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LIBRARIANSHIP	AND	INFORMATION	LITERACY	IN	THE	POST-TRUTH	ERA	

Tuesday,	June	13,	2017,	Walsh	Library,	Fordham	University	(Rose	Hill	campus)	
	
	
	
	

Keynote	address:	
Privatization	of	government	information	from	the	1980s	to	today.	
Debbie	Rabina.		Pratt	Institute,	New	York.	
	
I.		 Acknowledgements	and	introduction	
	
Thank	you	Mustafa	[Sakaraya],	Linda	Loschiavo,	and	to	the	members	and	guests	
of	the	Westchester	Academic	Library	Directors	Organization,	for	allowing	me	to	
speak	here	today	and	share	with	you	some	history	and	thoughts	on	the	topic	of	
privatizing	government	information.	
	
I	admit	that	when	I	sent	Mustafa	the	abstract	of	my	talk	here	today,	I	had	only	a	
vague	sense	of	what	I	wanted	to	talk	about.	Now,	a	few	months	later,	I	have	an	
even	vaguer	sense.	
	
The	topic	was	triggered	by	an	email	that	I	received	sometime	this	winter,	from	
Polly	Thistlethwaite,	whom	I’m	sure	many	of	you	know.		Polly	wrote	that	she	had	
been	wondering	lately	about	how	the	history	of	privatization	plays	into	open	
access,	and	asked	if	I	had	any	suggested	reading.	
	
Well,	it	so	happened	that	I	did.	Sometime	in	the	90’s	as	a	PhD	student,	I	wrote	a	
paper	on	privatizing	government	information,	so	I	knew	a	bit	of	the	history,	and	
a	few	case	studies,	and	decided	to	see	whatever	happened	to	those	cases,	and	
how	does	privatization	plays	out	today.	
	
This	is	still	very	much	a	research	in	the	making,	and	I	apologize	if	this	may	sound	
a	little	more	like	work-in-progress	than	a	keynote.	I	am	hoping	your	questions	
and	comments	will	help	me	in	shaping	this	research.	
	
II.		 The	outline	
[slide	2]	This	paper	wishes	to	examine	a	phenomenon	that	has	become	practiced	
since	the	1980’s:	the	privatization	of	information	services.	We	will	try	to	
understand	the	phenomenon	by	examining	its	extent	and	scope	(which	kind	of	
information	services	are	being	privatized,	and	where)	and	its	effects.		
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While	the	US	government’s	information	policy	is	disperse,	there	are	consistent	
principles	that	emerge	that	form	the	bases	for	US	information	policy.	These	
principles	are	derived	from	the	First	Amendment,	from	FOIA,	from	Copyright	
Law,	from	sunshine	laws,	from	laws,	Circulars	and	Directives.		
[slide	3]	A	good	articulation	of	these	principles	is	available	from	a	1990	NCLIS	
report1:	

	
	 	 1.	The	public	has	a	right	of	access	to	public	information.	

2.	The	Federal	Government	should	guarantee	the	integrity	and	
preservation	of	public	information,	regardless	of	its	format.	
3.	The	Federal	Government	should	guarantee	the	dissemination,	
reproduction	and	redistribution	of	public	information.	
4.	The	Federal	Government	should	ensure	a	wide	diversity	of	sources	of	
access,	private	as	well	as	governmental,	to	public	information.	
5.	The	Federal	Government	should	not	allow	cost	to	obstruct	the	public’s	
access	to	public	information.		

	
The	principles	cover	access,	availability	and	preservation	of	information,	
although	it	is	worth	noting	that	there	is	no	commitment	that	government	collect	
information.	Thus,	throughout	this	paper,	we	will	consider	the	advisability	of	
privatizing	government	information	while	examining	the	effect	it	has	on	access	
to	and	availability	of	government	information.	

	 	
[slide	4]	What	will	follow	now	is	an	examination	of	these	questions	is	twelve	
steps	and	24	slides.	

	
III.	 The	context	
	
While	I	may	not	be	directly	tying	the	topic	of	privatizing	information	to	the	
theme	of	this	conference,	Library	and	Information	Literacy	in	the	Post-Truth	Era,	
I	would	like	to	ask	that	you	have	this	theme	in	mind	and	explore	the	connection	
between	them.	The	topic	of	this	talk	may	be	a	bit	academic,	but	the	context	is	
very	much	within	the	scope	of	our	academic	everyday	life	within	libraries	and	
government	information	plays	an	important	role	in	information	literacy.		
	
[slide	5]	I	like	the	quote	from	Alex	Pang2	that	Mustafa	has	in	his	signature	file:	
	

																																																								
1 	NCLIS,	“principles	of	Public	Information,”	Federal	Register	55	(11	December	1990):	50899-
50900.	The	numbering	of	the	principles	appears	as	they	are	published	in	the	official	record.	 
2	Alex	Soojung-Kim	Pang	(2012	Feb	6)	“if	libraries	did	not	exist,	it	would	be	necessary	to	invent	
them”	.	Deliberate	Rest	blog.	http://www.deliberate.rest/?p=1792		
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Today's	libraries	are	incubators,	collaboratories,	the	modern	equivalent	of	the	
17th-century	coffeehouse:	part	information	market,	part	knowledge	warehouse,	with	
some	workshop	thrown	in	for	good	measure--	Alex	Soojung-Kim	Pang	

	 	
It	is	the	specifically	the	first	two	functions	–	information	market,	and	knowledge	
warehouse,	that	provide	the	context	and	bear	the	impact	of	privatization.		
	
IV.		 Why	privatization,	why	now?	A	little	bit	about	the	history	and	why	is	it	
worth	revisiting	today.	
	
[slide	6]	Privatization,	in	all	its	forms,	variations	and	disguises	(outsourcing,	
downsizing,	cost-effectiveness,	efficiency,	accountability)	are	always	on	the	
table,	are	traditionally	on	the	agenda	of	Republicans	and	were	practiced	widely	
in	the	UK	during	the	Thatcher	years,	and	in	the	US	by	the	Reagan	administration.		
Privatization	is	also	consistent	with	Trump’s	economic	vision.	[slide	7]	Just	a	few	
days	ago	he	endorsed	a	plan	to	privatize	the	nation’s	air-traffic	control	system3.		
While	privatization	of	information	has	never	delivered	on	its	promise,	it	
continues	to	be	discussed.	Privatization	candidates	are	or	can	include	all	forms	of	
government	information	including	some	staples	as	the	American	Community	
Survey,	EPA	publications,	gateways	such	as	data.gov	and	Science.gov,	the	
activities	or	content	from	GPO,	moving	copyright	management	from	LoC	
DoCommerce,	open-access	legislation	and	many	more.	All	these	program	and	
sources	of	information	and	data	are	endangered.		
	
[slide	8]	While	many	definition	abide,	for	our	purposes	we	will	use	the	definition	
from	a	2014	House	of	Commons	report4:	

Privatisation:	The	transfer	of	responsibility	for	an	industry	or	the	ownership	of	a	
company	from	the	public	to	the	private	sector.	

	
As	per	the	report,	interest	in	privatization	was	an	important	component	of	
economic	policy	(in	the	UK)	from	1980s	(British	Petroleum	1979)	until	the	mid-
1990s	(British	Coal	1994)5.	After	2010,	interest	in	the	policy	as	an	economic	tool	
in	the	UK	revived.		
	

																																																								
3	Julie	Hirshfeld	Davis	and	Kate	Kelly	June	2017.		Trump	Plans	to	Shift	Infrastructure	Funding	to	
Cities,	States	and	Business.	The	New	York	Times	https://nyti.ms/2sBOQ7f	
4	Privatisation.	(20	Nov	2014)	Research	paper	14/61.	UK	House	of	Commons	Library	
http://researchbriefings.parliament.uk/ResearchBriefing/Summary/RP14-61#fullreport	
5	Parker,	David	(2004).	The	UK's	Privatisation	Experiment:	The	Passage	of	Time	Permits	a	Sober	
Assessment.	CESIFO	working	paper	no.	1126	Category	9:	Industrial	Organisation	Feb	2004,	
Presented	at	CESIFO	conference	on	privatisation	experiences	in	the	EU	Nov	2003		
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[slide	9]	This	parallels	interest	in	the	US,	where	the	vogue	for	privatization	began	
in	the	Reagan	years	and	accelerated	in	the	1990s.		
	
During	the	Regan	years,	producing	and	disseminating	federal	information	had	to	
be	on	a	cost-justification	base.	But	privatization	was	not	the	only	force	shaping	
federal	information	in	the	1980s.	Add	to	this,	as	Snowhill	does,	“the	growing	
restriction	on	access	to	government	information,	the	rapid	and	pervasive	
development	of	electronic	formats,	and	the	weakening	of	the	legislative	
oversight	of	the	executive	branch”6.	
	

	 With	the	passage	of	time,	researchers	are	evaluating	privatization.		
As	summarized	in	the	2014	article	in	the	Atlantic7,	privatization	has	failed	to	
deliver	the	public	good	its	promises	(from	Halliburton	to	Healthcare.gov	to	
private	prisons),	yet	the	practice	continues	through	contracts	that	still	legally	
bind,	and	through	new	initiatives	such	as	privatizing	air	traffic	control.		

	
[slide	10]	
V.		 Why	privatize?	The	economic	value	of	information		
No	need	to	get	verbose	about	that	–	we	all	know	that	the	determining	factor	is	
cutting	costs.	But	even	government	sometimes	likes	to	justify	their	action	in	
theory.	These	theories	change	according	to	who	is	at	the	helm,	and	they	get	to	
shape	policies	based	on	their	view	of	the	role	of	government	and	their	preferred	
economic/social	worldview.		
Privatization	is	a	highly	debated	topic	with	regard	to	many	government	functions	
and	the	arguments	on	both	sides	are	strong.	Privatizing	information,	or	for	our	
purposes,	library	functions,	requires	us	to	understand	the	economic	value	of	
information.	A	thorough	examination	is	outside	the	scope	of	our	talk,	but	we	all	
understand	that	there	is	some	underlying	assumption	that	information	has	
value,	otherwise	there	would	be	no	incentive	for	the	private	sector	to	take	on	
this	function.		
Bates	considers	the	elusive	nature	of	information	as	a	commodity,	and	attempts	
pin	it	down	in	terms	of	welfare	economics,	public	good,	social	efficiency	and	
more.	He	concludes,	“the	value	of	information	is	probabilistic,	rather	than	
deterministic,	and	depends	on	the	returns	from	(future)	use	of	information.	
Bates	adds	that	the	stock	value	of	information	may	be	affected	by	the	transfer	of	

																																																								
6	Snowhill,	Lucia	(1989)	Privatization	and	availability	of	federal	information	in	microform:	The	
Reagan	years.	Microform	Review	18:	203-209	
	
7	Ball,	Molly	(23	April	2014)	The	Privatization	Backlash.	The	Atlantic.		
https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2014/04/city-state-governments-privatization-
contracting-backlash/361016/		
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the	information	to	others.8		Varian	and	Shapiro	discuss	privatization	and	
outsourcing	as	an	underlying	principle	of	information	policy	and	suggest	that,	
with	some	limitations	(primarily	security	and	privacy	concerns)	government	need	
not	undertake	the	actual	production	of	information	itself	and	that	contractors	
may	be	able	to	do	a	better	job9	

	
[slide	11]	
Bringing	this	more	closely	to	the	field	of	libraries	and	collection,	I	want	to	point	
to	two	undated	blog	posts	(probably	about	3	years	old)	that	list	reasons	for10	and	
against11	privatization	of	public	libraries	in	the	UK.	The	arguments	consider	
privatization	in	terms	of	costs	saving,	governance,	and	public	good.	Among	the	
arguments	is	that		

“Libraries	will	lose	both	their	unique	selling	point	and	their	equally	
important	neutrality.”		

