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Chapter 7

Electronic Databases and Dissemination
of Government Information

SUMMARY
The importance of the public information

functions of the Federal Government has been
recognized since the founding of the Repub-
lic. Congress has taken a long series of actions
to institutionalize these functions, by estab-
lishing, for example, the national libraries (of
Congress, Medicine, and Agriculture), Govern-
ment Printing Office, Federal Depository Li-
brary Program, and National Technical Infor-
mation Service, and enacting laws such as the
Public Printing Act, Freedom of Information
Act, Federal Program Information Act, and
Government in the Sunshine Act.

Public information, that portion of govern-
ment information that is not personal, propri-
etary, or classi f ied (or otherwise subject  t o
Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) exemp-
t i ons ) ,  is vital to t h e  m i s s i o n s  o f  v i r t u a l l y
every department and agency of government,
and runs the gamut from reports, periodicals,
directories, and handbooks; to rules, regula-
tions, and circulars; to scientific and techni-
cal information, statistical data, satellite im-
agery, and computer models; to maps, charts,
and photographs.

However, new public information issues are
being raised (and old ones exacerbated) by the
confluence of several key trends: the continu-
ing importance of public information; the r e -
duction of paperwork and publications (in part
due to requirements of the Paperwork Reduc-
tion Act (PRA) and Deficit Reduction Act); the
growing role of the private sector (which de-
pends heavily on the use of modern informa-
tion technology); and the increasing Federal
agency use of electronic collection, mainte-
nance,  and dissemination of  publ ic  infor-
mation.

Use of information technology-such as elec-
tronic document filing, computer-aided sur-
veys, computerized databases, optical disks,
electronic mail, electronic remote printing, and
electronic bulletin boards-could revolution-
ize the public information functions of govern-
ment. There are already numerous Federal
agency pilot projects, and some of the more
visible ones have generated intense contro-
versy. Once again, the issues are complicated
because of inherent tensions involving public
access and the public’s right to know, the role
of Federal agencies in actively disseminating
public  information,  management ef f ic iency
and cost reduction, private sector cooperation
and competition, and, particularly for scien-
tific and technical information, national secu-
rity and foreign trade concerns.

OTA concluded that further research in this
area is warranted, but that, ultimately, Con-
gress is likely to be called on to update exist-
ing public information laws and address a va-
riety of issues, such as :

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

the cost-effectiveness of electronic infor-
mation options;
the equity of access to electronic govern-
ment information;
the private sector role in Federal electron-
ic information activities;
the institutional responsibility for policy
and operations concerning government in-
formation collection and dissemination;
the need for a public information index o r
clearinghouse;
mechanisms for exchange of learning from
innovative electronic information activities;
use of information technology in Freedom
of Information Act implementation;
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●

●

●

electronic recordkeeping and archiving;
scientific and technical information ex-
change; and
other issues—transborder information
flow, depository library system, Federal
statistical system, and copyright pro-
tection.

OTA also reviewed innovative activities in
selected States (Michigan, Virginia, Oregon,
North Carolina, California, and Florida) and
localities (Lane County, Oregon; Columbus,
Ohio; and Beverly Hills, Irvine, Pales Verdes,
and Buena Park, California). The results, com-
bined with those from OTA’s Federal Agency
Data Request, indicate that information tech-
nology can facilitate public access to govern-
ment information. Two applications appear to
have noteworthy potential:

1.

2.

electronic access to information about the
process and results of government activ-
ities, especially decisionmaking activities;
and
access (electronic where feasible) to the
databases and computer models used by
government agencies to develop and eval-
uate options and formulate positions on
various issues. (See ch. 6 for related dis-
cussion. )

This potential depends in good part on an in-
terested and educated citizenry, as well as on
the absence of technical and cost barriers.
Nonetheless, information technology appears
to offer significant potential to implement pub-
lic access to, as well as dissemination of, gov-
ernment information.

INTRODUCTION

Information technology holds out the prom-
ise of faster, cheaper, and more efficient col-
lection (e.g., through computer-aided surveys
or document filings), storage (e.g., in comput-
erized databases, optical disks), and dissemi-
nation of government information (e.g., via
electronic mail, interactive data networks,
electronic bulletin boards, remote printing-on-
demand, and computer tape exchange). OTA’s
preliminary research in this area suggests that
the Federal Government is at or near the
threshold of a major transition toward greater
use of information technology for managing
government information.

At the same time, because government in-
formation is vital to so many users–in and
outside of government-and central to numer-
ous public laws and agency missions, this tran-

sition is being closely watched and is raising
a wide range of issues. Indeed, several pilot
projects have become highly controversial.
This is in large part because the policy frame-
work for agency applications (e.g., electronic
filing, database creation, and remote printing)
is not clear.

OTA concluded that the technological pos-
sibilities, institutional alternatives, and pol-
icy options deserve further research attention,
but that, ultimately, Congress is likely to be
called on to update existing public laws—or
enact new ones—for this emerging Federal
electronic information environment.

The results of OTA’s preliminary research
on this topic are presented below, including
a discussion of key trends and issues.

KEY TRENDS
Continuing Importance of mation is controversial because of the impor-
Government Information tance placed on government information itself.

The transition of the Federal Government For purposes of this analysis, OTA defined
from paper-based to greater electronic collec- “government information” as information col-
tion, maintenance, and dissemination of infor- lected and/or developed at Federal Govern-
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ment expense (i.e., with public funds) to carry
out government functions and agency mis-
sions (whether or not the information itself is
explicitly authorized or required by statute).
Government information includes everything
that is legally available to the public, as well
as those specific types of information re-
stricted from public access under the Freedom
of Information Act exemptions (e.g., law en-
forcement, investigative, confidential, propri-
etary, and classified information). In this pre-
liminary research, OTA focused primarily on
government information that is publicly avail-
able, i.e., “public” information. Such informa-
tion runs the gamut from statistical data, com-
puter models, reports, periodicals, directories,
and handbooks; to rules, regulations, and cir-
culars; to maps, charts, and photographs.1

The importance of the public information
functions of the Federal Government has been
recognized since the founding of the Repub-
lic. Congress has taken a long series of actions
to institutionalize these functions, as illus-
trated by the establishment of the Library of
Congress in 1800, Library of the Surgeon Gen-
eral’s Office in 1836 (later to become the Na-
tional Library of Medicine), Government Print-
ing Office (GPO) in 1860, National Agricultural
Library in 1862, Federal Depository Library
Program in 1913, and National Technical In-
formation Service in 1970.2

In addition, Congress has articulated the im-
portance of access to and dissemination of
public information in enacting, for example,
the Freedom of Information Act in 1966, Pub-
lic Law 91-345 establishing the National Com-
mission on Libraries and Information Science
in 1970, the Federal Program Information Act
(concerning information about Federal assis-
tance programs), and the Government in the
Sunshine Act in 1976.3

] For a complete discussion of definitions and types of gov-
ernment information, see Charles R. McClure and Peter Her-
non, Federal Government Provision of Public Information: Is-
sues Related to Public Access, Technology, and Laws/Reg-
ulations, OTA contractor report, Dec. 28, 1984.

%-w Ibid.; and Marilyn Gell Mason, The Federal Role in Li-
brary and Information Services (White Plains, NY: Knowledge
Industry Publications, 1983).

‘Ibid.

Congress has enacted numerous public laws
assigning public information functions to spe-
cific Federal agencies. According to the Con-
gressional Research Service, Congress enacted
a total of 92 laws during the last four Con-
gresses (95th through 98th) on government in-
formation systems, clearinghouses, and dis-
semination, In the 98th Congress alone these
laws spanned the information spectrum from
alcohol and drug abuse, education of the hand-
icapped, smoking health hazards, and adult
and vocational education to arctic research,
water resources, and hazardous waste control.4

As further illustration, 28 bills on public in-
formation topics had been introduced in just
the first 6 months of the 99th Congress, that,
if enacted, would establish the following kinds
of government information activities (some
bills proposed more than one kind of activity ):5

●

●

●

●

●

●

provide information on request (9 bills),
establish information clearinghouse (8),
collect information (8),
disseminate information (7),
establish national database or directory
(5), and
establish uniform information reporting
procedures (5).

Reduction of Paperwork and
Publications

Congress has also expressed the desire to re-
duce the paperwork burden of the Federal
Government and redundancy or inefficiency
in government data collection efforts, as re-
flected in enactment of PRA in 1980. In addi-
tion, the Office of Management and Budget
(OMB) has led a strong effort to reduce the
cost of government public information activ-
ities, in part on its own initiative and in part

%andra N. Milevski  and Robert L. Chartrand, ‘‘ Informa-
tion Policy: Legislation of the 95-98th Congresses, With Se-
lected Bills of the 99th Congress,” Congressional Research Serv-
ice, Library of Congress, June 1985.

%andra N. Milevski,  CRS, June 1985.
cSee, for example, Office of Management and Budget,

“Elimination of Wasteful Spending on Government Periodicals,
Pamphlets, and Audiovisual Products,” Bulletin No. 81-16, Apr.
21, 1981; and Office of Management and Budget, “Elimination
and Consolidation of Government Periodicals and Recurring
Pamphlets, ” Bulletin No. 81-16, Supplement No. 1, Oct. 9, 1981.
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in response to the Paperwork Reduction Act
of 1980 (with respect to information collection
activities) and the Deficit Reduction Act of
1984 (with respect to publishing, public affairs,
and audiovisual activities).

