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Federal Maps and the 
Depository Library

IN A DEPOSITORY LIBRARY, maps can constitute a significant percent-
age of the government documents collection. Hallie Pritchett has estimated 
that maps comprise approximately 6 percent of all classes available for distri-
bution through the Federal Depository Library Program (FDLP).1 The chance 
that a depository librarian will have maps as part of an FDLP assignment is 
fairly high. The map format can present some significant challenges to some-
one with little (or no) training in cartography, geology, or geography; even 
experienced librarians may wince when asked about finding or cataloging 
maps. My hope is that an introduction to and explanation of some of the 
many maps distributed by the FDLP will help alleviate some of the anxiety 
that many non-map librarians feel when called upon to provide assistance 
with their depository maps collections.

DEPOSITORY MAPS YESTERDAY AND TODAY

The federal government has been producing and distributing maps for a 
very long time. The U.S. Geological Survey (USGS) began map distribution 
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to depositories in 1884. The Army Map Service (currently called the Defense 
Mapping Agency) began distributing maps soon after the Second World War, 
with surplus military maps and “captured maps” becoming the backbone of 
many of today’s map depository libraries.2 The U.S. Census Bureau, needing 
graphic representation to help users better understand its information, pro-
duced its first significant map in 1854 and its statistical atlases from 1870 
until 1930. The Census Bureau was among the primary forces behind develop-
ing digital mapping tools with its TIGER/Line Files introduced for the 1990 
census.3

As I tried to determine how prevalent maps are in today’s federal depos-
itory program, I pulled out FDLP’s active List of Classes, the official listing of 
publications available for selection by depository libraries (www.fdlp.gov/
file-repository/collection-management/list-of-classes). I counted 212 inci-
dents of the words map, maps, or mapping occurring there; there are also 
108 incidents of the word chart. And this only covers items that are explic-
itly labeled as such; almost any publication from almost any agency has the 
potential of including maps. Virtually every agency of the federal government 
produces maps.

Because the entire government printing operation has been transitioning 
to electronic formats for two decades or more, currently produced maps may 
be available in both tangible and electronic format or (increasingly) not pro-
duced in paper at all. Your library may have dropped a lot of tangible format 
maps from your depository profiles in favor of electronic versions, and thus 
you may find that you are increasingly dealing with what is primarily a legacy 
collection of paper maps.

MAJOR MAP-PRODUCING AGENCIES

There are a few agencies that produce the majority of maps. These are the 
Department of the Interior, the Department of Agriculture, and the Depart-
ment of Commerce.

Department of the Interior

The Interior Department is the government agency responsible for the manage-
ment and conservation of most federal land and natural resources, so it is logical 
that it would be the most prolific producer of maps (and other spatial data).

There are numerous bureaus and offices within the department that pro-
duce maps of interest to the public, including the Bureau of Indian Affairs, 
the Bureau of Land Management, the National Park Service, the U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service, and, of course, the U.S. Geological Survey.
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U.S. Geological Survey

The U.S. Geological Survey (USGS), created in 1879, has no regulatory function; 
it is a purely scientific agency that explores four science disciplines (biology, 
geography, geology, and hydrology). As one would imagine, this scope makes 
the USGS the biggest map producer by far in the entire federal government.

Topographic maps: Topographic maps account for most USGS maps; the 
largest and most popular series is the 7.5-minute, 1:24,000-scale topographic 
(topo) map series, completed in 2006 and consisting of approximately 57,000 
sheets.4 There are topo map series at other scales as well (15 minutes, 1 × 2 
degrees, 30 × 60 minutes), but the 7.5 minutes are the best known and most 
widely used USGS maps. There are good reasons for this. They present a lot 
of information at a scale that is the most useful to the most number of users. 
These maps not only show topography and elevation with contour lines, shad-
ing, and color (which makes them popular with hikers and backpackers) but 
also show civil divisions (cities and towns), public works (roads, bridges, dams, 
and the like), and natural features such as forests, sand dunes, and swamps 
(figure 9.1 shows an example).

A lot of survey features are included on the topos, such as Township, 
Range, and Section for states west of the Mississippi, projections and grids 
(for example, UTM, or Universal Transverse Mercator), and latitude/longi-
tude. Other agencies, such as the Department of Agriculture and the U.S. Cen-
sus Bureau, often use these maps as the base for their own maps, overlaying 
the topos with the agencies’ own information. Such maps are useful for a large 
number of people.

The National Map: The online National Map includes a variety of geo-
graphic information: 3-D elevations, the National Hydrography Data Set, and 
the U.S. Board on Geographic Names, to mention a few. However, its primary 
value may be that it is the official online replacement for the USGS topographic 
map program. The agency’s goals as stated in 2001 are to achieve “a seamless, 
continuously maintained, nationally consistent set of base geographic data” 
and to become “the nation’s source for trusted, nationally consistent, inte-
grated, and current topographic information available online.”5

Topos in the National Map are divided into two collections: US Topo has 
the current versions, which are created from GIS databases and published as 
PDF (not paper) maps. This approach allows for quick and frequent updating 
and gives users a lot of options for choosing what layers they want displayed. 
When these maps are updated, the superseded topographic maps of all scales 
are moved to the Historical Topographic Map Collection (HTMC), to join all 
the topo maps published previously from 1884 to 2006.6 

Although the National Map is billed as the official replacement for the 
topographic map program, it is not regarded by the FDLP as superseding the 
latest, most recent tangible map; this situation may change in the future, but 



102 / PArT III: WorKING WITH CoLLECTIoNS

as of this writing regional depositories may not withdraw the last edition of 
their paper copies.