	 It	is	this	point	that	worries	me	the	most	about	extensive	privatization	of	library		
	 content	–	if	we	don’t	own	it,	if	we	don’t	control	it,	we	are	not	free	to	use	it.	And		
	 as	long	as	we	are	under	commercial	contract,	we	are	not	free.		

I’d	like	in	this	context	to	quote	Jimmy	Wales,	co-founder	of	Wikipedia	in	a	2016	
interview12	[slide	12]	

	
And	so	it’s	one	of	the	things	that	people	say,	“Well,	why	don’t	you	put	ads	in	
Wikipedia?	Why	keep	having	to	raise	money	as	a	charity?”	And	one	of	the	things	
I	say	is,	no	matter	how	much	I	believe	that	we	would	continue,	or	that	I	would	
want	us	to	continue,	just	in	the	DNA	of	the	organization,	organizations	always	
tend	to	follow	the	money.	And	it’s	not	that	Wikipedia	would	turn	evil,	but	it	
would	certainly	turn	less	interested	in	the	developing	world.	It	would	become	
more	interested	in	what	you’re	reading	at	Wikipedia.	So	if	everybody’s	reading	
about	Elizabethan	Poetry,	there’s	nothing	to	sell	them.	We	really	want	you	to	
read	about	hotels	in	Las	Vegas	and	things	that	have	good	ad	revenue.	And	so	
suddenly	you	do.	No	matter	how	hard	you	try,	it	would	change	the	incentives	

																																																								
8	Bates,	Benjamin	J.	Information	as	an	economic	good.	In:	Ruben,	B.	D.	(1990).	Mediation,	
information	and	communication.	New	Brunswick:	Transaction	Publ.	
	
9	Shapiro,	Carl,	Varian,	Hal	R.	(1997).	US	information	policy.	Presented	at	Highlands	Forum,	
Department	of	Defense,	June	8,	1997,	Wash-	ington,	DC.	Sponsored	by	the	Office	of	the	
Assistant	Secretary	of	Defense	(Command,	Control,	Communications	and	Intelligence).		
10	Privatisation	of	public	libraries:	reasons	in	favour	
http://www.publiclibrariesnews.com/campaigning/privatized-libraries-outsourcing-library-
services/pro	
11	Privatisation	of	public	libraries	–	Reasons	against	
http://www.publiclibrariesnews.com/campaigning/privatized-libraries-outsourcing-library-
services/con	
12	Jimmy	Wales	(8	Sept	2016)	The	sum	of	all	human	knowledge	[interview	with	Krista	Tippett]	On	
Being	https://onbeing.org/programs/jimmy-wales-the-sum-of-all-human-knowledge-2/		
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of	the	organization	to	try	to	change	the	shape	of	Wikipedia	rather	than	being	
this	really	pure,	community-driven	public	service	mission.	

	
[slide	13]	
VI.	 Privatization	in	the	UK	1979-2001	
Margaret	Thatcher,	elected	in	1979,	made	privatization	a	centerpiece	of	her	
economic	policy.	Between	1979	and	2001	the	UK	government	privatized	over	50	
companies,	mostly	in	utilities	(power,	water),	telecommunication,	rail	and	
more13.	In	the	UK	the	1983	Information	Technology	Advisory	Board’s	(ITAP)	
report	Making	a	business	of	information	treated	government	information	as	a	
purely	commercial	product	and	as	an	activity	for	business	with	the	emphasis	on	
tradable	information14.		
	Among	the	services	privatized	was	HMSO	–	Her	Majesty’s	Stationary	Office.	
Think	of	HSMO	as	a	UK	equivalent	of	GPO	in	that	it	produced	and	disseminated	
official	government	information.		

	
HMSO,	much	like	GPO	has	a	long	history15	with	many	similarities.		It	was	founded	
in	1786	ironically	as	a	measure	against	corruption	and	exploitation	from	the	
public	sector	for	stationary	supply16.	
	
[slide	14]	
But	the	information	policy	context	in	the	UK	was	different	than	in	the	US,	
especially	in	1980.	The	UK	did	not	have	a	Freedom	of	Information	Act	until	2000,	
and	the	UK	has	Crown	copyright,	meaning	UK	government	publications	are	not	in	
the	public	domain.		
The	inclusion	of	government	publication	in	copyright	protection	is	of	special	
significance	since	it	permits	the	exclusion	of	the	private	sector	or	the	
maintenance	of	exclusive	arrangements	with	preferred	franchisees.	Under	the	
Berne	Convention	most	international	copyright	issues	are	uniform,	except	Article	
2	Sections	4,	which	allows	countries	to	determine	for	themselves	whether	or	not	
copyright	will	include	government	information17.	In	England,	for	example,	the	

																																																								
13	Parker,	David	(2004).	The	UK's	Privatisation	Experiment:	The	Passage	of	Time	Permits	a	Sober	
Assessment.	Presented	at	CESIFO	Conference,	Nov	2003	(available	from	SSRN).		
14 	Information	Technology	Advisory	Panel.	Making	a	business	of	information:	a	survey	of	new	
opportunities	.	HMSP,	1983. 
15	Detailed	history	of	HMSO:	Her	Majesty’s	Stationary	Office	history,	Source:	International	
Directory	of	Company	Histories,	Vol.	7.	St.	James	Press,	1993.	Reproduced	by	Funding	Universe:		
http://www.fundinguniverse.com/company-histories/her-majesty-s-stationery-office-history/		
16	Office	of	Public	Sector	Information.	Wikipedia.	
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Office_of_Public_Sector_Information		
and	HSMO	History	http://www.fundinguniverse.com/company-histories/her-majesty-s-
stationery-office-history/		
17 	Peter	N.	Weiss	and	Peter	Backlund	(1996).	“International	Information	Policy	in	Conflict”	The	
Computer	Law	and	Security	Report,	12	at	384. 
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doctrine	of	Crown	Copyright	extends	to	virtually	anything	that	is	not	copyrighted	
by	a	private	entity18.	In	addition	to	Crown	Copyright,	the	UK	parliament	
maintains	Parliamentary	Copyright	on	its	publications,	which	allows	greater	
freedom	in	reproducing	some	parliamentary	material	because	of	its	unique	
nature19.		Crown	copyright	is	just	one	of	many	instances	of	how	information	is	
regarded	in	the	UK	to	be	a	commodity.			
	
In	1979,	with	the	election	of	Margaret	Thatcher,	HMSO	needed	to	demonstrate	
new	cost	efficiency	at	any	cost.	First	HMSO's	staff	was	cut	by	10	percent	in	1980	
and	future	cuts	followed.	That	same	year,	HMSO	won	the	right	to	charge	
government	clients	for	their	orders,	shifting	the	budgetary	burden	from	HMSO	
to	customers,	who	found	new	incentives	to	cut	waste.	HMSO	was	privatized	
incrementally	between	1980	and	1985	and	full	privatization	announced	in	
parliament	in	1995.	Today	TSO	functions	as	a	fully	commercial	business	with	the	
exclusion	of	a	small	set	of	parliamentary	publications.		

	
Which	copyright	will	apply	to	HMSO	publications	after	privatization	was	at	the	
heart	of	the	debate	in	1995.	On	October	19th.		1995,	the	British	government	
announced	the	privatization	of	HMSO.	This	caused	an	uproar	in	Parliament,	and	
raised	considerable	concern	regarding	the	effect	of	current	pricing	levels	of	
parliamentary	materials	on	public	access	to	information.		
The	concern	was	rooted	in	recent	experiences	of	the	results	of	a	more	
commercial	approach	to	publishing	and	distributing	government	information.		
	
After	privatization,	HMSO	lost	its	contract	to	publish	the	Business	monitors	
production	series	to	Taylor	Nelson.	One	of	the	major	effects	of	this	change	has	
been	on	price:	Business	monitors	were	modestly	priced	at	9.35	Pounds	for	
annual,	and	25	Pounds	for	quarterly	monitors.	They	have	been	repackaged	as	UK	
Markets	in	91	annual	and	36	quarterly	reports,	priced	at	between	65	Pounds	and	
225	Pounds	each	(or	4,950	for	the	complete	set).	Taylor	Nelson	supplies	the	data	
on	CD-ROM	and	by	fax	but,	since	they	don’t	have	a	distribution	network,	the	
hard-copy	reports	are	sold	on	their	behalf	by	HMSO.	The	other	important	effect	
is	on	the	right	to	copy	data.	Taylor	Nelson	claim	that	each	A4	unit	(each	page)	is	
an	individual	copyright	work	and	cannot	be	copied	under	the	usual	fair	dealing	
provision.	This	is	an	example	of	government	data,	collected	at	the	taxpayer’s	
expense,	being	sold	for	a	high	price	by	a	commercial	publisher,	with	severe	
restrictions	on	use	of	the	data20.		
	

																																																								
18 	Marshall	(1993)	“Crown	Copyright:	Navigating	the	Waters”.	Canadian	Law	Libraries	18(4). 
19 	David	Butcher	(1995).	“British	Official	Publishing:	Future	Uncertain”.	The	Law	Librarian	26(4)	
at	489. 
20 	Butcher	at	490. 



	

	 8	

The	British	Library	Association	also	expressed	anxiety	over	the	privatization	of	
HMSO,	and	was	especially	concerned	with	safeguarding	the	public	information	
role	of	government	publications,	HMSO’s	bibliographic	functions	and	the	
discounts	HMSO	gives	to	many	libraries21.	Public	librarians	have	pointed	out	that,	
apart	from	the	increase	in	price,	there	is	no	incentive	for	them	to	purchase	the	
Taylor	Nelson	data,	since	they	will	be	unable	to	permit	their	readers	to	
photocopy	anyway22.	