OMB claims that 3,848 of the approximate-
ly 10,000 publications in the Federal inventory
have been eliminated or consolidated and
another 3,100 have been cut back.7

With respect to paperwork reduction, OMB
has given priority to reducing the paperwork
burden (specific annual reduction goals were
included in the act) defined in terms of the “in-
formation collection budget, ” that is, the num-
ber of hours estimated to fill out government
forms. OMB claims a net reduction of 36 per-
cent in the paperwork burden between 1980
and 1984.8

In combination with the Administration’s
program to reduce fraud, waste, and abuse,
OMB worked to eliminate or consolidate 3,848
government publications (as noted above) and
close or downgrade 111 government printing
plants. In response to the Deficit Reduction
Act of 1984, OMB is proposing further reduc-
tions in publishing and audiovisual activities
and in public affairs activities. However, the
amount of the reductions is less than that sug-
gested by the act, because, according to OMB,
any further reductions would compromise es-
sential agency missions.9

To provide further confirmation of reported
reductions, OTA asked agencies to provide (to
the extent available) budget, staffing, and ac-
tivity data for printing and publishing in fis-

‘Office of Management and Budget, Management of the
United States Government: Fiscal Year 1986, January 1985,
pp. 17-18.

‘Office of Management and Budget, Managing Federal In-
formation Resources, third annual report under the Paperwork
Reduction Act of 1980, June 1984, pp. 8-9; and Office of Man-
agement and Budget, Information Collection Budget of the
United States Government, fiscal year 1985, Apr. 12, 1985.

‘OMB, Management of the U.S. Government, op. cit., pp.
88-91. Some groups, such as Ralph Nader’s Public Citizen, be-
lieve that public information cutbacks have already significantly
impaired agency functions. See Public Citizen, Starving for Nu-
trition Information From Reagan’s USDA, August 1984; Public
Citizen, Gasping for Information at Reagan’s EPA, October
1984; and Public Citizen, Lights Out at DOE: How Reagan Has
Put America in the Dark About Energy, November 1984.

cal years 1980 and 1984 (actual by year), 1985
(projected), and 1986 (anticipated). The com-
pleteness of the responses varied widely, but
many agencies did indicate a reduction in
staff, and frequently in budget as well, for
printing and publishing, along with a reduc-
tion in the number of titles and copies pre-
pared.10

These developments have, to some extent,
given more impetus to examining electronic
alternatives to paper-based public information
systems, on the premise that electronic alter-
natives will be less costly and more effective.

Growing Role of the Private Sector

The role of information technology (e.g.,
computers, telecommunications, and electron-
ic printing) in the larger sense has been as a
catalyst of change. The technology has vastly
expanded the options for the collection, main-
tenance, and dissemination of all kinds of in-
formation, including public information, and
has helped spawn a new industry–the “infor-
mation industry. ” This industry depends
heavily on the use of modern information tech-
nology and is aggressively seeking opportu-
nities to serve all markets-including the pub-
lic information market. Thus, there are now
numerous private companies that seek to pro-
vide public information products or services,
either under contract to the government, in
competition with the government, and/or as
a complement to the government by adding
value to or repackaging government infor-
mation.

The Information Industry Association (11A),
a trade association representing information
publishers and providers of all varieties, claims
that U.S. information companies had revenues
in 1983 of $13 billion, growing at 20 percent
per year. The 11A has over 450 members, in-
cluding firms like Chase Econometrics, Dun
& Bradstreet, University Microfilms, McGraw-
Hill, Dow Jones, and Congressional Informa-
tion Service.11

——
]~fiased  -on the response  of 125 agency’ components to

OTA’S Federal Agency Data Request.
1 I Testimony of peter Marx on behalf of the Information In-

dustry Association before U.S. House of Representatives, Com-
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Thus, the information industry seeks to use
information technology to help meet public
information needs generally on a commercial,
for-profit basis. At the same time, public in-
formation advocates, such as librarians and
university researchers, are concerned that pri-
vate industry involvement in electronic collec-
tion, maintenance, and dissemination of gov-
ernment information may serve to reduce the
availability of that information.12

Issues raised by the private sector role in
the provision of government information have
stimulated a large number of conferences, re-
ports, and hearings. For example, in 1982, the
National Commission on Libraries and Infor-
mation Science published a report on Public
Sector/Private Sector Interaction in Providing
Information Services.13 Later in 1982, OTA pub-
lished a technical memorandum on MEDLARS
and Health Information Policy, which gave
major attention to public/private issues.14 In
1983, the Library of Congress published a re-
port on Public/Private Interactions: The Im-
plications for Networking. ” As a final exam-
ple, in 1984, OTA issued a technical memo-
randum on Remote Sensing and the Private
Sector. 16 There have also been several congres-
sional hearings on the topics of government
provision of public information in competition

—
mittee on Energy and Commerce, Subcommittee on Oversight
and Investigations, Mar. 14, 1985, p. 1. Also see A.C. Nielson,
The Business of Information, report prepared for the Informa-
tion Industry Association, 1983.

For a summary of concerns expressed by librarians, re-
searchers, and others in response to OMB draft circular on
“hlanagement  of Federal Information Resources, ” see Infor-
mation Hotline, special feature, vol. 17, No. 9, October 1985.

‘U.S. iNational  Commission on Libraries and Information
Science, Public Sector/Private Sector Interaction in Providing
Information Services, February 1982.

1‘U.S.  Congress, Office of Technology Assessment, MEDLARS
and Health Information Policy—A Technical Memorandum,
OTA-TM-H-11 (Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing
Office, September 1982).

1 U.S. Library of Congress, Network Development Office,
Public/Private Sector Interactions: The Implications for Net-
working, prepared by the Network Advisory Committee, 1983.

I U.S. Congress, Office of Technology Assessment, Remote
Sensing and the Private Sector: Issues for Discussion–.4 Tech-
nical !14emorandum, OTA-TM-l SC-20 (Washington, DC: (J. S.
Government Printing Office, March 1984).

with the private sector;17 the Securities and Ex-
change Commission’s Electronic Data Gather-
ing, Analysis, and Retrieval system (EDGAR);18

electronic collection and dissemination of gov-
ernment information; 19 and OMB draft and
final circulars on “Management of Federal In-
formation Resources, ” in which the private
sector is assigned a central role. 20

Increasing Use of Electronic
Dissemination

OTA found that a significant percentage of
Federal agencies (roughly 40 percent of agen-
cies responding to OTA’s Federal Agency
Data Request) make available or disseminate
some public information in an electronic for-
mat. The nature and extent of such electronic
dissemination varies widely. Of those respond-
ing, 47 of 118 agency components reported
some electronic activity, including all of the
largest public information providers and all of
the major Federal statistical agencies, as il-
lustrated in table 7-1.

The most common electronic dissemination
activities involve the use of electronic mail (or
the equivalent) for the distribution of press re-
leases, bulletins, notices, and short reports,
and the use of computer tapes for distribution
of statistical databases and reports. Some ex-
amples follow:

● Economic Research Service (Department
of Agriculture) -Outlook and Situation

1-U. S. Con=ess,  House of Represent ati\res,  Committee on
Government Operations, Subcommittee on Government Infor-
mation and Individual Rights, Government Prot’ision of Infor-
mation Services in Competition With the Pri\’ate  Sector, hear-
ing, 97th Cong., 2d sess.,  Feb. 25, 1982; see also Representati\’e
Glenn English, “Electronic Filing of Documents With the Go\-
ernment: New Technology Presents New Problems, ” Congres-
sional Record—House, Mar. 14, 1984, H 1614-1615.

IHU.S. Congress, House Committee on Energ~r and Com-
merce, Subcommittee on Oversight and In\.estimations, hear-
ing, Mar. 14, 1985.

IqSee, for example,  U.S. Congress, House Committee on
Government Operations, Subcommittee on Government Infor-
mation, hearing, Oct. 18, 1985.

