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Official publications –
    time to take stock?

FEATURE

In an age where students increasingly believe that if information isn’t on the 
internet, it doesn’t exist, do printed copies of official publications still matter? 
Peter Chapman explains why the answer is an emphatic yes, and reports on 
the work that the Standing Committee on Official Publications is undertaking 
to preserve print for the future.

LIBRARIANS and the publishers of official informa-
tion (see box) have long had a close, interdependent, 
but at times fraught relationship. More than four 
decades ago, the Library Association (forerunner of 
CILIP) established the LA/HMSO working party so 
that librarians could express their concerns to the then 
sole Government Publisher and in turn understand 
the processes which HMSO was obliged to follow. Over 
time, the working party was formalised as Scoop – the 
Standing Committee on Official Publications – under 
the wing of the Information Services Group (ISG), and 
expanded its role into seminars and training on the 
handling of Official Publications.

Over the years, Scoop (and its Scottish equivalent, 
Swop) has tracked the changing face of official publish-
ing. Initial but still ongoing issues – for example, gov-
ernment departments / executive agencies / quangos 
publishing outside the formal HMSO structure – have 
been joined by the effects of Government’s official 
publishing responsibilities being fulfilled via contract, 
of devolved government, and of the use of the internet 
as a publishing medium.

This latter development is reaching its apogee in 
 October when the contract let by the Controller of 
HMSO (a National Archives official) to TSO for the 
 official publication of Command and government 
House of Commons Papers is due to expire.

Move to PDFs on Gov.uk
Once the new proposals are finalised, the UK Govern-
ment will move to publishing the definitive official 
 version of Command and House of Commons Papers 

‘Tangible documents continue to have utility and historic importance. Libraries
need to get together to assure their preservation.’ James R. Jacobs, Government
Information Librarian, Stanford University.

as a PDF on Gov.uk and ends any remaining involve-
ment in the sale of print copies. It is intended that 
commercial suppliers will be able to utilise papers’ 
print PDFs on Gov.uk to produce their own print cop-
ies for sale. In addition, arrangements are being made 
for legal deposit copies to be produced for the six UK 
& Irish deposit libraries while the deposit libraries’ 
preference is for print format. Bibliographic data for 
these papers will continue to be available through the 
usual channels.

Even before this development, Scoop was concerned 
about the diminishing role of print in UK Official Pub-
lication collections. At the start of 2012, Scoop stalwart 
Valerie Nurcombe produced a paper arguing for a 
survey to be undertaken of the collections of official 
publications in print in UK libraries to complement an 
initiative by another Scoop stalwart, Alastair Allan, who 
was producing guidelines for the disposal of printed 
official publications by libraries.

Scoop endorsed the paper and ISG put up £2,000 of 
funding for the work to take place. For the past year, 

Official information – for the purpose of the project, this 
was defined as:

Parliamentary papers; UK Central Government (including 
Departmental) publications; publications of the devolved 
Assemblies, Parliaments and Administrations within the UK; 
UK statistical publications; UK Census publications.

Official information
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More information can 
be found in Finding
Offi cial British Informa-
tion: Offi cial Publishing 
in the Digital Age.

I have been coordinating the collection of information 
from the six Legal Deposit Libraries and a selection of 
public, academic, and special libraries across the UK.

Print still matters
The work, under the banner ‘Print Still Matters’, 
aimed to identify the librarians responsible for the col-
lections of Offi cial Publications within their institutions, 
and to collate the print holdings of Parliamentary 
and Government publications (both UK and from the 
devolved administrations) within these collections. The 
result of the work is a public web site – www.ukoffi cialpub-
licationsinprint.org.uk – which will be formally launched as 
this issue of Update is published.

So what has been learnt from the project and what 
will the future hold for offi cial publications collections 
in print?

On the plus side, the six legal deposit libraries still 
take their responsibility seriously to track and hold 
in perpetuity any offi cial publication that is 
issued in print. In addition, there continue 
to be actively managed collections in key 
 academic and public libraries where there 
has been a tradition of maintaining full 
access to print publications: the University 
of Southampton and Hertfordshire Public 
Libraries being two examples. Finally, The 
National Archives, working with the Govern-
ment Digital and Procurement Services on 
the Command and House of Commons 
Papers proposals, is mindful of the impact 
of the forthcoming plans and is actively 
seeking the views of those affected through 
Scoop and other interested parties. 

Loss of expertise
However, there are a number of negatives, 
many of which will not surprise regular 
readers of Update.

First, and perhaps most worryingly, is 
the loss of expertise as specialists retire or 
move on and are not replaced. This loss 
is most noticeable in public and academic 
libraries but even the legal deposit libraries 
are not immune to the drive to save costs 
by not fi lling posts and absorbing the work 
into ‘generalist’ areas of the institution. 
Scoop itself is facing a sea change on the 
library side, as long-standing members 
retire and is actively seeking ‘new blood’ 
(contact me for more information).

Everything online?
Secondly, there is a growing question from manage-
ment on why offi cial publications in print are continu-
ing to be held when ‘everything is on the internet’. 
Many public and academic library guides to offi cial 
publications now make NO reference to the print 
 collections that the institutions hold, pointing instead 
to the online resources available.

Clearly print collections take up ‘valuable’ space, and 
so have to be justifi ed both in budgetary and  usage 
terms. On both counts, offi cial publications score 
poorly. Spending money on print when the electronic 
equivalent is ‘free’ is never going to be easy to justify, 
whilst as one academic subject specialist commented: 
‘Usage of our collection has fallen off a cliff – if stu-
dents don’t fi nd it on the internet, they assume the 
information doesn’t exist’.

Unique material
Thirdly, there is little coordination on what should 
happen to collections that are marked for disposal by 
an institution. The problem here for the Legal Deposit 
libraries (who tend to be seen as the natural home for 
discarded print publications) is identifying the nug-

gets of unique material amongst the 
dross of the mass of commonly 
held items.
Why do the print collections 
continue to matter in the age of 
electronic publishing and mass 
digitisation? Scoop believes that 
the following reasons are impor-
tant:

● As a matter of record of what 
was actually published

● As a way of fi lling the gaps 
where the electronic  version has 
been ‘lost’

● As a means of ensuring that all, 
regardless of technical capability, 
still have access to offi cial informa-
tion

● As ‘quick reference’ access to key 
documents, especially statistical, 
where the electronic publishing 
medium may not be conducive to 
simple browsing of the information

● As a check on the digitisation of 
historical material where the fi ne 
detail may be lost by the speed of 
the process (illustrated by the Uni-
versity of Southampton’s example).

Project website
The Scoop project web site – www.ukoffi cialpublicationsin-
print.org.uk – will be available to both the public seeking 
offi cial publications in print and to librarians wanting 
to check the value of their own collections. In addition, 
Scoop will be building upon the work by establishing 
a mailing list for Offi cial Publications specialists, which 
will enable information of future developments in 
 Offi cial Publishing to be shared.

It isn’t too late for UK libraries to have their hold-
ings of offi cial publications in print listed on the Scoop 
project web site. For more information on this and 
on Scoop in general, please contact me by email or 
through the project web site. ■

More information on UK Offi cial Publishing can be found 
in the book by Scoop member Jane Inman and former member 
Howard Picton: Finding Offi cial British Information: 
Offi cial Publishing in the Digital Age  (Chandos 2011).

Print Still Matters aims to identify the librarians
responsible for the collections of Offi cial Publications 
within their institutions, and to collate the print hold-
ings of Parliamentary and Government publications 
within these collections.