	
	 	

[slide	15]	
VII.	 Privatization	of	gov’t	information	–	US,	1980’s	
	
Writing	in	1989,	Moody	writes	that	the	“Reagan	administration	seems	not	to	see		
government	information	as	a	social	good	but	as	a	commercial	product.	The	
growth	of	this	free-enterprise	idea	has	had	two	distinct	results:	(1)	the	
government	itself	is	treating	information	as	a	commodity	for	which	it	needs	to	
charge	its	users	increasingly	higher	prices;	(2)	the	government	is	encouraging	the	
privatization	of	public	information.	The	sale	of	information	collected	at	
taxpayers'	expense	by	the	private	sector23.		
Moody	provides	examples	and	numbers	that	illustrate	the	consequences	of	
privatization	for	journal	access.	Overall	following	outsourcing	and	privatization	
journal	access	was	weakened.	Some	titles	we	no	longer	distributed	to	depository	
libraries,	HHS	(Health	and	Human	Services)	periodicals	saw	a	print	increase	of	
82.4%.	.	Popular	titles	such	as	Occupational	Outlook	Handbook	increased	8.50	to	
20$.		Take	one	narrow	interest	journal	–	Navel	Research	Logistics	Quarterly.	
Before	privatizing	NTIS	is	was	free	to	FDLP	libraries,	was	$22	annually	from	GPO,	
and	after	passing	production	to	Wiley	was	no	longer	available	to	FDLP	libraries	
and	subscriptions	cost	increased	by	270%.	

	 	
Two	case	studies	in	privatization	are	NTIS	and	LandSat.	For	lack	of	time,	we	will	
focus	on	the	case	of	LandSat	as	NTIS	is	a	little	more	familiar	to	the	general	public		

	 	
[slide	16]	
VII.1	 Landsat	5	
The	case	of	privatizing	Landsat	5,	may	not	be	widely	known,	but	it	is	well	
researched,	including	a	book	and	scholarly	articles.	A	good	summary	is	available	

																																																								
21 	“Uproar	over	HMSO	privatization”.	Library	Association	Record	98(2):	58 
22 	Howard	Picton	(1996).	“Access	of	official	publications:	threats	and	responses”.	Refer	12(2)	at	
11 
23	Moody,	Marilyn	(1989)	Government	information.	RQ	26	(4):425-433		
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from	a	2009	NASA	update,	now	available	only	on	the	wayback	machine,	and	
archived	through	the	End	of	Term	Harvest:	24	
	
[slide	17]	
	The	land	Remote-Sensing	Satellite	(Landsat)	program	consists	of	five	satellites	
launched	by	the	Federal	government	from	1972	to	1984.	The	Satellites	carry	
sensors	called	“multispectral	Scanners”	and	“Thematic	Mappers”,	which	record	
and	measure	electromagnetic	energy	reflected	from	scenes	or	objects	on	earth,	
and	transmit	them	to	receiving	stations	on	the	ground.	These	data	can	be	turned	
into	photographic	images	or	other	graphical	formats	for	use	in	applications	in	
agriculture,	forestry,	fishing,	mineral	exploration,	land	and	water	resources,	
management,	hydrology,	geology	and	mapping,	pollution	monitoring,	and	
coastal	zone	management.	The	data	are	used	primarily	by	agencies	of	the	
Federal	government,	state	and	local	officials,	foreign	governments,	researchers,	
and	selected	private	companies25.	

	 	
[slide	18]	
President	Carter	made	the	first	policy	decision	leading	to	commercialization	in	
1979	and	the	election	of	Reagan	accelerated	the	process	and	moving	the	project	
from	NASA	to	NOAA26.		
	
The	year	Landsat	5	was	launched	Congress	decided	that	land	satellites	could	be	
privatized	(1984	Land	Remote	Sensing	Commercialization	Act)	27.	NOAA,	the	
agency	in	charge	of	all	Landsat	operations,	was	instructed	to	find	a	commercial	
vendor	for	Landsat	data.	NOAA	selected	Earth	Observation	Satellite	Company	
(EOSAT).		
The	contract	gave	EOSAT	the	responsibility	for	archiving,	collecting	and	
distributing	current	Landsat	data	as	well	as	the	responsibility	for	building,	
launching	and	operating	the	following	two	Landsat	satellites	(with	government	
subsidies).		

	 	
Eisenbeis’	study	revealed	unfortunate	changes	in	access,	availability	and	
preservation	of	Landsat	data	since	the	operation	of	the	systems	by	EOSAT.	Prices	
for	photographic	images,	the	least	expensive	type	of	Landsat	data	available,	
increased	gradually	until	1989	when	prices	rose	as	much	as	500%.	While	EOSAT	

																																																								
24	NASA.	(14	May	2009)	Landsat	5.	Origingal	link	
[http://landsat.gsfc.nasa.gov/about/landsat5.html]	Wayback	machine	
http://eot.us.archive.org/eot/20090514050613/http://landsat.gsfc.nasa.gov/about/landsat5.ht
ml		
	
25 	Evan	McKenzie	(1996).	“Privatizing	government	information”.	Government	information	
quarterly	13(3),	at	338. 
26	Landsat	program.	Wikipedia.	https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Landsat_program	access	6/9/17.		
27 	Land	Remote-Sensing	Commercialization	Act	of	1984,	U.S.	Code,	vol.	15,	secs.	4201-92	(1988). 
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did	offer	a	wider	variety	of	products	with	cost	savings	for	the	most	expensive	
products,	the	less	expensive	ones	had	either	increased	significantly	in	price	or	
were	no	longer	available.	Product	availability	was	announced	in	various	EOSAT	
publication,	ranging	in	price	from	a	free	newsletter,	to	a	Multispectural	User’s	
Guide	which	cost	$975.		
	
Preservation	was	affected	by	EOSAT’s	strategy	of	operating	the	satellite	sensors	
only	when	filling	a	purchase	order.	This	strategy	reduced	the	size	of	the	land	
remote	sensing	data	archive	by	eliminating	a	regular,	continuous	data	flow.	To	
researchers	exploring	global	environmental	change,	the	loss	of	a	repetitive	and	
continuous	data	stream,	as	well	as	the	interruption	to	the	length	of	record	for	
the	Landsat	data,	was	unconscionable.	Customers	are	required	by	EOSAT	to	sign	
a	pre-purchase	agreement	which	restricts	use	of	Landsat	data	by	eliminating	the	
purchaser’s	right	to	reproduce	or	share	the	data.	Lacking	a	true	copyright,	EOSAT	
hoped	to	prevent	unauthorized	disclosure	of	Landsat	data	and	to	stop	the	data-
swapping	customary	among	academic	users28.		
	
Eisenbeis	concluded	that	the	Landsat	Act	allowed	the	Department	of	Commerce	
to	enter	into	an	contract	with	EOSAT	which	enables	the	company	to	treat	a	
public	good	(Landsat	data)	as	a	private	good29.		
	
[slide	19]	
The	lesson	of	the	Landsat	satellite	data	had	been	learned.	In	the	closing	days	of	
the	102d	Congress,	legislators	passed	Public	Law	102-55530,	which	repeals	the	
Land	Remoste-Sensing	Commercialization	Act	of	1984,	thus	ending	the	
“experiment”	which	so	negatively	affected	the	research	use	of	remote	sensing	
data	acquired	from	the	Landsat	satellites31	

	 	
	 Where	is	Landsat	now?	

“Given	this	outcry	and	the	unexpected	outcome	of	privatization,	the	Bush	
Administration	facilitated	the	Land	Remote	Sensing	Policy	Act	of	1992,	which	
instructed	Landsat	Program	Management	to	build	a	government-owned	Landsat	
7.		Two	years	after	the	launch	of	Landsat	7,	Space	Imaging	(formerly	EOSAT)	
returned	operational	responsibility	for	Landsat	4	and	Landsat	5	back	to	the	U.S.	
Government.		
On	July	1,	200l	when	operational	control	was	officially	returned	to	the	federal	
government,	Space	Imaging	also	relinquished	their	commercial	right	to	Landsat	

																																																								
28 	Eisenbeis,	at	141-144. 
29 	Eisenbeis,	at	150. 
30 	Land	Remote	Sensing	Policy	Act	of	1992,	U.S.	Code,	vol	15,	secs.	5601-72	(1992). 
31 	Eisenbeis,	at	157. 
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data,	enabling	the	USGS	to	sell	all	Landsat	4	and	Landsat	5	data	in	accordance	
with	the	USGS	pricing	policy.”32	

	
[slide	20]	
VIII.	 Privatization	and	Freedom	of	Information	
The	Freedom	of	Information	Act,	an	important	yet	flawed	mechanism	for	
receiving	public	information,	will	without	a	doubt,	be	weakened	by	privatization.	
While	in	theory,	at	least	at	the	federal	levels,	contractors	much	comply	with	
FOIA,	the	reality	is	that	they	don’t.	The	weakening,	or	reduced	accountability,	
was	also	noted	in	a	2006	CRS	report33.	Journalists	and	First	Amendment	groups	
provide	evidence	to	the	problem	on	both	the	state	and	federal	levels34.			
	
On	the	state	level,	a	law	review	article	from	200035,	written	at	the	peak	of	the	
last	wave	of	interest,	cautions	that	“most	state	statutes	providing	for	freedom	of	
access	to	government	documents	do	not	explicitly	grant	access	to	documents	
that	are	in	the	hands	of	private	entities”.		
	
[slide	21	+	22]	
IX.		 Privatization	and	the	role	of	the	library	as	information	market.		
	
I	know	from	my	experience	as	an	educator,	that	students	are	surprised	when	
they	first	learn	in	class	about	the	economic	forces	that	rule	the	library,	and	they	
are	surprised	when	I	spend	a	good	part	of	my	general	reference	course	talking	
about	mergers	and	acquisitions.		
	