‘)See, for example, U.S. Congress, House Committee on
Government Operations, Subcommittee on Employment and
Housing, hearing, July 17, 1985. Also see Office of Manage-
ment and Budget, “Management of Federal Information Re-
sources’ Federal Register, vol. 50, No. 51, Mar. 15, 1985. The
final version was issued on Dec. 12, 1985.
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Table 7-1 .—illustrative Agencies With Some
Electronic Dissemination of Public Information

Department of Agriculture
Economic Research Service
Statistical Reporting Service
Food and Nutrition Service
Human Nutrition Information Service
Rural Electrification Administration

Department of Commerce
Census Bureau
Bureau of Economic Analysis
International Trade Administration
National Bureau of Standards
National Technical Information Service
Patent and Trademark Office

Department of Energy
Energy Information Administration
Federal Energy Regulatory Commission

Department of Health and Human Services
National Center for Health Statistics
Centers for Disease Control
Food and Drug Administration
Social Security Administration

Department of the Interior
Fish and Wildlife Service
U.S. Geological Survey
Bureau of Mines

Department of Justice
Bureau of Justice Statistics
National Institute of Justice

Department of Labor
Bureau of Labor Statistics

Department of Transportation
National Highway Traffic Safety Administration
Urban Mass Transportation Administration

Consumer Product Safety Commission
Federal Communications Commission
Federal Election Commission
Federal Emergency Management Agency
Federal Reserve System
National Aeronautics and Space Administration
Small Business Administration
SOURCE Office of Technology Assessment.

reports are electronically disseminated
through AGNET, a computer system
operated by the University of Nebraska.
The reports are 32 to 40 pages in length
(text and tables), number roughly 100 per
year, and are also available for purchase
in hardcopy form through GPO. The elec-
tronic reports are derived directly from
the ERS word-processing system, trans-
mitted to AGNET, and available via dial-
up telecommunications. AGNET controls
the fees and access. Users range from in-
dividual farm operators to the Govern-

●

●

●

●

ment of New Zealand to value-added in-
formation providers (e.g., agricultural
newsletters).
Bureau of the Census (Department of
Commerce) –Selected Census data are
available on-line via a commercial ven-
dor–Dialog Information Services and the
Glimpse Corp. Called CENDATA, the on-
line dial-up service also includes Bureau
news releases, user news bulletins, and
product information. Census anticipates
that CENDATA offerings will gradually
increase over time. Census also sells data
sets in computer tape and diskette format,
and distributes the data tapes at no charge
to the 50 State census data centers.
National Bureau of Standards (Depart-
ment of Commerce) —Various computer
tapes generated by NBS scientists and
engineers are made available through the
National Technical Information Service
(NTIS). Also, the NBS National Standard
Reference Data System provides data-
bases (of physical and chemical properties
of substances) on magnetic tapes and
through on-line computer networks, as
well as in printed form.
Various Health and Human Services
Agencies–The National Center for Health
Statistics makes over 400 data files avail-
able on computer tape, generally via NTIS.
The Food and Drug Administration uses
ITT Dialcom for an “electronic bulletin
board” on a trial basis; electronic notices
are also available in paper form. The So-
cial Security Administration places se-
lected SSA data in a CompuServe infor-
mation service that is available on a dial-up
basis.
National Highway Transportation Safety
Administration (Department of Transpor-
tation)–NHTSA maintains a Vehicle Bi-
omechanics Testing Data Base that started
in 1978 and currently contains data on
800 vehicle crash tests and 900 occupant
crash tests. The database is available
directly from NHTSA via computer tape
and dial-up access, and is free. NHTSA
also has a toll-free Auto Safety Hotline
for consumer safety information, and
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manages a technical reference service for
highway safety information.

● National Aeronautics and Space Admin -
istration —NASA has offered NASA
NEWS since fall 1984. NASA NEWS is
an electronic database containing press
releases, shuttle status reports, flight
schedules, etc.; it is available on a dial-up
basis from NASA headquarters and field
offices via the NASA contractor, Dial-
com. Users include government agencies,
contractors, news media, and libraries.
NASA also maintains an aerospace data-
base that includes about 1.5 million refer-
ences and abstracts of reports and jour-
nal articles. The database is available in
computer tape format via commercial
vendors working under an arrangement
with the American Institute of Aeronau-
tics and Astronautics (the NASA con-
tractor).

Agency Planning for Government
Information Revolution

Despite the fairly widespread agency use of
electronic dissemination of government infor-
mation, such use is still largely in the forma-
tive stages. Electronic information accounts
for only a small percentage of the total gov-
ernment information flow. However, the re-
sults of OTA’s Federal Agency Data Request
and examination of selected agency activities
and plans strongly suggest that major changes
are likely. Several agencies are experimenting
with various new technologies and planning
for expanded use of several that bear directly
on government information functions.

The heaviest area of current activity appears
to be with respect to computerized databases.
There are estimated to be several thousand in
the Federal Government already, and several
agencies are studying new or expanded use of
computerized databases.

As an illustration of a recently completed
(March 1985) study, the Federal Election Com-
mission (FEC) evaluated a pilot project on di-
rect electronic access to Federal campaign fi-
nance data. The pilot project permits eight

State campaign finance offices in seven States
to access FEC data directly. The study con-
cluded that this concept could be usefully ex-
tended so that FEC data would be electroni-
cally available at terminals in all States and
major cities. This is viewed by the FEC as en-
hancing the mission objective of making Fed-
eral campaign finance data widely available to
government officials, the media, candidates,
political action committees, party committees,
academics, and researchers. z’ Continuation of
the electronic access project is uncertain in
light of possible agency budget reductions.

A March 1984 NBS workshop on the effect
of computers on the generation and use of
technical data concluded that technical data-
bases are essential to U.S. industry and that
electronic dissemination has significant advan-
tages. These include the ability to locate
desired data more reliably and quickly, update
the data in a more timely fashion, and trans-
fer the data more accurately and less expen-
sively. 22

As a third example, in 1984, the Federal
Communications Commission (FCC) con-
cluded an inquiry into the possibility of allow-
ing the public direct electronic access to FCC
computerized databases. Various respondents
expressed the desire to have faster and more
accurate access to FCC data of interest. Af-
ter deliberating on cost, technical, security,
and other considerations, FCC decided to se-
lect a contractor to make certain that their
files were available to the public on a commer-
cial basis at a reasonable cost, with NTIS act-
ing as account manager for a third-party con-
tract between the FCC and a vendor.23

As a final example, the National Center for
Health Statistics (NCHS) has a well-developed
publications survey form. The form goes out

“U.S. Federal Election Commission, State  C’omputer  .Ac-

cess to FEC Federal Campa”gn  Finance Data: Report of a Pi-
lot Project, March 1985.

-~U. S. Department of Commerce, National Bureau of Stand-
ards, The Effect of Computers on the Generation and Use of
Technical Data, report of a workshop, June 1984.

- ‘U.S. Federal Communications Commission, General Dock-
et No. 83-483, Report and Order, In the Matter of Allowing the
Public Direct Remote Access to Commission Computer Data
Bases, Aug. 13, 1984.
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over the signature of the NCHS Director and
asks respondents, among other things, if they
are not interested, somewhat interested, or
very interested in purchasing NCHS informa-
tion by:24

●

●

●

●

●

electronic release—direct access through
computer terminals to the latest NCHS
data in summary or detailed form;
direct computer access to NCHS reports
prior to publication;
automated bibliographic system—direct
access through computer terminals to an
index of NCHS published and unpub-
lished data to determine the availability
of specific types of data;
data networks–access to printed and
computer products, as well as assistance
in locating and using data at a regional
or State center on a cost basis; and
Phone-in data line—a users call-in service
for obtaining the latest summary data on
selected topics, such as monthly vital sta-
tistics data.

Several of these applications come very close
to, if not actually embracing, printing-on-
demand or remote electronic printing–
whereby, for example, government documents
would be stored in electronic form and trans-
mitted electronically to the location of the user
where a hardcopy would be printed out. In re-
sponse to the OTA Federal Agency Data Re-
quest, 21 out of 114 agencies reported use of
printing-on-demand or remote electronic print-
ing. It appears that such use is primarily for
internal purposes at the present time, but the
opportunities for use in dissemination of gov-
ernment information are significant. A 1982
study prepared for the Energy Information
Administration concluded that they were not
taking advantage of electronic publishing op-
tions that could reduce costs and increase
quality and timeliness.25 Private sector devel-

opment and use of electronic printing and pub-
lishing technologies are growing rapidly.”

In addition, agencies already report signif-
icant use of electronic mail and audioconfer-
encing, and emerging use of computer-confer-
encing, videoconferencing, and optical disks.
All of these technologies have direct applica-
tion to dissemination of government informa-
tion. The number of agencies using optical
disks is projected to quintuple, the number
using videoconferencing is projected to triple,
and the number using computer-conferencing
is projected to double, based on current plans.

Current use Planned use
Technology Number* Percent Number Percent
Electronic mail 97 7270 115 869.
Audioconferencing 84 63 86 64
Compu te r - con fe r enc ing  16 12 29 22
Videoconferencing 10 8 30 22
Optical disks 6 4 39 29
* 11.i.td  {Jn I :14 agenc]cs  responding to th]s part of OTA Federal Agenc}  Data

R(qut.st

In sum, the actions and plans of individual
Federal agencies clearly indicate that elec-
tronic information technology is destined to
become an increasingly significant part of gov-
ernment information functions. A good illus-
tration is the year 2000 planning scenario of
the Defense Technical Information Center
(DTIC), summarized below:27

DTIC will be a highly automated operation
where the vast majority of data transfers are
electronic. It will be situated in an environ-
ment where al l  users  have access to computer
w o r k  s t a t i o n s ;  w h e r e  c o m p u t e r  s t o r a g e  h a s
the  dens i t y ,  a cce s s  speeds ,  and  r e l i ab i l i t y  t o

permit full-text storage of all items; . . . where
m a i l i n g  o f  p a p e r  p r o d u c t s  h a s  b e e n  r e p l a c e d

by  e l ec t ron i c  t r an smi s s ions ;  [ and ]  whe re  t he
p o w e r / s p e e d  o f  c o m p u t e r s  a n d  t h e  s o p h i s t i -
cat ion of  software el iminate the need for  both
m a n u a l  i n d e x i n g  a n d  d e v e l o p m e n t  o f  i n t r i -
c a t e  s e a r c h  s t r a t e g i e s .