Other USGS maps: USGS produces and distributes several other (non-
topo) map series that may be less interesting to the public but are invaluable 
for scientists, public planners, farmers, mining companies, and other, more 
specialized users. These map series include the Hydrologic Investigations 

FIGURE 9.1

Topographic map of Pearl Harbor, Hawaii, 1999
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Atlas (HA; a misleading title because these are actually individual maps), Mis-
cellaneous Geologic Investigations maps (I), Miscellaneous Field Studies maps 
(MF), and Coal Investigations maps (C).

Non-USGS Maps

Other agencies within the Department of the Interior produce significant 
numbers of maps as well.

National Park Service (NPS): Park Service maps are also very popular with 
library users. NPS celebrated its centennial in August 2016 and has been 
producing park maps from the beginning. The service has been actively pro-
moting online and interactive maps to the public through its websites, but 
libraries still receive National Park System and National Trails System maps, 
along with maps and brochures of individual parks.

Bureau of Land Management (BLM): The two major map series from the 
BLM are the Land Management Maps and Surface Management Maps, and 
the Surface and Mineral Management Maps. The maps in both series contain 
information on federal and state ownership and surface management respon-
sibility. Both also show geographic, topographic, and road information. In 
addition, the Surface and Mineral Management Maps depict the location and 
nature of federally owned mineral rights. Land owners, hunters, and individ-
uals wanting to file mining claims are some of the people who may come look-
ing for these.

Fish and Wildlife Service (FWS): This agency is known primarily for its 
National Wetlands Inventory, and it also distributes visitor maps for its many 
wildlife refuges. FWS publications almost always include maps. Both BLM and 
FWS maps can be very useful for geologists, environmentalists, and other sci-
entists as well as landowners and public officials.

Department of Agriculture

The U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) is one of the oldest federal agen-
cies and includes many units that have produced a lot of maps over the years.

Forest Service: The most popular with the public are maps from the U.S. 
Forest Service (USFS), and these may form the bulk of a library’s maps from 
this agency. Popular USFS publications include the Forest Visitor maps, Motor 
Vehicle Use maps, and specialty maps such as the Roadless Area Conservation 
maps. All of these are also available to view or download on the USFS website.

Many people might think that the Park Service and the Forest Service 
should belong in the same agency, because for most of the public both the 
national forests and national parks are viewed primarily as places for rec-
reational opportunities. Both have visitor services and produce tourist and 
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recreation maps, after all. However, each agency has a different mission and 
different priorities. The description on the website of the nonprofit organiza-
tion National Forest Foundation puts it this way:

Perhaps the greatest difference between the two is the multiple use 
mandate for National Forests. While National Parks are highly vested 
in preservation, barely altering the existing state, National Forests are 
managed for many purposes—timber, recreation, grazing, wildlife, fish 
and more.7

Census of Agriculture: As one might expect, the Census of Agriculture includes 
a great many maps. Unlike the decennial census, the Census of Agriculture is 
taken every five years. The first Census of Agriculture occurred in 1840 as part 
of the regular census activity, but in 1950 it was split into a separate census. It 
is now done in years ending in 2 and 7. In 1997 the responsibility was trans-
ferred to the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s National Agricultural Statistics 
Service (NASS). The most current data reside online. The NASS has also done 
an excellent job of putting the Census of Agriculture Historical Archive online.

Soil Surveys: These surveys are reports with detailed soil maps and have 
been published since 1899. Produced primarily at the county level, most 
(though not yet all) of the previous surveys have been archived online as 
PDFs. Print versions are still listed as “active” in the List of Classes, but few 
have been issued in recent years, and updating appears to be done instead on 
the Web Soil Survey.

Department of Commerce

The mission of the Department of Commerce is to increase economic growth 
in the United States. In addition to such issues as foreign trade, small business 
development, and patents and trademarks, the agency is interested in scien-
tific, engineering, and technology development. This impels the department 
to collect a lot of data and produce a lot of statistics. The department’s sub-
agencies include two major map producers: the U.S. Census Bureau and the 
National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA).

U.S. Census Bureau: Maps from this agency can be confusing for two main 
reasons: first, census geography is somewhat unique, having units that do not 
entirely correspond to common geographic or political divisions; and second, 
the bureau has been inconsistent about its map production over the years. 
What the bureau produces appears to be directly affected by how well or how 
poorly each census has been funded. But maps are a necessary tool for under-
standing census data because they help users “visualize the vast amounts of 
statistical data collected from numerous censuses and surveys.”8

The Census Bureau broke new ground by being the first federal agency to 
wholeheartedly commit to online mapping; the agency’s current interactive 
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online mapping tools are among the easiest for the public to use. Reference 
maps and thematic maps are available for download or purchase, and libraries 
can still elect to get some of these through their depository profiles. But most 
users depend on the online tools.