Often	the	effects	of	privatization	on	research	output	are	difficult	to	assess	due	to	
the	challenges	of	measuring	activity	that	failed	to	exist.	Partnerships	with	private	
sector	to	digitize	materials,	have	failed	to	provide	benefits	to	library,	and	one	
need	only	mention	the	Google	books	projects.	Librarians	and	archivists	have	
made	great	effort	to	make	print	public	records	accessible,	but	questions	are	
emerging	around	digital	access	and	how	to	“sustainably	fund	digitization	projects	

																																																								
		32	NASA.	(14	May	2009)	Landsat	5.	Origingal	link	
[http://landsat.gsfc.nasa.gov/about/landsat5.html]	Wayback	machine	
http://eot.us.archive.org/eot/20090514050613/http://landsat.gsfc.nasa.gov/about/landsat5.ht
ml		
33	Kosar,	Kevin	D.	(28	Dec	2006).	Privatization	and	the	Federal	Government:	An	Introduction:	CRS	
Report	for	Congress.	https://digital.library.unt.edu/ark:/67531/metadc815384/		
34	Barstow,	David	T.	(2010).	The	Freedom	of	information	Act	and	the	Freedom	of	the	Press:	
Obstruction	or	Transparency?	Social	Science	77	(3):	805-810.		
35	Feiser,	Graig,	G.	(2000).		Protecting	the	public’s	right	to	know:	The	debate	over	privatization	
and	access	to	government	information	under	state	law.		Florida	State	University	Law	Review	
27(4)	
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for	records	held	in	public	institutions	and	who	should	pay	for	value-added	search	
and	discovery	tools	to	facilitate	use	of	the	digitized	records”.36		
	
[slide		23]	
	
X.		 Privatization	and	the	role	of	the	library	as	knowledge	warehouse.	
	
I	have	sat	through	endless	panels	and	read	endless	papers	debating	“what	is	
information”	and	I	have	no	intention	of	igniting	that	debate	here.		
For	our	purposes	I	will	interpret	Alex	Pang’s	knowledge	warehouse	as	our	library	
collections	(an	equally	good	alternative	is	that	our	knowledge	warehouse	are	
librarians,	but	that	will	be	too	much	of	a	digression	for	this	talk).		
	
Collections,	particularly	when	it	comes	to	government	information,	is	one	of	the	
soapboxes	I	stand	I	whenever	I	have	an	opportunity.	I	lose	sleep	over	the	fact	
that	many	of	us	have	given	up	on	collections	in	favor	of	linking.	And	trust	me,	I	
do	get	both	the	advantages	and	the	inevitability	of	linking.	In	a	world	where	we	
license	content,	what	Lorcan	Dempsy	call	the	facilitated	model,	government	
collections	offer	us	an	opportunity	to	an	‘owned’	model,	where	libraries	have	
physical	custody	of	items37	and	at	the	same	time	participate	in	the	facilitated	
model.	I	would	like	to	quote	Dempsy	directly	here,	ask	you	to	read	this	with	me,	
and	pause	on	the	bold	(in	original)	sections	on	collections	as	a	service.		
	

There	is	some	discussion	about	a	shift	from	collections	to	services.	Another	way	
of	thinking	about	what	I	have	called	the	facilitated	collection	here	is	to	move	
towards	thinking	about	collections	as	a	service.	Libraries	will	continue	to	build	
collections,	although	the	level	of	activity	will	differ	across	libraries.	At	the	same	
time,	it	seems	likely	that	facilitated	collections	of	various	types	will	grow	in	
importance.	

	
To	me,	collections	as	a	service,	means	one	thing	–	if	we	are	not	collecting	for	our	
users	we	are	not	doing	our	job.	This	transition,	btw,	is	similar	to	one	that	
occurred	in	reference	services,	to	reference	as	instruction.			
But	back	to	collections-as-a-service.	While	we	may	do	many	things	in	the	library,	
at	the	core	of	our	raison	d'etre	is	that	we	are	as	Pang	said	knowledge	warehouse,	
and	that	depends	on	stocking	our	warehouse,	and	for	that	we	need	to	collect	
locally.		
	

																																																								
36	Kriesberh,	Adam	(2014).	Public-Private	Partnerships	and	the	Future	of	Digital	Access	in	US	
State	Archives.	Proceedings	of	the	15th	Annual	International	Conference	on	Digital	Government	
Research,	pp	341-342.	ACM	Digital	Library	
37	Lorcan	Dempsey.	The	facilitated	collection	(2016	Jan	31)	http://orweblog.oclc.org/towards-
the-facilitated-collection/		



	

	 13	

Privatizing	government	information	could	potentially	first	prevent	us	from	
gaining	free	access	to	public	information,	and	next	prevent	us	from	making	this	
publically	available	under	copyright	restrictions.	It	could	potentially	be	treated	as	
licensed	content.		

	
[slide	24]	

	 XI.	 A	break	from	values		
Privatization	of	government	information	signifies	a	break	from	the	values	on	
which	our	information	system	was	founded.	The	United	States	has	a	long	
tradition	of	viewing	information	as	a	public	asset,	which	best	benefits	the	
citizenry	when	it	is	made	available	to	the	public	on	a	timely	basis	and	in	an	
accessible	manner.	The	US	government,	is	a	major	creator,	collector,	user	and	
disseminator	of	information.	Sound	scientific	research,	the	public	health	and	
safety,	and	the	impartial	collection	and	distribution	of	tax	receipts	are	a	few	of	
the	national	priorities	that	depend	on	federal	information	systems38.	American	
federal	information	policy	is	characterized	by	an	approach	that	relies	on	a	strong	
Freedom	of	Information	Act,	no	government	copyright,	fees	limited	to	cost	of	
dissemination	and	no	limits	on	use.	The	desire	to	cultivate	an	informed	citizenry	
is	at	the	basis	of	several	legislative	acts,	meant	to	encourage	access	to	official	
information	
The	US	information	policy	has	significant	First	Amendment	components.	On	the	
federal	level,	these	are	seen	in	the	Copyright’s	Act’s	exclusion	on	government	
copyright	and	in	the	Freedom	of	Information	Act’s	insistence	that	government	
information	not	specifically	exempt,	be	released	at	no	more	than	the	cost	of	
search	and	duplication.	These	values	stand	in	the	way	of	efforts	by	government	
agencies	to	commercialize	their	information39.	

	
	

XII.	 Conclusion	
Privatization	is	becoming	increasingly	common	across	the	world	but	measurable	
results	regarding	the	advisability	of	this	practice	are	just	beginning	to	surface.	
The	data	that	has	emerged	so	far	seems	to	indicate	that	privatization	is	not	
working	in	favor	of	the	public	at	whose	expense	information	is	generated	and	
whom	it	is	meant	to	serve.	There	seems	to	be	general	confusion	among	those	
engaging	in	privatization	as	to	the	benefits	costs,	both	in	monetary	and	public	
service,	of	this	act.	Benchmarking	models	offered	to	state	and	local	agencies	fail	
to	consider	the	very	essence	of	information	and	its	importance	to	society.	
Decisions	regarding	information	policy	are	time	and	again	affected	by	economic	
considerations,	while	long-term	implications	are	not	taken	into	account.	The	

																																																								
38 	Peter	N.	Weiss	and	Peter	Backlund	(1996).	“International	Information	Policy	in	Conflict”	The	
Computer	Law	and	Security	Report,	12	at	382. 
39 	Peter	N.	Weiss	and	Peter	Backlund	(1996).	“International	Information	Policy	in	Conflict”	The	
Computer	Law	and	Security	Report,	12	at	384. 
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library	and	information	community	has	reason	for	concern	over	the	
commercialization	of	information	since	it	interferes	with	the	very	essence	of	our	
professional	responsibility.		
From	an	international	perspective,	the	existence	of	many	different,	and	often	
contradictory	laws	and	status	regarding	information	in	different	countries,	
obstructs	the	unrestricted	flow	of	information	that	is	necessary	for	academic	
research,	scientific	projects	and	for	generally	creating	an	informed	citizenry.	One	
of	the	great	dangers	of	this	phenomena	lay	in	the	fact	the	library	and	
information	science	community	is	at	large,	unaware	of	this	trend.	Privatization	is	
not	part	of	the	policy	agenda	of	information	professionals.	This	creates	a	
situation	where	a	gradual	erosion	in	the	access,	availability	and	preservation	of	
public	information	is	occurring,	embodied	in	legislative	procedures.	While	the	
lesson	of	the	Landsat	experience	has	been	learned,	privatization	to	its	various	
forms,	is	still	deliberated	by	many	governments	and	government	agencies.	While	
it	would	not	be	advisable,	or	necessary,	to	attempt	to	prevent	privatization	
attempts,	it	is	of	paramount	impotence	that	those	engaging	in	it	adapt	measures	
and	guarantees	to	ensure	unrestricted	access	to	information.	
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WALDO	(Westchester	Academic	Library	Directors	Organization)	

LIBRARIANSHIP	AND	INFORMATION	LITERACY	IN	THE	POST-TRUTH	ERA	

Tuesday,	June	13,	2017,	Walsh	Library,	Fordham	University	(Rose	Hill	campus)	
	
	
	
	

Keynote	address:	
Privatization	of	government	information	from	the	1980s	to	today.	
Debbie	Rabina.		Pratt	Institute,	New	York.	
	
I.		 Acknowledgements	and	introduction	
	
Thank	you	Mustafa	[Sakaraya],	Linda	Loschiavo,	and	to	the	members	and	guests	
of	the	Westchester	Academic	Library	Directors	Organization,	for	allowing	me	to	
speak	here	today	and	share	with	you	some	history	and	thoughts	on	the	topic	of	
privatizing	government	information.	
	
I	admit	that	when	I	sent	Mustafa	the	abstract	of	my	talk	here	today,	I	had	only	a	
vague	sense	of	what	I	wanted	to	talk	about.	Now,	a	few	months	later,	I	have	an	
even	vaguer	sense.	
	
The	topic	was	triggered	by	an	email	that	I	received	sometime	this	winter,	from	
Polly	Thistlethwaite,	whom	I’m	sure	many	of	you	know.		Polly	wrote	that	she	had	
been	wondering	lately	about	how	the	history	of	privatization	plays	into	open	
access,	and	asked	if	I	had	any	suggested	reading.	
	
Well,	it	so	happened	that	I	did.	Sometime	in	the	90’s	as	a	PhD	student,	I	wrote	a	
paper	on	privatizing	government	information,	so	I	knew	a	bit	of	the	history,	and	
a	few	case	studies,	and	decided	to	see	whatever	happened	to	those	cases,	and	
how	does	privatization	plays	out	today.	
	
This	is	still	very	much	a	research	in	the	making,	and	I	apologize	if	this	may	sound	
a	little	more	like	work-in-progress	than	a	keynote.	I	am	hoping	your	questions	
and	comments	will	help	me	in	shaping	this	research.	
	
II.		 The	outline	
[slide	2]	This	paper	wishes	to	examine	a	phenomenon	that	has	become	practiced	
since	the	1980’s:	the	privatization	of	information	services.	We	will	try	to	
understand	the	phenomenon	by	examining	its	extent	and	scope	(which	kind	of	
information	services	are	being	privatized,	and	where)	and	its	effects.		