. —
‘~U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Public
Health Service, National Center for Health Statistics, NCHS
Publications Survey, no date.

~Henry  B. Freedman, A Technology Assessment of Elec-
tronic Publishing Options for the Energy Information Adn]in -
istration  National Energy Information Center, March 1982.

-’See, for example, Andrew Parker, “A Colourful  Revolu-
tion in Printing, ” New Scientist, Sept. 26, 1985, pp. 52-55; Erik
Sandberg-Diment, “Desktop Publishing Comes of Age, ” New
York Times, Nov. 26, 1985, p. C4; Johanna Ambrosio,  “Pub-
lishing In-House Can Sharpen DP Image, ” Computerworld,
Dec. 2, 1985; and Patricia McShane,  “Prin’ting  With Light
Speed, ” Computer Decisions, Dec. 17, 1985, pp. 78-81.

‘-U.S. Department of Defense, Defense Logistics Agency,
Defense Technical Information Center, DTIC 2000: A CoWorate
Plan for the Future, DTIC/TR-84/3, July 1984.
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KEY ISSUES

OTA identified several issues that warrant
further study and may, ultimately, require
congressional action. The purpose here is to
identify issue areas and some possible op-
tions—not to analyze the issues in depth or de-
velop and evaluate options in any detail.28

Further Study of Cost-Effectiveness
of Electronic Information Options

Many agencies are moving ahead on the as-
sumption and belief that electronic collection,
maintenance, and dissemination of govern-
ment information is cost-effective. The results
of those agency studies reviewed by OTA sug-
gest that this may be the case. However, most
agencies engaged in electronic dissemination
have not conducted such a study; nor has there
been a governmentwide study on this topic.

Based on the results of the OTA Federal
Agency Data Request, only 10 agencies (9 per-
cent of all 125 agencies responding; 21 percent
of agencies using electronic dissemination) re-
port any kind of study on the impacts of elec-
tronic dissemination.

If indeed the information currently available
is not adequate as a basis for public policy-
making, one or more of the following options
could be pursued:

1. further studies by specific agencies (e.g.,
in the process of authorization and appro-
priation actions);

2. preparation of a governmentwide report
by one of the central agencies (e.g., Office
of Information and Regulatory Affairs/
OMB; Office of Information Resources
Management/General Services Adminis-
tration (GSA); Institute for Computer
Science and Technology/NBS); and/or

~’For further discussion, see McClure and Hernon, Public
Znforrnation,  op. cit. Also, OTA has already been asked to ex-
amine many of these issues in detail, as outlined in a letter from
Senator Charles McC. Mathias, Chairman, and Representative
Frank Annunzio, Vice Chairman of the Joint Committee on
Printing, U.S. Congress, to OTA Director John H. Gibbons,
dated May 17, 1985. Related letters of request were sent to the
General Accounting Office and Government Printing Office
with respect to work complementary to that requested of OTA.

3. studies by one or more of the congres-
sional support agencies (i.e., Congression-
al Budget Office, Congressional Research
Service, General Accounting Office (GAO),
OTA).

Equity of Access to Electronic
Government Information

One of the most basic issues involves the ex-
tent to which electronic options affect the rela-
tive availability of government information to
various publics. As noted earlier, the impor-
tance of government information is reflected
in numerous public laws, but also in the
strongly held views of librarians, educators,
researchers, public interest groups, the press,
and others who believe that government infor-
mation is an important public good and cen-
tral to the fabric of American society.”

The core issue is whether the shift from a
substantially paper-based to a largely electron-
ic-based government information system will,
absent policy intervention, create new inequi-
ties and barriers to access. One concern is that
electronic dissemination will advantage pri-
marily those with the funds and/or technical
sophistication needed to use computerized
databases. This concern is amplified to the ex-
tent that electronic dissemination is viewed as
a luxury or special service and offered on a cost
recovery and/or market pricing basis. An alter-
native approach would be to establish the elec-
tronic format as the primary format, to be
widely accessible by citizens and interested

‘Wee, for example, Lewis M. Helm, Ray Eldon Hiebert,
Michael R. Naver, and Kenneth Robin, Informing the People
(New York: Longman, 1981); Donna A. Demac, Keeping Amer-
ica Uninformed: Government Secrecy in the 1980 (New York:
The Pilgrim Press, 1984); Carol A. Tauer, “Social Justice and
Access to Information, ” Minnesota Libraries, summer 1982,
pp. 39-42; Marc A. Levin, “Access and Dissemination Issues
Concerning Federal Government Information, ” Special Li-
braries, April 1983, pp. 127-137; Mimi Abramovitz, “Secrecy
in the Welfare State, ” SociaJ Policy,  spring 1985, pp. 52-55; nu-
merous statements submitted in response to OMB’S draft cir-
cular on “Management of Federal Information Resources” as
abstracted in Information Hotline, October 1985; and Eugene
Garfield, “Society’s Unmet Information Needs, ” ASZS Bulle-
tin, OctoberlNovember  1985, pp. 6-7.
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publics, with paper copies viewed as a luxury
or special service.

In reality, the situation is far more complex,
since there is a range of users with different
needs, motivations, and abilities to pay. For
example, the additional cost of obtaining fi-
nancial information from the Securities and
Exchange Commission (SEC) in electronic
form may be insignificant to a trade associa-
tion or private firm, but substantial to a grad-
uate student or researcher. And the value of
information to the government and the user
also varies widely. Thus, public policy may de-
termine that health and safety information
should be disseminated without cost to the
user and as expeditiously as possible, whereas
trade or industrial market information should
be priced on a full cost-recovery basis.

In sum, the equity issue is complex, and in-
volves a wide range of government informa-
tion categories, public policy objectives, user
groups, and dissemination technologies. At
present, Federal agencies formulate their pub-
lic information strategies within an equally
complex set of public laws and OMB rules and
regulations. The shift to electronic collection,
storage, and dissemination strategies appears
to be aggravating these already difficult pol-
icy choices, to the extent that Congress may
need to provide revised or new guidance.

Private Sector Role in Federal
Electronic Information Activities

Another basic issue involves the appropri-
ate role (or, more realistically, roles) of private
firms in the collection, maintenance, and dis-
semination of government information. The in-
formation industry is predicated on the use of
information technology, and as the govern-
ment shifts to greater emphasis on using the
technology, opportunities for conflict, compe-
tition, and cooperation will inevitably increase.

An example of cooperation is the Depart-
ment of Agriculture (USDA) electronic data-
base for time-sensitive data such as market,
crop, and livestock reports, economic outlook
reports, and the like. USDA contracted for a

private vendor on a competitive basis, and ulti-
mately selected Martin Marietta Data Sys-
tems. Martin Marietta agreed to utilize stand-
ard rates, accept whatever data USDA placed
on the system, release the data for equal ac-
cess to all users, according to the USDA sched-
ule, and delete the data when requested by
USDA. Martin Marietta further agreed to an
anti-competitive provision prohibiting its re-
sale of the data at retail, thus removing a po-
tentially unfair competitive advantage. The
system provides data and reports instantane-
ously in electronic format. This is an example
where the government agency (USDA) has re-
tained complete control over the data. But
even here, an equity issue still exists because
users who want instant electronic access must
pay an extra charge, however nominal ($150
per month minimum fee), and must have an
electronic terminal, thus potentially disadvan-
taging users who lack the money, equipment,
or both.30

An example of competition is the Depart-
ment of Labor (DOL) proposal to make key
statistical data on the labor force, price in-
dices, unemployment, and the like available to
the public in on-line electronic format via
NTIS. The data were to have been provided
in chart and tabular as well as raw form. A
private firm, Data Resources, Inc., saw this
proposal as direct competition and opposed
implementation. In part as a result, DOL with-
drew the proposal.31 But this situation raises
the issue of whether and when government
provision of public information should be
limited to those areas where there is no cur-
rent or potential private vendor.

Finally, two examples of conflict are the elec-
tronic filing project of SEC and the electronic
trademark database project of the Patent and

~(]Roxanne  Williams, “Getting the Word Out: The Agricul-
ture Department’s New System for Electronic Dissemination
of Time Sensitive ‘Perishable’ Data, ” Government Data Sys-
tems, June/July 1985, pp. 28-29; “USDA’s Computerized In-
formation Service, ” Information Hotline, September 1985, pp.
3-4.

