metropolitan 
areas and the unevenness in the development of 
libraries throughout the United States, which have 
nullified their original intent.12 

It was hoped that the survey could be conducted in part to 
protect depositories that had demand and use in their institu-
tions and adequately housed their collections from losing their 
depository status if the laws were amended.13 

In 1947, there were 558 depository libraries out of a possi-
ble 663. Of these, 125 were receiving everything GPO had made 
available to depositories. Still, complaints about the inacces-
sibility of the material and concern over government waste were 
prominent enough to be reported to Congress by the Public 
Printer along with a recommendation that Congress provide 
adequate funding for regular inspections of depositories:

Many libraries have regarded the depository 
system merely as an opportunity to obtain free 
publications. Criticisms have reached Members 
of Congress that depositories are not being main-
tained as public libraries, as the law provides, and 
that documents are stored in basements or are lost 
or destroyed instead of being made available for 
general public reference. Many thousands of dol-
lars are expended each year to provide depository 
copies of Federal documents. It is only sound busi-
ness for the Government to insure that these funds 
are not wasted.14 

By 1962, there were 594 depository libraries located in all 
of the states and most of the U.S. territories.15 More than one 
hundred years had passed since Congress had been given the 
authority to designate depository libraries and still the situa-
tion was less than ideal. There had been reforms to the law that 
had increased the efficiency in how materials were distributed, 
but little had been done to increase the flexibility of depository 
designations to keep up with shifting populations. Requests 
from libraries desiring depository status were denied because 
there was no vacancy for additional designations in their area. 

The Depository Library Act of 1962 was the first major revi-
sion of the depository library system since the General Printing 
Act of 1895 (28 Stat 601). It is often remembered because it 

established regional libraries and created a system for discard-
ing depository publications. However, it also increased the 
number of representative depository library designations from 
one to not more than two for each congressional district and 
the number of senatorial designations to no more than two for 
each senator. This immediately increased the number of possi-
ble depositories from 673 to 1,340.16 Nonetheless, the number 
of actual depositories increased slowly over the next ten years. 
By 1972, 1,074 libraries were designated as depositories and 
that number increased to 1,365 by 1982.17 

Over time, increases in population and subsequent reap-
portionment and redistricting have resulted in more than one 
depository library per district. In addition, some libraries receive 
their depository designation through “by law” status. Accredited 
law school libraries, state libraries, land-grant college libraries, 
federal agency libraries, and a few others are eligible for deposi-
tory status under certain sections of Title 44 of the U.S. Code. 
Some libraries that were originally designated by a member of 
Congress have requested a change in status from “congressionally 
designated” to “by law” to create an opportunity for another 
library to receive the congressional designation. 

A search of the Federal Depository Library Directory in June 
2008 showed that of the 1,253 federal depository libraries, 
729 have their status through a representative appointment 
and 171 through a senatorial appointment (see table 1). Today, 
with an average of three depository libraries per congressional 
district, the ideal of having equitable geographic access to gov-
ernment publications is a reality.18 

Suzanne Sears, Head, Government Documents 
Department, University of North Texas, Willis Library, 
suzanne.sears@unt.edu.

Table 1. Congressionally Designated Depository Libraries by Library Type

REPRESENTATIVE SENATORIAL

Academic Community 
College Libraries

51 10

Academic General 
Libraries

453 121

Academic Law Libraries 19 3

Public Libraries 195 31

Special Libraries 10 4

State Libraries 1 2

TOTAL 729 171

Data Source: FDLP Desktop, Federal Depository Library Directory Public View, catalog.gpo.gov/fdlp-
dir/FDLPdir.jsp, searched on June 5, 2008.
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