	

	 2	

While	the	US	government’s	information	policy	is	disperse,	there	are	consistent	
principles	that	emerge	that	form	the	bases	for	US	information	policy.	These	
principles	are	derived	from	the	First	Amendment,	from	FOIA,	from	Copyright	
Law,	from	sunshine	laws,	from	laws,	Circulars	and	Directives.		
[slide	3]	A	good	articulation	of	these	principles	is	available	from	a	1990	NCLIS	
report1:	

	
	 	 1.	The	public	has	a	right	of	access	to	public	information.	

2.	The	Federal	Government	should	guarantee	the	integrity	and	
preservation	of	public	information,	regardless	of	its	format.	
3.	The	Federal	Government	should	guarantee	the	dissemination,	
reproduction	and	redistribution	of	public	information.	
4.	The	Federal	Government	should	ensure	a	wide	diversity	of	sources	of	
access,	private	as	well	as	governmental,	to	public	information.	
5.	The	Federal	Government	should	not	allow	cost	to	obstruct	the	public’s	
access	to	public	information.		

	
The	principles	cover	access,	availability	and	preservation	of	information,	
although	it	is	worth	noting	that	there	is	no	commitment	that	government	collect	
information.	Thus,	throughout	this	paper,	we	will	consider	the	advisability	of	
privatizing	government	information	while	examining	the	effect	it	has	on	access	
to	and	availability	of	government	information.	

	 	
[slide	4]	What	will	follow	now	is	an	examination	of	these	questions	is	twelve	
steps	and	24	slides.	

	
III.	 The	context	
	
While	I	may	not	be	directly	tying	the	topic	of	privatizing	information	to	the	
theme	of	this	conference,	Library	and	Information	Literacy	in	the	Post-Truth	Era,	
I	would	like	to	ask	that	you	have	this	theme	in	mind	and	explore	the	connection	
between	them.	The	topic	of	this	talk	may	be	a	bit	academic,	but	the	context	is	
very	much	within	the	scope	of	our	academic	everyday	life	within	libraries	and	
government	information	plays	an	important	role	in	information	literacy.		
	
[slide	5]	I	like	the	quote	from	Alex	Pang2	that	Mustafa	has	in	his	signature	file:	
	

																																																								
1 	NCLIS,	“principles	of	Public	Information,”	Federal	Register	55	(11	December	1990):	50899-
50900.	The	numbering	of	the	principles	appears	as	they	are	published	in	the	official	record.	 
2	Alex	Soojung-Kim	Pang	(2012	Feb	6)	“if	libraries	did	not	exist,	it	would	be	necessary	to	invent	
them”	.	Deliberate	Rest	blog.	http://www.deliberate.rest/?p=1792		
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Today's	libraries	are	incubators,	collaboratories,	the	modern	equivalent	of	the	
17th-century	coffeehouse:	part	information	market,	part	knowledge	warehouse,	with	
some	workshop	thrown	in	for	good	measure--	Alex	Soojung-Kim	Pang	

	 	
It	is	the	specifically	the	first	two	functions	–	information	market,	and	knowledge	
warehouse,	that	provide	the	context	and	bear	the	impact	of	privatization.		
	
IV.		 Why	privatization,	why	now?	A	little	bit	about	the	history	and	why	is	it	
worth	revisiting	today.	
	
[slide	6]	Privatization,	in	all	its	forms,	variations	and	disguises	(outsourcing,	
downsizing,	cost-effectiveness,	efficiency,	accountability)	are	always	on	the	
table,	are	traditionally	on	the	agenda	of	Republicans	and	were	practiced	widely	
in	the	UK	during	the	Thatcher	years,	and	in	the	US	by	the	Reagan	administration.		
Privatization	is	also	consistent	with	Trump’s	economic	vision.	[slide	7]	Just	a	few	
days	ago	he	endorsed	a	plan	to	privatize	the	nation’s	air-traffic	control	system3.		
While	privatization	of	information	has	never	delivered	on	its	promise,	it	
continues	to	be	discussed.	Privatization	candidates	are	or	can	include	all	forms	of	
government	information	including	some	staples	as	the	American	Community	
Survey,	EPA	publications,	gateways	such	as	data.gov	and	Science.gov,	the	
activities	or	content	from	GPO,	moving	copyright	management	from	LoC	
DoCommerce,	open-access	legislation	and	many	more.	All	these	program	and	
sources	of	information	and	data	are	endangered.		
	
[slide	8]	While	many	definition	abide,	for	our	purposes	we	will	use	the	definition	
from	a	2014	House	of	Commons	report4:	

Privatisation:	The	transfer	of	responsibility	for	an	industry	or	the	ownership	of	a	
company	from	the	public	to	the	private	sector.	

	
As	per	the	report,	interest	in	privatization	was	an	important	component	of	
economic	policy	(in	the	UK)	from	1980s	(British	Petroleum	1979)	until	the	mid-
1990s	(British	Coal	1994)5.	After	2010,	interest	in	the	policy	as	an	economic	tool	
in	the	UK	revived.		
	

																																																								
3	Julie	Hirshfeld	Davis	and	Kate	Kelly	June	2017.		Trump	Plans	to	Shift	Infrastructure	Funding	to	
Cities,	States	and	Business.	The	New	York	Times	https://nyti.ms/2sBOQ7f	
4	Privatisation.	(20	Nov	2014)	Research	paper	14/61.	UK	House	of	Commons	Library	
http://researchbriefings.parliament.uk/ResearchBriefing/Summary/RP14-61#fullreport	
5	Parker,	David	(2004).	The	UK's	Privatisation	Experiment:	The	Passage	of	Time	Permits	a	Sober	
Assessment.	CESIFO	working	paper	no.	1126	Category	9:	Industrial	Organisation	Feb	2004,	
Presented	at	CESIFO	conference	on	privatisation	experiences	in	the	EU	Nov	2003		
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[slide	9]	This	parallels	interest	in	the	US,	where	the	vogue	for	privatization	began	
in	the	Reagan	years	and	accelerated	in	the	1990s.		
	
During	the	Regan	years,	producing	and	disseminating	federal	information	had	to	
be	on	a	cost-justification	base.	But	privatization	was	not	the	only	force	shaping	
federal	information	in	the	1980s.	Add	to	this,	as	Snowhill	does,	“the	growing	
restriction	on	access	to	government	information,	the	rapid	and	pervasive	
development	of	electronic	formats,	and	the	weakening	of	the	legislative	
oversight	of	the	executive	branch”6.	
	

	 With	the	passage	of	time,	researchers	are	evaluating	privatization.		
As	summarized	in	the	2014	article	in	the	Atlantic7,	privatization	has	failed	to	
deliver	the	public	good	its	promises	(from	Halliburton	to	Healthcare.gov	to	
private	prisons),	yet	the	practice	continues	through	contracts	that	still	legally	
bind,	and	through	new	initiatives	such	as	privatizing	air	traffic	control.		

	
[slide	10]	
V.		 Why	privatize?	The	economic	value	of	information		
No	need	to	get	verbose	about	that	–	we	all	know	that	the	determining	factor	is	
cutting	costs.	But	even	government	sometimes	likes	to	justify	their	action	in	
theory.	These	theories	change	according	to	who	is	at	the	helm,	and	they	get	to	
shape	policies	based	on	their	view	of	the	role	of	government	and	their	preferred	
economic/social	worldview.		
Privatization	is	a	highly	debated	topic	with	regard	to	many	government	functions	
and	the	arguments	on	both	sides	are	strong.	Privatizing	information,	or	for	our	
purposes,	library	functions,	requires	us	to	understand	the	economic	value	of	
information.	A	thorough	examination	is	outside	the	scope	of	our	talk,	but	we	all	
understand	that	there	is	some	underlying	assumption	that	information	has	
value,	otherwise	there	would	be	no	incentive	for	the	private	sector	to	take	on	
this	function.		
Bates	considers	the	elusive	nature	of	information	as	a	commodity,	and	attempts	
pin	it	down	in	terms	of	welfare	economics,	public	good,	social	efficiency	and	
more.	He	concludes,	“the	value	of	information	is	probabilistic,	rather	than	
deterministic,	and	depends	on	the	returns	from	(future)	use	of	information.	
Bates	adds	that	the	stock	value	of	information	may	be	affected	by	the	transfer	of	

																																																								
6	Snowhill,	Lucia	(1989)	Privatization	and	availability	of	federal	information	in	microform:	The	
Reagan	years.	Microform	Review	18:	203-209	
	
7	Ball,	Molly	(23	April	2014)	The	Privatization	Backlash.	The	Atlantic.		
https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2014/04/city-state-governments-privatization-
contracting-backlash/361016/		
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the	information	to	others.8		Varian	and	Shapiro	discuss	privatization	and	
outsourcing	as	an	underlying	principle	of	information	policy	and	suggest	that,	
with	some	limitations	(primarily	security	and	privacy	concerns)	government	need	
not	undertake	the	actual	production	of	information	itself	and	that	contractors	
may	be	able	to	do	a	better	job9	

	
[slide	11]	
Bringing	this	more	closely	to	the	field	of	libraries	and	collection,	I	want	to	point	
to	two	undated	blog	posts	(probably	about	3	years	old)	that	list	reasons	for10	and	
against11	privatization	of	public	libraries	in	the	UK.	The	arguments	consider	
privatization	in	terms	of	costs	saving,	governance,	and	public	good.	Among	the	
arguments	is	that		

“Libraries	will	lose	both	their	unique	selling	point	and	their	equally	
important	neutrality.”		

	 It	is	this	point	that	worries	me	the	most	about	extensive	privatization	of	library		
	 content	–	if	we	don’t	own	it,	if	we	don’t	control	it,	we	are	not	free	to	use	it.	And		
	 as	long	as	we	are	under	commercial	contract,	we	are	not	free.		

I’d	like	in	this	context	to	quote	Jimmy	Wales,	co-founder	of	Wikipedia	in	a	2016	
interview12	[slide	12]	

	
And	so	it’s	one	of	the	things	that	people	say,	“Well,	why	don’t	you	put	ads	in	
Wikipedia?	Why	keep	having	to	raise	money	as	a	charity?”	And	one	of	the	things	
I	say	is,	no	matter	how	much	I	believe	that	we	would	continue,	or	that	I	would	
want	us	to	continue,	just	in	the	DNA	of	the	organization,	organizations	always	
tend	to	follow	the	money.	And	it’s	not	that	Wikipedia	would	turn	evil,	but	it	
would	certainly	turn	less	interested	in	the	developing	world.	It	would	become	
more	interested	in	what	you’re	reading	at	Wikipedia.	So	if	everybody’s	reading	
about	Elizabethan	Poetry,	there’s	nothing	to	sell	them.	We	really	want	you	to	
read	about	hotels	in	Las	Vegas	and	things	that	have	good	ad	revenue.	And	so	
suddenly	you	do.	No	matter	how	hard	you	try,	it	would	change	the	incentives	

																																																								
8	Bates,	Benjamin	J.	Information	as	an	economic	good.	In:	Ruben,	B.	D.	(1990).	Mediation,	
information	and	communication.	New	Brunswick:	Transaction	Publ.	
	