‘Reinhardt  Krause, “Policy Shift: Using the Private Sector
to Market Federal Databases, ” Government Data Systems.
June/July 1985, pp. 25-26.
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Trademark Office (PTO). In both cases, auto-
mation is generally regarded as potentially
cost-effective. But SEC sought to finance the
computerized system for corporate filings
through an exchange agreement with a private
vendor, whereby the vendor would recover the
costs of system development and operation
through user fees for basic services and sales
of value-added services. The vendor would
have exclusive rights to the sale of on-line bulk
data. Likewise, PTO sought to finance the
preparation of a computerized database for its
trademark registration information by exchange
agreements with private vendors, whereby the
vendors would receive free copies of present and
future trademark information and be granted re-
strictions on public access to advanced search
functions. This apparently was intended to
protect the vendors’ value-added markets.
PTO subsequently relaxed the public access
restrictions, but imposed a royalty fee that
was to be passed on to the vendors.32

The SEC and PTO electronic information
projects have raised numerous questions, such
as the impact on public access and industry
competition; the use or misuse of exchange
agreements; whether Federal procurement
laws and regulations have been properly fol-
lowed; the adequacy of cost-benefit and feasi-
bility studies; potential conflict of interest
with vendors; and whether and under what
conditions vital government information
should be under the control of, and accessible
only through, private firms.33

“On the SEC project, see statements of James Watts of
GAO and Peter Marx of the Information Industry Association
before the Mar. 14, 1985, hearing of the Subcommittee on Over-
sight and Investigations, House Committee on Energy and
Commerce; on the PTO  project, see U.S. Comptroller General,
Patent and Trademark Office Needs to Better Manage Auto-
mation of Its Trademark Operations, GAO/ IMTEC-85-8, Apr.
19, 1985, and testimony of Thomas P. Giammo  before the Oct.
18, 1985 hearing of the Subcommittee on Government Infor-
mation, House Government Operations Committee.

See Mitch Betts, “Congress Steps Up Role in Federal
Automation Projects, ” ComputerworJd,  July 15, 1985; and
statements of Guy Blynn  of the U.S. Trademark Association
and Herbert Warnsley  of the Intellectual Property Owners, Inc.,
before the Oct. 1, 1985, hearing of the Subcommittee on Gov-
ernment Information, House Government Operations Com-
mittee.

In a broader context, these issues are par-
ticularly significant given that the OMB draft
circular on “Management of Federal Informa-
tion Resources” emphasizes reliance on the
private sector and user charges. For example,
the circular, while recognizing that govern-
ment information dissemination can be neces-
sary and even essential to agency missions,
permits such dissemination by the govern-
ment itself only if the information product or
service is not already provided by other gov-
ernment or private sector organizations or
could not reasonably be provided by such
organizations in the absence of agency dissem-
ination. 34 And, while the draft circular notes
that dissemination should be conducted “in a
manner that reasonably ensures the informa-
tion will reach . . . the public . . . ,“ the circu-
lar requires that “maximum feasible reliance”
be placed on the private sector for dissemina-
tion and that costs of dissemination be recov-
ered through user charges, where appropri-
ate.35

The final version of the OMB circular issued
in December 1985 gives more explicit recog-
nition to the importance of government infor-
mation. For example, the circular states that
“government information is a valuable nation-
al resource, ” and ‘‘[t]he free flow of informa-
tion from the government to its citizens and
vice versa is essential in a democratic soci-
ety. ’36 However, the circular still places heavy
emphasis on the private sector. Thus, Federal
agency dissemination must be either “[s]pec-
ifically required by law” or “[necessary for
the proper performance of agency functions,
provided that the information products and
services disseminated “do not duplicate sim-
ilar products or services that are or would

~foffice of Management and Budget, ‘‘Management of Fed-
eral Information Resources, ” Federal Register, vol. 50, No. 51,
Mar. 15, 1985, Section 8(a)(8).

,~lbid., Section s(a)(g)+  For  further discussion, see Harold  C.

Relyea,  Jane Bortnick, and Richard C. Ehlke,  Afanagement  of
Federal Information Resources: A General Critique of the
March 19$5 OMB Draft Circular-Matters for Possible Con-
gressional Consideration, Congressional Research Service, Li-
brary of Congress, July 5, 1985.

!~office of Management and Budget, Circular No. A-130+
“Management of Federal Information Resources, ” Dec. 12,
1985, Sections 7(a) and (b).
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otherwise be provided by other government
or private sector organizations. ’37 The circu-
lar continues to require that “maximum fea-
sible reliance” be placed on the private sector
for dissemination, and that costs be recovered
through user charges, where appropriate.38 The
final version of the circular cites OMB Circu-
lars A-76 and A-25 as authorities for maxi-
mum feasible reliance on the private sector
and for user charges. The draft version implied
that these provisions were based on the Paper-
work Reduction Act or other general statutory
authority.

In sum, OMB appears to have tacitly ac-
knowledged that aspects of the circular deal-
ing with information dissemination do not
have the clear congressional guidance original-
ly assumed. Nonetheless, OMB has used its
discretion and general authority to finalize the
circular’s emphasis on the private sector, even
though Representative Glenn English, Chair-
man of the House Committee on Government
Operations, Subcommittee on Government In-
formation, among others, had requested that
the draft circular be reconsidered.

Institutional Responsibility for
Government Information Policy

and Operations

The shifting of the Federal Government
toward greater electronic information collec-
tion, maintenance, and dissemination appears
to be further aggravating conflicts over the
role of OMB, the Joint Committee on Print-
ing, and GPO with respect to public infor-
mation policymaking. It also is aggravating
conflicts between OMB and various other con-
gressional committees with respect to the ap-
plicability and interpretation of the Paperwork
Reduction Act, and between GPO and NTIS
and other Federal printing and electronic dis-
semination agencies over future operational
responsibilities.

OMB has taken the position that electronic-
based information dissemination by executive

branch agencies falls outside of the definition
of printing and binding in chapter 5 of Title
44 of the U.S. Code. In addition, the U.S. De-
partment of Justice has interpreted the Su-
preme Court’s decision in INS v. Chadha39

(that struck down the legislative veto as un-
constitutional) as invalidating parts of chap-
ter 5 of Title 44 relating to the control of GPO
over executive agency printing decisions. The
printing chapters of Title 44 were originally
enacted as the Public Printing Act of 1895 and
were remodified in 1968 by Public Law 90-620.
Prior efforts to enact a major revision to the
printing chapters of Title 44 have not reached
fruition. Thus, Title 44 has not yet been fully
updated in light of modern information tech-
nology. Congress may wish to include this is-
sue as part of a comprehensive review and re-
vision of Federal public information policies.

The Paperwork Reduction Act of 1980 does
provide clear congressional guidance, both in
the language of the act and the legislative his-
tory, on the need to minimize the Federal
paperwork collection burden, establish coordi-
nated and uniform Federal information poli-
cies, and minimize the cost to the government
of collecting, using, and disseminating infor-
mation.40

At the same time, the act and its legislative
history show that the need to maximize pub-
lic access to government information was also
intended by Congress. For example, the pur-
pose of the act is, among other things, “to
maximize the usefulness of information col-
lected by the Federal Government,"41 and the
Senate report states that:

The Committee expects the Director [of the
Office of Information and Regulatory Af-
fairs] to take appropriate steps to maximize
public access to the information the Federal
Government collects.42

The Federal Information Locater System,
which the PRA of 1980 required OMB to es-

JY103 S. Ct. 2764 (1983).
~(’44 U.S.C.  3501 (1) and (2).
4144 u-s-cc 3501 (3).

+3. Rep. No. 96-930, p. 33.
“Ibid., Sections 9(a) and (b).
.’” Ibid., Sections 1 l(b) and (c).
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tablish, was also intended to help serve this
purpose . ”

In addition, several new issues have arisen
since enactment of the PRA in 1980. The con-
gressional debate leading up to enactment of
the PRA in 1980 did not consider many of the
current issues, such as equity and private sec-
tor involvement in electronic systems, because
these issues had not yet developed. Agency
plans and practices for electronic government
information systems reached threshold levels
of visibility and significance only in the last
few years. Also, the PRA debate, with a fo-
cus on government paperwork and informa-
tion management, did not explicitly consider
the numerous public laws that assign govern-
ment information functions to numerous Fed-
eral agencies. In sum, PRA provides, at best,
limited and mixed guidance to OMB with re-
spect to the electronic collection, maintenance,
and dissemination of government information.
Congress may wish to update and clarify its
intent with respect to the public information
aspects of PRA through appropriate amend-
ments and/or oversight and authorizing reports.

With respect to operational responsibilities
for government information dissemination,
historically GPO and national libraries have
had a primary role. However, as a result of the
increasing volume of government informa-
tion–in many cases mandated by statute–
coupled with the transition to electronic sys-
tems, NTIS and several of the agencies also
have become major disseminators of govern-
ment information. GPO, NTIS, the national
libraries, and several agencies have developed
numerous electronic and computer-based in-
formation products and services. For example,
GPO makes the U.S. Code, Congressional Rec-
ord, and Federal Register available in com-
puter tape format to private publishers and
information providers. Also, GPO makes its
catalog to government publications available
to depository libraries in an on-line electronic
format.

I 44 U. S.C. 3501 (2)(B) and (D).

And NTIS has expanded far beyond paper
or microfiche copies of printed reports to in-
clude bibliographic, database, software, and
related functions in cooperation with numer-
ous other Federal agencies. These NTIS activ-
ities include, for example:

●

●

●

●

●

●

computer software-more than 500 soft-
ware programs, from more than 100 Fed-
eral agencies, available for purchase in
magnetic computer tape format;
energy software-more than 730 pro-
grams available for purchase in coopera-
tion with the Department of Energy Na-
tional Energy Software Center;
computerized data files-about 1,000 data
files are available in computer tape
format;
floppy diskette files-about 60 files avail-
able in diskette format (also, any comput-
erized data file can be converted):
energy modeling programs-about 55
computer modeling programs available on
computer tape; and
other databases—from the Defense Logis-
tics Supply Center, Human Nutrition In-
formation Service (USDA), and National
Center for Health Statistics (DHHS).

