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Capturing the Moment 

What are rare and endangered government publications? In 
short, they are the materials representing that which is 

valued most in our collections. Each depository library collects 
documents that are important to its community: some arrive 
through a depository program, some come through direct solici-
tation from agencies, some come through traditional means of 
acquisition, and some come through emerging models of build-
ing digital collections. Managing these resources to ensure their 
availability for long-term access is a critical part of government 
documents librarianship. Put another way, rare and endangered 
government publications are the pieces of the public output of 
government that are most likely to go missing.

For too many years depository materials were treated dif-
ferently than other materials in a library’s collection. Yet they 
are still monographs and serials, periodicals, and pamphlets. 
Oh, the number of pamphlets the government produces! The 
similarities extend to the Internet: identifying and capturing 
born-digital government publications is just as challenging as 
any other web archiving project. These are issues of collection 
development and maintenance that all librarians face, not just 
depository librarians. By addressing these issues, we can share 
our expertise with our colleagues across the library, and ask our 
colleagues for help to gain expertise.

Due to the nature of depository collections, it is up to librar-
ians to determine what is rare.1 There are items that were distrib-
uted through depository programs such as the FDLP (Federal 
Depository Library Program) that many libraries received but 
are now considered rare. Things to look out for are the condition 
of the material, including the binding and the paper it is printed 
on. More often than not, materials that government documents 
librarians also consider to be rare or unique were never distrib-
uted through a formalized channel. They may have been ordered 
from a local agency office or received through unsolicited mail, 
and subsequently identified and cataloged by a prescient librar-
ian. These documents are frequently of high interest to a specific 
community, and represent challenges both for immediate access 
to and long-term preservation of the content. 

Endangered government information differs from “rare” 
in that the phrase is indicative of the disposition of the object, 

rather than a description of it. Nearly three decades ago, the 
US Congress examined the issue of brittle books and the chal-
lenge they pose to preserving the nation’s heritage.2 A few years 
later, the Modern Language Association reported on possible 
strategies for preserving and providing access to these materi-
als.3 Nowhere in these documents are government publications 
discussed as examples, yet those of us who work with these kinds 
of materials know they suffer the same kinds of deterioration at 
the same rate as other materials in library collections. In the last 
two decades, endangerment has taken on a new aspect in what is 
now a predominantly digital world. Publications that are posted 
to websites are just as easily removed within a very short time 
period, and the dominance of digital distribution magnifies the 
challenge as the volume of material dwarfs what was previously 
made widely available in print. 

In 1994, the Rare and Endangered Government Publications 
Committee was created in GODORT (Government Documents 
Round Table).4 What began in 1962 as a discussion group in 
the Rare Books and Manuscripts Section (RBMS) of ACRL 
(Association of College and Research Librarians) eventually led 
to a standing committee with liaisons from GODORT and 
MAGERT (now MAGIRT, Maps and Geospatial Information 
Round Table). By 1994, this joint committee had moved from 
RBMS to GODORT and was renamed the Rare and Endangered 
Government Publications Committee (REGP). According to its 
mission statement, REGP “seeks to identify rare, unique and/or 
endangered government publications, in all formats and from all 
levels of government; to evaluate materials for preservation and 
conservation; and to plan programs and workshops on the pres-
ervation of these materials.”5 Some areas of focus for the commit-
tee have been the US Congressional Serial Set, migration of elec-
tronic materials (anybody remember the 5.5" floppy discs?), and 
born digital documents. Today’s challenges also include captur-
ing social media and datasets, preserving older formats including 
microforms, and identifying publications outside of depository 
channels such as those produced by local governments. 

In this column, we plan to look at issues related to collec-
tions in a variety of forms and formats. We also hope to share 
some of the challenges we face and our hopes for our own col-
lections and users.
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