9	Shapiro,	Carl,	Varian,	Hal	R.	(1997).	US	information	policy.	Presented	at	Highlands	Forum,	
Department	of	Defense,	June	8,	1997,	Wash-	ington,	DC.	Sponsored	by	the	Office	of	the	
Assistant	Secretary	of	Defense	(Command,	Control,	Communications	and	Intelligence).		
10	Privatisation	of	public	libraries:	reasons	in	favour	
http://www.publiclibrariesnews.com/campaigning/privatized-libraries-outsourcing-library-
services/pro	
11	Privatisation	of	public	libraries	–	Reasons	against	
http://www.publiclibrariesnews.com/campaigning/privatized-libraries-outsourcing-library-
services/con	
12	Jimmy	Wales	(8	Sept	2016)	The	sum	of	all	human	knowledge	[interview	with	Krista	Tippett]	On	
Being	https://onbeing.org/programs/jimmy-wales-the-sum-of-all-human-knowledge-2/		
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of	the	organization	to	try	to	change	the	shape	of	Wikipedia	rather	than	being	
this	really	pure,	community-driven	public	service	mission.	

	
[slide	13]	
VI.	 Privatization	in	the	UK	1979-2001	
Margaret	Thatcher,	elected	in	1979,	made	privatization	a	centerpiece	of	her	
economic	policy.	Between	1979	and	2001	the	UK	government	privatized	over	50	
companies,	mostly	in	utilities	(power,	water),	telecommunication,	rail	and	
more13.	In	the	UK	the	1983	Information	Technology	Advisory	Board’s	(ITAP)	
report	Making	a	business	of	information	treated	government	information	as	a	
purely	commercial	product	and	as	an	activity	for	business	with	the	emphasis	on	
tradable	information14.		
	Among	the	services	privatized	was	HMSO	–	Her	Majesty’s	Stationary	Office.	
Think	of	HSMO	as	a	UK	equivalent	of	GPO	in	that	it	produced	and	disseminated	
official	government	information.		

	
HMSO,	much	like	GPO	has	a	long	history15	with	many	similarities.		It	was	founded	
in	1786	ironically	as	a	measure	against	corruption	and	exploitation	from	the	
public	sector	for	stationary	supply16.	
	
[slide	14]	
But	the	information	policy	context	in	the	UK	was	different	than	in	the	US,	
especially	in	1980.	The	UK	did	not	have	a	Freedom	of	Information	Act	until	2000,	
and	the	UK	has	Crown	copyright,	meaning	UK	government	publications	are	not	in	
the	public	domain.		
The	inclusion	of	government	publication	in	copyright	protection	is	of	special	
significance	since	it	permits	the	exclusion	of	the	private	sector	or	the	
maintenance	of	exclusive	arrangements	with	preferred	franchisees.	Under	the	
Berne	Convention	most	international	copyright	issues	are	uniform,	except	Article	
2	Sections	4,	which	allows	countries	to	determine	for	themselves	whether	or	not	
copyright	will	include	government	information17.	In	England,	for	example,	the	

																																																								
13	Parker,	David	(2004).	The	UK's	Privatisation	Experiment:	The	Passage	of	Time	Permits	a	Sober	
Assessment.	Presented	at	CESIFO	Conference,	Nov	2003	(available	from	SSRN).		
14 	Information	Technology	Advisory	Panel.	Making	a	business	of	information:	a	survey	of	new	
opportunities	.	HMSP,	1983. 
15	Detailed	history	of	HMSO:	Her	Majesty’s	Stationary	Office	history,	Source:	International	
Directory	of	Company	Histories,	Vol.	7.	St.	James	Press,	1993.	Reproduced	by	Funding	Universe:		
http://www.fundinguniverse.com/company-histories/her-majesty-s-stationery-office-history/		
16	Office	of	Public	Sector	Information.	Wikipedia.	
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Office_of_Public_Sector_Information		
and	HSMO	History	http://www.fundinguniverse.com/company-histories/her-majesty-s-
stationery-office-history/		
17 	Peter	N.	Weiss	and	Peter	Backlund	(1996).	“International	Information	Policy	in	Conflict”	The	
Computer	Law	and	Security	Report,	12	at	384. 
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doctrine	of	Crown	Copyright	extends	to	virtually	anything	that	is	not	copyrighted	
by	a	private	entity18.	In	addition	to	Crown	Copyright,	the	UK	parliament	
maintains	Parliamentary	Copyright	on	its	publications,	which	allows	greater	
freedom	in	reproducing	some	parliamentary	material	because	of	its	unique	
nature19.		Crown	copyright	is	just	one	of	many	instances	of	how	information	is	
regarded	in	the	UK	to	be	a	commodity.			
	
In	1979,	with	the	election	of	Margaret	Thatcher,	HMSO	needed	to	demonstrate	
new	cost	efficiency	at	any	cost.	First	HMSO's	staff	was	cut	by	10	percent	in	1980	
and	future	cuts	followed.	That	same	year,	HMSO	won	the	right	to	charge	
government	clients	for	their	orders,	shifting	the	budgetary	burden	from	HMSO	
to	customers,	who	found	new	incentives	to	cut	waste.	HMSO	was	privatized	
incrementally	between	1980	and	1985	and	full	privatization	announced	in	
parliament	in	1995.	Today	TSO	functions	as	a	fully	commercial	business	with	the	
exclusion	of	a	small	set	of	parliamentary	publications.		

	
Which	copyright	will	apply	to	HMSO	publications	after	privatization	was	at	the	
heart	of	the	debate	in	1995.	On	October	19th.		1995,	the	British	government	
announced	the	privatization	of	HMSO.	This	caused	an	uproar	in	Parliament,	and	
raised	considerable	concern	regarding	the	effect	of	current	pricing	levels	of	
parliamentary	materials	on	public	access	to	information.		
The	concern	was	rooted	in	recent	experiences	of	the	results	of	a	more	
commercial	approach	to	publishing	and	distributing	government	information.		
	
After	privatization,	HMSO	lost	its	contract	to	publish	the	Business	monitors	
production	series	to	Taylor	Nelson.	One	of	the	major	effects	of	this	change	has	
been	on	price:	Business	monitors	were	modestly	priced	at	9.35	Pounds	for	
annual,	and	25	Pounds	for	quarterly	monitors.	They	have	been	repackaged	as	UK	
Markets	in	91	annual	and	36	quarterly	reports,	priced	at	between	65	Pounds	and	
225	Pounds	each	(or	4,950	for	the	complete	set).	Taylor	Nelson	supplies	the	data	
on	CD-ROM	and	by	fax	but,	since	they	don’t	have	a	distribution	network,	the	
hard-copy	reports	are	sold	on	their	behalf	by	HMSO.	The	other	important	effect	
is	on	the	right	to	copy	data.	Taylor	Nelson	claim	that	each	A4	unit	(each	page)	is	
an	individual	copyright	work	and	cannot	be	copied	under	the	usual	fair	dealing	
provision.	This	is	an	example	of	government	data,	collected	at	the	taxpayer’s	
expense,	being	sold	for	a	high	price	by	a	commercial	publisher,	with	severe	
restrictions	on	use	of	the	data20.		
	

																																																								
18 	Marshall	(1993)	“Crown	Copyright:	Navigating	the	Waters”.	Canadian	Law	Libraries	18(4). 
19 	David	Butcher	(1995).	“British	Official	Publishing:	Future	Uncertain”.	The	Law	Librarian	26(4)	
at	489. 
20 	Butcher	at	490. 
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The	British	Library	Association	also	expressed	anxiety	over	the	privatization	of	
HMSO,	and	was	especially	concerned	with	safeguarding	the	public	information	
role	of	government	publications,	HMSO’s	bibliographic	functions	and	the	
discounts	HMSO	gives	to	many	libraries21.	Public	librarians	have	pointed	out	that,	
apart	from	the	increase	in	price,	there	is	no	incentive	for	them	to	purchase	the	
Taylor	Nelson	data,	since	they	will	be	unable	to	permit	their	readers	to	
photocopy	anyway22.	

	
	 	

[slide	15]	
VII.	 Privatization	of	gov’t	information	–	US,	1980’s	
	
Writing	in	1989,	Moody	writes	that	the	“Reagan	administration	seems	not	to	see		
government	information	as	a	social	good	but	as	a	commercial	product.	The	
growth	of	this	free-enterprise	idea	has	had	two	distinct	results:	(1)	the	
government	itself	is	treating	information	as	a	commodity	for	which	it	needs	to	
charge	its	users	increasingly	higher	prices;	(2)	the	government	is	encouraging	the	
privatization	of	public	information.	The	sale	of	information	collected	at	
taxpayers'	expense	by	the	private	sector23.		
Moody	provides	examples	and	numbers	that	illustrate	the	consequences	of	
privatization	for	journal	access.	Overall	following	outsourcing	and	privatization	
journal	access	was	weakened.	Some	titles	we	no	longer	distributed	to	depository	
libraries,	HHS	(Health	and	Human	Services)	periodicals	saw	a	print	increase	of	
82.4%.	.	Popular	titles	such	as	Occupational	Outlook	Handbook	increased	8.50	to	
20$.		Take	one	narrow	interest	journal	–	Navel	Research	Logistics	Quarterly.	
Before	privatizing	NTIS	is	was	free	to	FDLP	libraries,	was	$22	annually	from	GPO,	
and	after	passing	production	to	Wiley	was	no	longer	available	to	FDLP	libraries	
and	subscriptions	cost	increased	by	270%.	

	 	
Two	case	studies	in	privatization	are	NTIS	and	LandSat.	For	lack	of	time,	we	will	
focus	on	the	case	of	LandSat	as	NTIS	is	a	little	more	familiar	to	the	general	public		

	 	
[slide	16]	
VII.1	 Landsat	5	
The	case	of	privatizing	Landsat	5,	may	not	be	widely	known,	but	it	is	well	
researched,	including	a	book	and	scholarly	articles.	A	good	summary	is	available	

																																																								
21 	“Uproar	over	HMSO	privatization”.	Library	Association	Record	98(2):	58 
22 	Howard	Picton	(1996).	“Access	of	official	publications:	threats	and	responses”.	Refer	12(2)	at	
11 
23	Moody,	Marilyn	(1989)	Government	information.	RQ	26	(4):425-433		
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from	a	2009	NASA	update,	now	available	only	on	the	wayback	machine,	and	
archived	through	the	End	of	Term	Harvest:	24	
	
[slide	17]	
	The	land	Remote-Sensing	Satellite	(Landsat)	program	consists	of	five	satellites	
launched	by	the	Federal	government	from	1972	to	1984.	The	Satellites	carry	
sensors	called	“multispectral	Scanners”	and	“Thematic	Mappers”,	which	record	
and	measure	electromagnetic	energy	reflected	from	scenes	or	objects	on	earth,	
and	transmit	them	to	receiving	stations	on	the	ground.	These	data	can	be	turned	
into	photographic	images	or	other	graphical	formats	for	use	in	applications	in	
agriculture,	forestry,	fishing,	mineral	exploration,	land	and	water	resources,	
management,	hydrology,	geology	and	mapping,	pollution	monitoring,	and	
coastal	zone	management.	The	data	are	used	primarily	by	agencies	of	the	
Federal	government,	state	and	local	officials,	foreign	governments,	researchers,	
and	selected	private	companies25.	