In 1979 an advisory group appointed by the
Joint Committee on Printing considered the
possibility of establishing a new central office
combining the functions of GPO, NTIS, and
OMB with respect to public information poli-
cy, in order to facilitate public access and elim-
inate duplication. A National Publications Act
of 1980 was introduced to establish a National
Publications Office along with a commission
that would replace the Joint Committee, but
the bill was not enacted.44

“See  Levin, “Access and Dissemination Issues, ” op. cit.,
PP. 129-130;  U.S. Congress, Joint Committee on Printing, Ad
Hoc Advisory Committee on Revision of Title 44, Federal Gov-
ernment Printing and Publishing: Policy issues, Washington,
DC, 1979; and “National Publications Act of 1980, ” 96th Cong.,
2d sess.
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Public Information Index
or Clearinghouse

Whether or not Congress establishes a cen-
tralized public information office, a centralized
index to or clearinghouse of government infor-
mation could be setup and operated by an ex-
isting or new entity. The library community
has strongly advocated the need for such an
index or clearinghouse, given the very large
amount, numerous types, and many locations
of government information.

One specific opportunity that has not been
fully realized is the further development of the
Federal Information Locater System (FILS)
(or the equivalent) into a governmentwide elec-
tronic directory of public information prod-
ucts—both electronic- and paper-based. In en-
acting the Paperwork Reduction Act of 1980,
Congress specifically required OMB to estab-
lish FILS and develop a proposal to augment
it to include data profiles of all major agency
information holdings.45 The U.S. Senate report
accompanying the act states that FILS is to:46

1. identify duplication in agencies’ reporting
and recordkeeping requirements;

2. locate existing information that may meet
the needs of Congress, executive agencies,
and the public; and

3. assist in deciding which agency requests
for information collection should be ap-
proved.

FILS is now operational, but is designed and
used primarily for #1 above, secondarily for
#3, and not at all for #2. A National Bureau
of Standards study (sponsored by OMB) of
possible FILS improvements has been com-
pleted, but did not address objective #2.47

The further development of FILS or the
equivalent should be able to build, to some ex-
tent, on the prior work of the many agencies
that have a directory or catalog of their own
public information products. Indeed, 67 out

of 119 agencies (or 56 percent) responding to
the OTA Federal Agency Data Request indi-
cated the existence of a directory or catalog,
and this included almost all of the largest pub-
lic information providers (e.g., Census, NTIS,
NCHS, Energy Information Administration
(EIA), U.S. Geological Survey, and the Nation-
al Institute of Justice).

The directories are mostly in a paper format,
although some agencies also have or contract
for computerized bibliographic services, and
many agency reports and documents are in-
dexed in various government and commercial
on-line information retrieval systems. For ex-
ample, GAO publishes a directory titled Fed-
eral Information Sources and Systems that is
available in paper format and on the SCORPIO
(Library of Congress) information retrieval
system. 48 And a private publisher produces
The Computer Data and Database Source
Book in both hardcopy and electronic format
(the latter via NewsNet).49

Mechanisms for Exchange of
Learning and Innovation

Despite the activities of various individual
Federal agencies, there appears to be no effec-
tive governmentwide mechanism to exchange
learning and take advantage of the full range
of innovative opportunities presented by in-
formation technology to facilitate access to
and dissemination of public information.

The public information area appears to have
received relatively little attention from the
central agencies for information technology
management—OMB, NBS, and GSA. There
is little evidence of an organized effort to share
experience and learning across agency lines,
and to help derive the most benefit from agen-
cy experiments with and innovative applica-
tions of information technology for public in-
formation purposes. One or more of the central
agencies could take on a larger role in this area,

‘Public Law 96-51 1; Section 3505 (2)(B) and (D).
‘W. Rep. No. 96-930, p. 2.
t-u. s. Department of Commerce, National Bureau of Stand-

ards, Recommendations for the Improvement of the Federal
Information Locator System, October 1984.

4!u. S. comptroller  General, Federal ~nformation Sources
and Systems 1984, GAO/AFMD-85-3,  General Accounting
Office.

(.M atthew Lesko, The Computer Data and Database
Source Book (New York: Avon, 1984).
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and/or some other agency or agencies whose
primary mission is public information (e.g., the
Bureau of Labor Statistics, EIA, GPO, NTIS)
could be asked to serve as a focal point for the
exchange of learning and innovation.

Several examples of agency innovation have
been cited previously. Two others include
TradeNet and the Microcomputer Electronic
Information Exchange. TradeNet is a comput-
er-based electronic network that includes data-
bases, analytic software, electronic mail, and
other automated capabilities with respect to
information relevant to international trade pol-
icy. Several agencies (e.g., the Office of the
U.S. Trade Representative; Departments of
Agriculture, Commerce, and Labor) pooled re-
sources to develop a more accurate and timely
information base on trade policy—drawing
from U.S. Government, international, and pri-
vate sector sources. TradeNet’s central files
are maintained at the National Institutes of
Health computer center, and files are accessed
electronically in real-time or by downloading
to mini- and micro-computers.50 Another ap-
proach is the electronic bulletin board, illus-
trated by the Microcomputer Electronic Infor-
mation Exchange, operated by NBS. This is
a public bulletin board that provides informa-
tion on microcomputer: courses, access to
other bulletin boards, user groups and meet-
ings, security products and issues, and tech-
nical information, among other topics.51

Some technological opportunities that do
not, as yet, appear to be receiving very much
governmentwide attention include: remote
electronic printing and printing-on-demand for
dissemination of government reports to the
public; computer-assisted surveys and data
collection for statistical purposes; videotex (or
the equivalent) information systems net-
worked with depository and public libraries;
and microcomputer-based systems for individ-
ual access to the major public information
databases.

~~ƒ8 Harry Goldberg, “TradeNet: Enhanced Accuracy & Econ-
omy Result From Interagency Data Pooling, Gmrermnent  Ex-
ecuti~re, Y’ol. 17, ,No. 1, January 1985.

‘For more information, the dial-up number is (301) 948-
5718 (ASCII, 1200 baud, 8 or 7 data bits, even or no parity,
1 stopbit).

The Canadian Government’s nationwide
videotex-based public information system is
one example of what is technically feasible.
More than 2,000 videotex terminals have been
located in government agencies, libraries, and
other public places. A wide variety of infor-
mation is available-ranging from a nation-
wide job bank, weather forecasts, and national
park services to the status of bills in Parlia-
ment. The public has free access at public
buildings (e.g., libraries, post offices), and can,
for a fee, gain access via personal computers.”
Another example is a recently launched Euro-
pean electronic publishing program that is
aimed at providing a complete service for the
electronic storage, transmission, and delivery
of documents. This program is being run by
a group of publishers, software houses, com-
puter service bureaus, and governmental en-
tities. Technologies include user-friendly vid-
eotex, digital optical disks, high-speed tele-
copy, and satellite transmission.53

Freedom of Information Act
Implementation

OTA found that very few Federal agencies
are directly using information technology to
facilitate the processing of FOIA requests,
and the results of these few applications are
not being effectively shared. Possible oppor-
tunities for innovation are neither being stud-
ied nor tested.

The response to the OTA Federal Agency
Data Request indicated that few agencies re-
ceive or respond to FOIA requests in electron-
ic form. A handful of agencies are just begin-
ning to consider the possibilities, although

-“Canada Sets Pace in Making Government Accessible to
All, ” Government Executi\~e, Februar}”  1985, pp. 37-41.

“’European Electronic Publishing Program, ” Znformatjon

Hotline,  February 1985, p. 4. See also, for discussion of pro-
posals for U.S. innovations, National Commission on I.ibrar-
ies and Information Science and U.S. Department of Agricul-
ture, Joint Congressional Hearing on the Chan~”ng Information
Needs of RuraJ America: The Role of Libraries and informa-
tion Technology, July 21, 1982; National Commission on I.i-
braries and Information Science, Communist.}’ information and
Referral Ser\ices, May 1983; and U.S. Congress, tJoint  Con~-
mittee on Printing. Pro\’ision  of Federal Go\’ernment Publica-
tions in Electronic Format to Depository Libraries, 98th Cong.,
2d sess.,  1984.
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only one agency (the Federal Aviation Admin-
istration) reported a completed, ongoing, or
planned formal study on this topic.

Some agencies are using computerized sys-
tems to improve the internal tracking and
processing of FOIA requests, with apparently
good results. Other agencies recognize that
computerized records can, in general, speed up
processing time. However, these positive ex-
periences do not appear to be shared effective-
ly with other agencies.

Beyond this, however, several States appear
to be ahead of the Federal Government in their
consideration of electronic public access to
government information. For example, the
State of California commissioned a study on
electronic public access that concluded that:

The opportunities [of direct electronic ac-
cess] revolve around the possibility of mak-
ing government—particularly the records of
government– more readily accessible to the
people of California. On-line inquiry, when
coupled with powerful computerized file search
capabilities, creates the possibility of employ-
ing public information as a true public re-
source, accessible to a much larger segment
of the population than was possible in the
past.54

However, the study also identified a number
of issues that needed resolution, including: 1)
meeting the public’s right to know while pro-
tecting the individual’s right to privacy, 2) en-
suring the proprietary rights of individuals
and commercial enterprises, 3) providing ade-
quate security, and 4) establishing fair and
equitable prices.