	 	
[slide	18]	
President	Carter	made	the	first	policy	decision	leading	to	commercialization	in	
1979	and	the	election	of	Reagan	accelerated	the	process	and	moving	the	project	
from	NASA	to	NOAA26.		
	
The	year	Landsat	5	was	launched	Congress	decided	that	land	satellites	could	be	
privatized	(1984	Land	Remote	Sensing	Commercialization	Act)	27.	NOAA,	the	
agency	in	charge	of	all	Landsat	operations,	was	instructed	to	find	a	commercial	
vendor	for	Landsat	data.	NOAA	selected	Earth	Observation	Satellite	Company	
(EOSAT).		
The	contract	gave	EOSAT	the	responsibility	for	archiving,	collecting	and	
distributing	current	Landsat	data	as	well	as	the	responsibility	for	building,	
launching	and	operating	the	following	two	Landsat	satellites	(with	government	
subsidies).		

	 	
Eisenbeis’	study	revealed	unfortunate	changes	in	access,	availability	and	
preservation	of	Landsat	data	since	the	operation	of	the	systems	by	EOSAT.	Prices	
for	photographic	images,	the	least	expensive	type	of	Landsat	data	available,	
increased	gradually	until	1989	when	prices	rose	as	much	as	500%.	While	EOSAT	

																																																								
24	NASA.	(14	May	2009)	Landsat	5.	Origingal	link	
[http://landsat.gsfc.nasa.gov/about/landsat5.html]	Wayback	machine	
http://eot.us.archive.org/eot/20090514050613/http://landsat.gsfc.nasa.gov/about/landsat5.ht
ml		
	
25 	Evan	McKenzie	(1996).	“Privatizing	government	information”.	Government	information	
quarterly	13(3),	at	338. 
26	Landsat	program.	Wikipedia.	https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Landsat_program	access	6/9/17.		
27 	Land	Remote-Sensing	Commercialization	Act	of	1984,	U.S.	Code,	vol.	15,	secs.	4201-92	(1988). 
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did	offer	a	wider	variety	of	products	with	cost	savings	for	the	most	expensive	
products,	the	less	expensive	ones	had	either	increased	significantly	in	price	or	
were	no	longer	available.	Product	availability	was	announced	in	various	EOSAT	
publication,	ranging	in	price	from	a	free	newsletter,	to	a	Multispectural	User’s	
Guide	which	cost	$975.		
	
Preservation	was	affected	by	EOSAT’s	strategy	of	operating	the	satellite	sensors	
only	when	filling	a	purchase	order.	This	strategy	reduced	the	size	of	the	land	
remote	sensing	data	archive	by	eliminating	a	regular,	continuous	data	flow.	To	
researchers	exploring	global	environmental	change,	the	loss	of	a	repetitive	and	
continuous	data	stream,	as	well	as	the	interruption	to	the	length	of	record	for	
the	Landsat	data,	was	unconscionable.	Customers	are	required	by	EOSAT	to	sign	
a	pre-purchase	agreement	which	restricts	use	of	Landsat	data	by	eliminating	the	
purchaser’s	right	to	reproduce	or	share	the	data.	Lacking	a	true	copyright,	EOSAT	
hoped	to	prevent	unauthorized	disclosure	of	Landsat	data	and	to	stop	the	data-
swapping	customary	among	academic	users28.		
	
Eisenbeis	concluded	that	the	Landsat	Act	allowed	the	Department	of	Commerce	
to	enter	into	an	contract	with	EOSAT	which	enables	the	company	to	treat	a	
public	good	(Landsat	data)	as	a	private	good29.		
	
[slide	19]	
The	lesson	of	the	Landsat	satellite	data	had	been	learned.	In	the	closing	days	of	
the	102d	Congress,	legislators	passed	Public	Law	102-55530,	which	repeals	the	
Land	Remoste-Sensing	Commercialization	Act	of	1984,	thus	ending	the	
“experiment”	which	so	negatively	affected	the	research	use	of	remote	sensing	
data	acquired	from	the	Landsat	satellites31	

	 	
	 Where	is	Landsat	now?	

“Given	this	outcry	and	the	unexpected	outcome	of	privatization,	the	Bush	
Administration	facilitated	the	Land	Remote	Sensing	Policy	Act	of	1992,	which	
instructed	Landsat	Program	Management	to	build	a	government-owned	Landsat	
7.		Two	years	after	the	launch	of	Landsat	7,	Space	Imaging	(formerly	EOSAT)	
returned	operational	responsibility	for	Landsat	4	and	Landsat	5	back	to	the	U.S.	
Government.		
On	July	1,	200l	when	operational	control	was	officially	returned	to	the	federal	
government,	Space	Imaging	also	relinquished	their	commercial	right	to	Landsat	

																																																								
28 	Eisenbeis,	at	141-144. 
29 	Eisenbeis,	at	150. 
30 	Land	Remote	Sensing	Policy	Act	of	1992,	U.S.	Code,	vol	15,	secs.	5601-72	(1992). 
31 	Eisenbeis,	at	157. 
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data,	enabling	the	USGS	to	sell	all	Landsat	4	and	Landsat	5	data	in	accordance	
with	the	USGS	pricing	policy.”32	

	
[slide	20]	
VIII.	 Privatization	and	Freedom	of	Information	
The	Freedom	of	Information	Act,	an	important	yet	flawed	mechanism	for	
receiving	public	information,	will	without	a	doubt,	be	weakened	by	privatization.	
While	in	theory,	at	least	at	the	federal	levels,	contractors	much	comply	with	
FOIA,	the	reality	is	that	they	don’t.	The	weakening,	or	reduced	accountability,	
was	also	noted	in	a	2006	CRS	report33.	Journalists	and	First	Amendment	groups	
provide	evidence	to	the	problem	on	both	the	state	and	federal	levels34.			
	
On	the	state	level,	a	law	review	article	from	200035,	written	at	the	peak	of	the	
last	wave	of	interest,	cautions	that	“most	state	statutes	providing	for	freedom	of	
access	to	government	documents	do	not	explicitly	grant	access	to	documents	
that	are	in	the	hands	of	private	entities”.		
	
[slide	21	+	22]	
IX.		 Privatization	and	the	role	of	the	library	as	information	market.		
	
I	know	from	my	experience	as	an	educator,	that	students	are	surprised	when	
they	first	learn	in	class	about	the	economic	forces	that	rule	the	library,	and	they	
are	surprised	when	I	spend	a	good	part	of	my	general	reference	course	talking	
about	mergers	and	acquisitions.		
	
Often	the	effects	of	privatization	on	research	output	are	difficult	to	assess	due	to	
the	challenges	of	measuring	activity	that	failed	to	exist.	Partnerships	with	private	
sector	to	digitize	materials,	have	failed	to	provide	benefits	to	library,	and	one	
need	only	mention	the	Google	books	projects.	Librarians	and	archivists	have	
made	great	effort	to	make	print	public	records	accessible,	but	questions	are	
emerging	around	digital	access	and	how	to	“sustainably	fund	digitization	projects	

																																																								
		32	NASA.	(14	May	2009)	Landsat	5.	Origingal	link	
[http://landsat.gsfc.nasa.gov/about/landsat5.html]	Wayback	machine	
http://eot.us.archive.org/eot/20090514050613/http://landsat.gsfc.nasa.gov/about/landsat5.ht
ml		
33	Kosar,	Kevin	D.	(28	Dec	2006).	Privatization	and	the	Federal	Government:	An	Introduction:	CRS	
Report	for	Congress.	https://digital.library.unt.edu/ark:/67531/metadc815384/		
34	Barstow,	David	T.	(2010).	The	Freedom	of	information	Act	and	the	Freedom	of	the	Press:	
Obstruction	or	Transparency?	Social	Science	77	(3):	805-810.		
35	Feiser,	Graig,	G.	(2000).		Protecting	the	public’s	right	to	know:	The	debate	over	privatization	
and	access	to	government	information	under	state	law.		Florida	State	University	Law	Review	
27(4)	
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for	records	held	in	public	institutions	and	who	should	pay	for	value-added	search	
and	discovery	tools	to	facilitate	use	of	the	digitized	records”.36		
	
[slide		23]	
	
X.		 Privatization	and	the	role	of	the	library	as	knowledge	warehouse.	
	
I	have	sat	through	endless	panels	and	read	endless	papers	debating	“what	is	
information”	and	I	have	no	intention	of	igniting	that	debate	here.		
For	our	purposes	I	will	interpret	Alex	Pang’s	knowledge	warehouse	as	our	library	
collections	(an	equally	good	alternative	is	that	our	knowledge	warehouse	are	
librarians,	but	that	will	be	too	much	of	a	digression	for	this	talk).		
	
Collections,	particularly	when	it	comes	to	government	information,	is	one	of	the	
soapboxes	I	stand	I	whenever	I	have	an	opportunity.	I	lose	sleep	over	the	fact	
that	many	of	us	have	given	up	on	collections	in	favor	of	linking.	And	trust	me,	I	
do	get	both	the	advantages	and	the	inevitability	of	linking.	In	a	world	where	we	
license	content,	what	Lorcan	Dempsy	call	the	facilitated	model,	government	
collections	offer	us	an	opportunity	to	an	‘owned’	model,	where	libraries	have	
physical	custody	of	items37	and	at	the	same	time	participate	in	the	facilitated	
model.	I	would	like	to	quote	Dempsy	directly	here,	ask	you	to	read	this	with	me,	
and	pause	on	the	bold	(in	original)	sections	on	collections	as	a	service.		
	

There	is	some	discussion	about	a	shift	from	collections	to	services.	Another	way	
of	thinking	about	what	I	have	called	the	facilitated	collection	here	is	to	move	
towards	thinking	about	collections	as	a	service.	Libraries	will	continue	to	build	
collections,	although	the	level	of	activity	will	differ	across	libraries.	At	the	same	
time,	it	seems	likely	that	facilitated	collections	of	various	types	will	grow	in	
importance.	

	
To	me,	collections	as	a	service,	means	one	thing	–	if	we	are	not	collecting	for	our	
users	we	are	not	doing	our	job.	This	transition,	btw,	is	similar	to	one	that	
occurred	in	reference	services,	to	reference	as	instruction.			
But	back	to	collections-as-a-service.	While	we	may	do	many	things	in	the	library,	
at	the	core	of	our	raison	d'etre	is	that	we	are	as	Pang	said	knowledge	warehouse,	
and	that	depends	on	stocking	our	warehouse,	and	for	that	we	need	to	collect	
locally.		
	

																																																								
36	Kriesberh,	Adam	(2014).	Public-Private	Partnerships	and	the	Future	of	Digital	Access	in	US	
State	Archives.	Proceedings	of	the	15th	Annual	International	Conference	on	Digital	Government	
Research,	pp	341-342.	ACM	Digital	Library	
37	Lorcan	Dempsey.	The	facilitated	collection	(2016	Jan	31)	http://orweblog.oclc.org/towards-
the-facilitated-collection/		
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Privatizing	government	information	could	potentially	first	prevent	us	from	
gaining	free	access	to	public	information,	and	next	prevent	us	from	making	this	
publically	available	under	copyright	restrictions.	It	could	potentially	be	treated	as	
licensed	content.		

	
[slide	24]	

	 XI.	 A	break	from	values		
Privatization	of	government	information	signifies	a	break	from	the	values	on	
which	our	information	system	was	founded.	The	United	States	has	a	long	
tradition	of	viewing	information	as	a	public	asset,	which	best	benefits	the	
citizenry	when	it	is	made	available	to	the	public	on	a	timely	basis	and	in	an	
accessible	manner.	The	US	government,	is	a	major	creator,	collector,	user	and	
disseminator	of	information.	Sound	scientific	research,	the	public	health	and	
safety,	and	the	impartial	collection	and	distribution	of	tax	receipts	are	a	few	of	
the	national	priorities	that	depend	on	federal	information	systems38.	American	
federal	information	policy	is	characterized	by	an	approach	that	relies	on	a	strong	
Freedom	of	Information	Act,	no	government	copyright,	fees	limited	to	cost	of	
dissemination	and	no	limits	on	use.	The	desire	to	cultivate	an	informed	citizenry	
is	at	the	basis	of	several	legislative	acts,	meant	to	encourage	access	to	official	
information	
The	US	information	policy	has	significant	First	Amendment	components.	On	the	
federal	level,	these	are	seen	in	the	Copyright’s	Act’s	exclusion	on	government	
copyright	and	in	the	Freedom	of	Information	Act’s	insistence	that	government	
information	not	specifically	exempt,	be	released	at	no	more	than	the	cost	of	
search	and	duplication.	These	values	stand	in	the	way	of	efforts	by	government	
agencies	to	commercialize	their	information39.	

	
	

XII.	 Conclusion	
Privatization	is	becoming	increasingly	common	across	the	world	but	measurable	
results	regarding	the	advisability	of	this	practice	are	just	beginning	to	surface.	
The	data	that	has	emerged	so	far	seems	to	indicate	that	privatization	is	not	
working	in	favor	of	the	public	at	whose	expense	information	is	generated	and	
whom	it	is	meant	to	serve.	There	seems	to	be	general	confusion	among	those	
engaging	in	privatization	as	to	the	benefits	costs,	both	in	monetary	and	public	
service,	of	this	act.	Benchmarking	models	offered	to	state	and	local	agencies	fail	
to	consider	the	very	essence	of	information	and	its	importance	to	society.	
Decisions	regarding	information	policy	are	time	and	again	affected	by	economic	
considerations,	while	long-term	implications	are	not	taken	into	account.	The	

																																																								
38 	Peter	N.	Weiss	and	Peter	Backlund	(1996).	“International	Information	Policy	in	Conflict”	The	
Computer	Law	and	Security	Report,	12	at	382. 
39 	Peter	N.	Weiss	and	Peter	Backlund	(1996).	“International	Information	Policy	in	Conflict”	The	
Computer	Law	and	Security	Report,	12	at	384. 
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library	and	information	community	has	reason	for	concern	over	the	
commercialization	of	information	since	it	interferes	with	the	very	essence	of	our	
professional	responsibility.		
From	an	international	perspective,	the	existence	of	many	different,	and	often	
contradictory	laws	and	status	regarding	information	in	different	countries,	
obstructs	the	unrestricted	flow	of	information	that	is	necessary	for	academic	
research,	scientific	projects	and	for	generally	creating	an	informed	citizenry.	One	
of	the	great	dangers	of	this	phenomena	lay	in	the	fact	the	library	and	
information	science	community	is	at	large,	unaware	of	this	trend.	Privatization	is	
not	part	of	the	policy	agenda	of	information	professionals.	This	creates	a	
situation	where	a	gradual	erosion	in	the	access,	availability	and	preservation	of	
public	information	is	occurring,	embodied	in	legislative	procedures.	While	the	
lesson	of	the	Landsat	experience	has	been	learned,	privatization	to	its	various	
forms,	is	still	deliberated	by	many	governments	and	government	agencies.	While	
it	would	not	be	advisable,	or	necessary,	to	attempt	to	prevent	privatization	
attempts,	it	is	of	paramount	impotence	that	those	engaging	in	it	adapt	measures	
and	guarantees	to	ensure	unrestricted	access	to	information.	
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PRIVATIZATION OF GOVERNMENT INFORMATION FROM THE 1980S TO TODAY
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§We will try to understand the privatization of information by 
examining its extent and scope 
§ (which kind of information services are being privatized, and 

where) and its effects. 

2



6/22/17

2

1. The public has a right of access to public information.

2. The Federal Government should guarantee the integrity and preservation of public 
information, regardless of its format.

3. The Federal Government should guarantee the dissemination, reproduction and 
redistribution of public information.

4. The Federal Government should ensure a wide diversity of sources of access, 
private as well as governmental, to public information.

5. The Federal Government should not allow cost to obstruct the public’s access to 
public information. 

access, availability and preservation
[missing: Gov’t commitment to collect information]

3

I. Introduction

II. Outline

III. The context

IV. Why privatization, why now 

V. The economic value of information 

VI. Privatization in the UK 1979-2001: 
HMSO

VII. Privatization of gov’t information –
US, 1980’s : LandSat 5

VIII. Privatization and Freedom of 
Information 

IX. Privatization and the role of the 
library as information market

X. Privatization and the role of the 
library as knowledge warehouse. 

XI. A break from values 

XII. Conclusion 
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Today's libraries are incubators, 
collaboratories, the modern equivalent of the 
17th-century coffeehouse: part information 
market, part knowledge warehouse, with 
some workshop thrown in for good measure
-- Alex Soojung-Kim Pang
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AT RISK COLLECTIONS/SERVICES

• American Community Survey
• EPA publications 
• Open data on data.gov
• Gateways such as Science.gov
• The activities or content from GPO 
• Open-access legislation

8

Privatiz[s]ation: 

The transfer of responsibility for an industry or the 
ownership of a company from the public to the private 
sector.
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9

10

The value of information is probabilistic, rather than 
deterministic, and depends on the returns from (future) 
use of information. 
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11

Libraries will lose both their unique selling point and their 
equally important neutrality.

Privatisation means that public libraries may become another 
commercial space in the High Street.

12

No matter how hard you try, it would 
change the incentives of the organization to 
try to change the shape of Wikipedia rather 
than being this really pure, community-
driven public service mission.
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§ No Freedom of Information Law until 2000

§ Crown copyright (no public domain)

§ Thatcher elected 1979

§ Massive privatisation across all industries

13

§ HMSO: Her Majesty’s stationary Office 
privatized 1980-85 and finally in 1995.

§ Founded 1786 

§ Today’s functions as a fully commercial 
business with the exclusion of a small 
set of parliamentary publications 

§ Effects on access:
§ Journal Business monitors increase 

(print)9.35 to 25 pounds. 
§ CD edition 225 pounds
§ Company claims copyright on each page 

so libraries can not reuse them.

14
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(1)the government itself is treating information as a 
commodity for which it needs to charge its users 
increasingly higher prices; 

(2) the government is encouraging the privatization of 
public information. 

§ Some titles no longer part of FDLP

§ (Health and Human Services) periodicals saw an increase of 82.4%

§ Occupational Outlook Handbook increased 8.50 to 20$. 

§ Navel Research Logistics Quarterly. 
§ Before privatizing NTIS is was free to FDLP libraries, was $22 annually from GPO, and after 

passing production to Wiley was no longer available to FDLP libraries and subscriptions 
cost increased by 270%.

16
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LandSat satellite
Return photographic images or other graphical formats 
for use in applications in 

agriculture, 
forestry, 
fishing, 
Mineral exploration, 
land and water resources management, 
hydrology, 
geology and mapping, 
pollution monitoring, and 
coastal zone management. 

Data are used primarily by agencies of the Federal 
government, state and local officials, foreign 
governments, researchers, and selected private 
companies 

§ Move from NASA to NOAA

§ 1984 Land Remote Sensing Commercialization Act 

§ NOAA selected Earth Observation Satellite Company (EOSAT) to operate Landsat5

§ Prices for images rose as much as 500%. 

§ Less expensive became unavailable 

§ Images were taken only be prior order, lack of continuous data flow and 
preservation  

§ Customers were denied right to reproduce or share the data 

18
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§ 1992: Congress repeals the Land Remote-Sensing Commercialization Act of 1984

§ LandSat 7 was operated commercially from 1994-2001

§ 2001: operational control was officially returned to the federal government, Space 
Imaging (formerly EOSAT) also relinquished their commercial right to Landsat 
data, enabling the USGS to sell all Landsat 4 and Landsat 5 data in accordance with 
the USGS pricing policy.”

access, availability and preservation

19

20

• Contractors almost always 
avoid FOIA

• FOIA for contractors on state 
level is often unavailable 
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21

Today's libraries are incubators, 
collaboratories, the modern equivalent of the 
17th-century coffeehouse: part information 
market, part knowledge warehouse, with 
some workshop thrown in for good measure
-- Alex Soojung-Kim Pang

§Maintaining our independence in face of effort to monetize 
us and the information we use 

22
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§ Lorcan Dempsy
§ There is some discussion about a shift from collections to services. 
§ Another way of thinking about what I have called the facilitated collection here is to move 

towards thinking about collections as a service.
§ Libraries will continue to build collections, although the level of activity will differ across 

libraries.
§ At the same time, it seems likely that facilitated collections of various types will grow in 

importance. 

§ If are not collecting for our users we are not doing our job. 

23

§ Privatization represents of break for the values governing public information in the 
US

§ Privatization creates a situation where a gradual erosion in the access, availability 
and preservation of public information is occurring, embodied in legislative 
procedures. 

§ Privatization has not delivered on its promises, yet the practice continues

24
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