A similar study was conducted by the Flor-
ida State Legislature’s Joint Committee on In-
formation Technology Resources. This study
examined a wide range of issues raised by
proposals to permit direct computer access to

‘+tate of California, Department of Finance, Office of In-
formation Technology, “Accessing California State Data Bases:
A Preface to ‘Framework to Develop Computer Information
Public Access Policy, ’ “ Dec. 26, 1984; see generally, Touche
Ross & Co. and EDP Audit Controls, Inc., Framework To De-
velop Computer Information public Access Policy, prepared for
the Office of Information Technology, California State Depart-
ment of Finance, Jan. 1, 1985.

public records. The Joint Committee found
that the majority of Florida’s State public rec-
ord systems had been automated, and recom-
mended, among other things, that:

●

●

●

●

remote electronic access to automated in-
formation systems maintained by public
record custodians should be authorized by
statute and encouraged as a matter of
public policy;
a pilot project demonstrating remote elec-
tronic access to State automated records
should be undertaken;
public record custodians should be al-
lowed to charge for costs of computer
time in fulfilling requests for copies of
public records, but only after uniform cost
methodologies are established in statute
and rules; and
access to all State data systems should
be made available to elected members of
the Florida Legislature.55

Florida’s analysis, as did California’s, recog-
nized the need to consider Privacy and Pub-
lic Records (or Freedom of Information) laws;
security, training, and cost recovery issues;
technical concerns; responsibility for record
quality and archiving; and the broader impli-
cations for citizen participation in government
when formulating policy on electronic access.

An emerging issue identified in OTA’s re-
view of innovative activities in selected States
(Michigan, Virginia, Oregon, and North Caro-
lina, in addition to California and Florida) is
the extent to which public records or data-
bases, when computerized in an on-line format,
become legally accessible to the public–re-
gardless of whether or not such information
is already provided by private vendors. For ex-
ample, public access advocates argue that once
government agencies computerize information
on scheduling of public meetings and hearings,
minutes and proceedings resulting from pub-
lic activities, current status of regulatory and

— — .
“State of Florida, Legislature, Joint Committee on Infor-

mation Technology Resources, Remote Computer Access to
Public Records in Florida,  January 1985. Also see Donna Rai-
mondi,  “Florida Bill Proposes Electronic Access Into Agen-
cies, ” Computerworki,  Apr. 1, 1985, p. 19.
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legislative initiatives, and the like, this elec-
tronic information should be accessible to the
public–at little or no cost.”

The selected State review (plus a review of
activities in selected localities-Lane County,
Oregon: Columbus, Ohio; and Beverly Hills,
Irvine, Pales Verdes, and Buena Park, Cali-
fornia) concluded that the two information
technology applications with the greatest real
potential for facilitating public access are:

1.

2.

The

electronic access to information about the
process and results of government activ-
ities, especially decisionmaking activities;
and
access to the databases and computer
models used by government agencies to
formulate positions on various sides of the
issues .57

review identified a wide range of techni-
cal options—from cable television and video-
tex to microcomputer access over electronic
data networks–but concluded on a note of
caution. Many past expectations about using
information technology to facilitate public ac-
cess have not been met—sometimes due to
lack of citizen interest and sometimes because
the groups using the new electronic options
are those that already have the resources and
sophistication to get access now, among other
factors. In sum, information technology ap-
pears to offer significant potential to facilitate
implementation of public records and freedom
of information laws—whether at the Federal,
State, or local levels. But realizing this poten-
tial depends in large part on an interested and
educated citizenry and the absence of any sig-
nificant technical or cost barriers.58

‘See  generally Kenneth L. Kraemer, John Leslie King, and
David G. Schetter, Innovative Use of Information Technology
in Facilitating Public Access to Agency Decisionmaking:  An
Assessment of the Experience in State and Local  Governments,
OTA contractor report, March 1985.

‘-Ibid., pp. 44-49.
“Ibid.;  also see, for example, Bruce Gates, “Knowledge,

Networks, and Neighborhoods: Will Microcomputers Make Us
Better Citizens?” Public Administration Review, March 1984,
pp. 164-169; and William Dutton, et al., “Electronic Participa-
tion by Citizens in U.S. Local Government, ” Information Age,
April 1984, pp. 78-97. For some of the earliest work on this topic,
see John D.C. Little, Thomas B. Sheridan, Chandler H. Stevens,
and Peter Tropp, Citizen Feedback Components and Systems
(Cambridge, MA: MIT, June 1972); Norman Johnson and Ed-

Electronic Recordkeeping and
Archiving

The growing use of information technology
in the creation and maintenance of Federal rec-
ords could have a profound effect on the re-
corded history of Federal programs and deci-
sions, and thus could affect the record base
subject to the FOIA in particular and public
access in general. If key Federal records were
electronically erased or destroyed, the FOIA
and public access mechanisms, however strong,
would be undermined.

The increase in computerized files, but most
significantly the explosion in microcomputer
and word processing terminals, means that
record creation and recordkeeping have been
decentralized. File clerks and secretaries no
longer have clear physical control over records
management. Agency staff who use word proc-
essing software are able to create, manipulate,
file, review, delete, and communicate docu-
ments. If those documents meet the definition
of Federal records, then legally these records
should be retained to preserve the documen-
tation for different steps in the decisionmak-
ing process.

Record managers, researchers, historians,
and archivists are properly concerned that key
Federal records may be lost, altered, or de-
stroyed by agency staff who do not under-
stand Federal record management require-
ments. The National Archives and Records
Administration (NARA), GSA, and Senate
Historical Office, among others, have pointed
out the need to develop educational, training,
technical, and policy strategies to deal with
this potential problem. These agencies have
emphasized that now is the time to address

——
ward Ward, ’ ‘Citizen Information Systems: Using Technology
To Extend the Dialogue Between Citizens and Their Govern-
merit, ” Management Science, December 1972, pp. p-21 to p-34;
Chandler Harrison Stevens, Floyd E. Barwig, Jr., and David
S. Haviland, Feedback: An Involvement Primer (Troy, NY:
Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute, January 1974); Roy Amara,
Toward Understanding the Social Impact of Computers (Menlo
Park, CA: Institute for the Future, May 1974); and Fred B.
Wood, “Congressional-Constituent Telecommunication: The Po-
tential and Limitations of Emergent Channels,’”  IEEE Trans-
actions on Communications, vol. 23, No. 10, October 1975, pp.
1134-1142.
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these questions while Federal agencies and em-
ployees are still learning about, and develop-
ing policies and procedures for, microcomputer
use.

As a result, NARA and GSA recently issued
preliminary guidelines for agencies regarding
electronic recordkeeping, and have initiated
major projects to further research the records
management problems presented by the cre-
ation, maintenance, use, and disposition of
electronic records. The wide scope of concern
is illustrated by the topics covered in the pre-
liminary bulletin:

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

electronic records creation practices,
indexing electronic records,
retrieval of electronically stored records,
ensuring the retention of electronic
records,
destruction of electronic records,
electronic record standards,
judicial use of electronic records,
appropriate electronic records storage
medium,
electronic records security,
software for electronic record systems,
equipment configuration for electronic
record systems, and
flexible disk care and handling for elec-—
tronic records.59

The magnitude of the problem is reflected
in the following statement by a senior NARA
official in explaining why and how the govern-
ment could lose a significant portion of its in-
stitutional memory:

The impact of automation is broad ranging,
Program and policy officials, sitting at their
terminals, decide the fate of the information
they create and receive, while in the past peo-
ple trained in records management made
these decisions. With the use of paper, the de-
velopment of policies was simple to trace.
Successive drafts indicated the evolution of
decisions. With computers, though, drafts no
longer exist. Instead, policy papers evolve
and each new version is written over the pre-
vious one. With paper files, most people ap-

~~U.S. General Services Administration, FIRMR Bulletin
23 on “Electronic Recordkeeping,  ” June 18, 1985.

preciated the need for a coherent, centralized
filing system. The increased use of automa-
tion masks this need and individuals develop
personalized retrieval systems, many of
which would be incomprehensible to anyone
else.60

Finally, the Acting Archivist of the United
States has raised a serious concern that elec-
tronic recordkeeping may undermine aspects
of the Privacy Act with respect to the currency
and accuracy of Privacy Act records and their
disposition. For example, electronic records
may be destroyed too quickly before the rec-
ord subject can, if he or she desires, check the
record quality, or may be retained too long,
and become stale and outdated. The Archivist
believes that, while most records officers now
agree that electronic records are fully subject
to the Federal Records Act and other relevant
public laws, many records managers need ad-
ditional training and motivation–as well as
guidance-in order to develop appropriate elec-
tronic records management programs.61

In sum, leading government historians and
archivists believe that the United States is in
danger of losing its memory, “and that histori-
cally significant first drafts of key policy doc-
uments may be lost. ” Thus “[b]ecause of era-
sures of electronic records, future historians
may know less about the 1985 arms control
talks than about the 1972 Strategic Arms
Limitations Talks. ”62

Scientific and Technical Information

Scientific and technical information (STI)
collected and/or developed at Federal Govern-
ment expense is an important subset of all
government information. The role of informa-
tion technology has aggravated some old is-
sues and raised some new ones. On the posi-
tive side, electronic STI systems have now
become a significant, if not indispensable, part
of the scientific research and engineering en-

‘(~Patricia  Aronsson,  Director ,  NARA  Documen ta t ion
Standards Division, letter to Fred Wood of OTA,  Apr. 9, 1985.

6) Frmk G. Burke, Acting Archivist of the United States,
letter to Fred Wood of OTA,  Oct. 4, 1985.

‘~Mitch Betts, “Federal Historians Alarmed at Loss of
Computerized Data, ” Computerworld,  Sept. 23, 1985, p. 34.
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terprise in the United States and other tech-
nologically advanced nations. Computerized
bibliographic and information retrieval sys-
tems are commonplace, as are various forms
of computer networking—up to and including
supercomputer networks. The use of electronic
mail, electronic bulletin boards, and computer-
conferencing is growing, although still at very
modest levels. These technologies present fur-
ther opportunities for innovation.G3

On the negative side, She U.S. science and
engineering community appears to be so de-
pendent on information technology to retain
a competitive edge that any reductions (or
even reduced growth) in this technological sup-
port are viewed with serious concern, especial-
ly in the university research community. The
issues discussed earlier with respect to pub-
lic information generally (e.g., greater empha-
sis on private sector commercial offerings and
full cost recovery) may actually be even more
salient in the university research community,
in part because of the high percentage of Fed-
eral financial support for university research
and development.64

Commercialization of scientific and techni-
cal data is a continuing issue. A strongly held
view in the scientific community is that the
best research results from full and open com-
munication and easy availability of the latest
data and research findings. A good example
is the debate over the Landsat Earth remote-
sensing satellite program. Congress ultimately
decided to transfer this program to the private
sector for commercial development, over the
objections of some researchers who felt that
——

‘See Jane Bortnick  and Nancy Miller, The Impact of Infor-
mation Technology on Science, Congressional Research Serv-
ice, I.ibrary of Congress, July 1985, especially sections II and
III; and, generally, U.S. Congress, Office of Technology Assess-
ment, Information Technology R&D: Critical Trends and Is-
sues, OTA-CIT-268 (Washington, DC: U.S. Government Print-
ing Office, February 1985). For a detailed discussion of one
Federal agency’s technical information activities, see U.S. De-
partment of Energy, Office of Scientific and Technical Infor-
mation, “Technical Information Management Activities: What
They Are and How They Relate to and Support the DOE R&D
Programs” (Oak Ridge, TN: Augwst  1985).

ISee Bortnick  and Miller, Information Technology, op. cit.,
esp. pp. 39-41, 57-60; and Patricia Battin, “Problem Trends in
the Information Marketplace, ” Chronicle of International Com-
munication, September-October 1985, pp. 5-6.

this valuable source of data might be priced
out of reach if placed in a private firm.65 This
same concern has been expressed about a num-
ber of STI systems, such as the Environmen-
tal Protection Agency’s transfer of its chemi-
cal information system (known as CIS) to
private vendors.66

Overall, all of the trends, issues, and oppor-
tunities discussed previously with respect to
public information generally appear to apply
to STI, with the further complicating factor
of national security. Classified information is,
of course, exempted from disclosure under
FOIA and is not public information. The prob-
lem with STI is striking the appropriate bal-
ance between adequate protection for sensitive
STI, on the one hand, and open and broad dis-
semination of STI among the research com-
munity, on the other. This involves, in part,
concern about overclassification, but more im-
portantly that unclassified STI may be re-
stricted due to its possible use in ways that
could affect national security. The tensions be-
tween open scientific exchange and tight mil-
itary control of STI have heightened in recent
years, in part because of information technol-
ogy and the vastly increased speed, content,
and complexity of electronic STI networks.
Numerous professional and technical organi-
zations have heavily resisted DOD efforts to
curtail the exchange of STI. This issue is likely
to continue for the foreseeable future.67

“Ibid.;  U.S. National Commission on I,ibraries  and Infor-
mation Science, Information Policy Implications of Archi\’ing
Satellite Data: To Preserve the Sense of Earth From Space,
Washington, DC, 1984; and U.S. Congress, Office of Technol-
ogy Assessment, Remote Sensing and the Pri~’ate  Sector: Is-
sues for Discussion—A Tecti”cal  Memorandum, OTA-TM-ISC-
20 (Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing Office, March
1984). Also see statements of witnesses at Nov. 13, 1985, hear-
ing on “Oversight of Landsat Commercialization, held by the
U.S. Senate, Committee on Commerce, Science and Transpor-
tation, Subcommittee on Science, Technology, and Space.

“Jeffrey  L. Fox, “EPA Dumps Chemical Data System”’
Science, vol. 226, November 1984, p. 816.

‘Eke  Bortnick  and Miller, Information Technology, op. cit.,
pp. 57-60; also Mitchel  B. Wallerstein, “Scientific Communi-
cation and National Security in 1984, Science, vol. 224, May
4, 1984, pp. 460-466; Harold C. Relyea,  “Nation~  Security Con-
trols and Scientific Information, ” Congressional Research Ser\~-
ice, Library of Congress, Issue Brief 82083, Sept. 11, 198-I; Rob-
ert L. Park, “Restrictions on Scientific Freedom, ” I13EE

(continued on next page)



158

Other Issues

OTA identified four other issues that war-
rant attention. These are described briefly
below:

1.

2.

Transborder information flow. Variations
in national laws and policies on informa-
tion may restrict the free flow of informa-
tion between nations, and curtail interna-
tional market opportunities for U.S. firms.
On the other hand, information technol-
ogy permits a vastly expanded range of
technical options for international (or
transborder) information flow.68

Depository library system. The deposi-
tory library system is viewed by some as
part of the public information “lifeline”
or “safety net” to ensure that the public
has at least one avenue of unrestricted ac-
cess. Some researchers have questioned
how much government information actu-
ally gets into the depository libraries, and
to what extent the public is aware of and
uses the libraries. Modern electronic in-
formation technologies are already impor-
tant to the depository system, and are
opening up many new opportunities.69

Technology and Society Magazine, March 1985, pp. 7-9; Eric
J. Lerner, “DOD Information Curbs Spread Fear and Confu-
sion, ” Aerospace, March 1985, pp. 76-80; and “Societies Warn
Defense Department of ‘Counterproductive’ Information Con-
trols,” The IEEE  Institute, November 1985, pp. 1, 4.

‘kSee, for example, LINK Resources Corp. and Transla-
tional  Data Reporting Service, Inc., Strate@”c  Response to Reg-
ulation of Transnatiomd Data Flows, New York, 1979.

~ssee  U.S.  Congress, Joint Committee on printing, Provi-
sion of Federal Government Publications in Electronic Format
to Depository Libraries, report of the Ad Hoc Committee on
Depository Library Access to Federal Automated Data Bases,
Washington, DC, 1984; Peter Hernon, “Provision of Federal
Government Publications in Electronic Format to Depository
Libraries, ” Government Information Quarterly, vol. 2, No. 3,
1985; pp. 231-234; U.S. Congress, Joint Committee on Print-
ing, An Open Forum on the Provision of Electronic Federal In-
formation to Repository Libraries, Report of the Committee
Staff, 99th Cong.,  1st sess.,  June 26, 1985; and Sarah Kadec,
“The U.S. Government Printing Office’s Library Program’s
Service and Automation: An Insider’s Commentary, ” Govern-
ment Publications Review, vol. 12, 1985, pp. 283-288.

3. Federal statistical system. Federal statis-
tical agencies are among the major Fed-
eral Government public information pro-
viders; their activities are relevant to all
of the issues previously discussed. How-
ever, the statistical community has, over
the last 5 years, raised questions about
the proper development and coordination
of Federal statistical policy, the impact
of budgetary cuts and restrictions, and
the appropriate role of electronic technol-
ogy in the collection, maintenance, and
dissemination of statistical information.70

4. Copyright protection. Although copy-
right law prohibits the copyrighting of
government information developed direct-
ly by government agencies, there contin-
ues to be concern about the status of in-
formation developed by government con-
tractors, for example, those conducting
research and development. Also, the legal-
ity and propriety of Federal agencies giv-
ing private vendors exclusive control over
or rights to agency information have been
questioned, as has the implicit control re-
sulting from exclusionary pricing (e.g.,
pricing at a level that only trade associa-
tions, law firms, and business can afford
and not most individual citizens, research-
ers, and public interest groups). It is not
clear whether technology is part of the
problem, part of the solution, or both.71

‘{’See  U.S. General Accounting Office, Status of the Statis-
tical Community After Sustaining Budget Reductions, GAOI
IMTEC-84-17, July 18, 1984; U.S. Congress, House Commit-
tee on Government Operations, The Federid  Statistical System,
1980 to 1984, 98th Cong.,  2d sess.,  a report prepared by Base-
line Data Corp. for the Congressional Research Service, Novem-
ber 1984; and U.S. Congress, House Committee on Government
Operations, An Update of the Status of Major  Federal Statis-
tical Agencies, Fiscal Year 1986, 99th Cong.,  1st  sess.,  May
1985.

“For general discussion of copyright and other intellectual
property issues, see OTA,  lnte)lectual Property Rights in an
Age of Electronics and Information, forthcoming in late 1986.