Because of how complicated census geography can be, every depository 
librarian would do well to become familiar with the Census Bureau’s Geogra-
phy web page.

National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA): This agency is 
one of the larger of the science-based agencies of the government. It covers 
ecosystems, climate, weather, and water, with some commerce and transporta-
tion. The organization includes services devoted to the weather, the ocean, the 
environment, and mapping, such as the National Ocean Survey, which pub-
lishes nautical charts for U.S. waters with coastal information, water depths, 
navigation hazards, tidal information, and more—pretty much any informa-
tion a mariner needs. The National Weather Service is also part of this agency.

Homeland Security

Created in 2002 in the aftermath of the September 11 terrorist attacks, the 
Department of Homeland Security represents the largest U.S. government 
reorganization in half a century. It combines twenty-two different federal 
departments and agencies with responsibilities for public security into one 
cabinet-level department.

Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA): FEMA was placed in the 
new Homeland Security Department in 2003 and was significantly reorga-
nized. The agency still produces flood hazard maps that depository libraries 
are often asked for. Because the Flood Disaster Protection Act of 1973 made 
the purchase of flood insurance mandatory for the protection of property 
located in flood hazard areas, homeowners often expect libraries to have these 
maps available. They may be disappointed when we don’t; FEMA maps are not 
distributed to depository libraries. They can be downloaded for free through 
the FEMA Flood Map Service Center (MSC; https://msc.fema.gov/portal) or 
viewed on the website, using tools available there.

OTHER IMPORTANT MAP-PRODUCING AGENCIES

There are several other large map producers within the government that we 
don’t have space to detail. These include the National Aeronautic and Space 
Administration (NASA), the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), the 
Department of Transportation, the Executive Office of the President (which 
produces the fairly simple but ever-useful CIA maps that cover the coun-
tries of the world), the Department of Defense (tactical pilotage charts and 



106 / PArT III: WorKING WITH CoLLECTIoNS

jet navigation charts), the Federal Aviation Administration (aeronautical 
charts and a slew of route charts), the Department of Energy, and the General 
Services Administration (which includes historical maps from the National 
Archives). Most depository libraries will have many of these maps in their 
collections.

DOCUMENTS CONTAINING INCIDENTAL MAPS

Any report published by any agency of the government has the potential of 
including one or more maps. If anything needs spatial data to illustrate a point 
or issue, a map may be included, and there are a lot of these. Such maps are 
often not the focus of the report but serve more as illustrations, and it is often 
difficult or impossible to search for such maps using catalogs and databases.

Some of the report series and serials that routinely include maps that 
are important but that most people would not consider a source of maps are 
environmental impact statements, census reports, national park brochures, 
national forest recreation guides, wetlands or mineral management plans, and 
geological bulletins.

U.S. Congressional Serial Set: Possibly the government’s richest source of 
historical maps, which surprises many people, is the U.S. Congressional Serial 
Set. The Serial Set consists of congressional documents in bound journals 
published chronologically (thus “serial”), and among these are thousands of 
maps covering an incredibly diverse number of subjects—wars, the Western 
expansion, disease, natural resources, and coastal surveys, to name only a 
few.9 The Serial Set was not widely distributed through the FDLP, although the 
entire set is available in digital form from two commercial companies (Readex 
and ProQuest). Libraries that can afford them have access to these treasures, 
which can be searched and printed or downloaded with ease.

WHERE CAN THE PUBLIC OBTAIN MAPS?

Agencies are electing to produce many fewer tangible maps than in previous 
years and depend on their websites to provide public access to this informa-
tion. Users increasingly want the ability to find what they need online, and, 
once set up, online access can save the government huge amounts of money in 
printing and shipping costs. Most agency websites include viewing and print-
ing tools, so that users no longer need to purchase and install special software. 
If your library can provide access to a large-scale printer for users who want a 
hard copy, it is a great public service; if you cannot do that (plotters are, after 
all, still expensive), then downloads can be put onto a flash drive and taken to 
a print shop.
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FIGURE 9.2

Knife River Indian Villages National Historic Site, North Dakota

SOURCE: Downloaded from the NPS website, https://www.nps.gov/knri/planyourvisit/maps.htm.
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Library users occasionally decide they’d like to have their own copy of 
the maps you show to them, and, for whatever reason, a photocopy (even in 
large format and in color) may not be sufficient for them. Often obtaining a 
professionally produced map in paper isn’t an option, but there are still some 
available.

National Park Service (https://www.nps.gov/hfc/cfm/carto.cfm): Maps of 
national parks can be downloaded and printed for free or ordered from the 
NPS Harpers Ferry Center web page, but they are also readily available in the 
parks, usually handed out free to visitors (figure 9.2 provides an example).

U.S. Government Bookstore (https://bookstore.gpo.gov/catalog/): This 
site carries a few maps for sale from various agencies, including navigational 
charts of some major rivers, wall maps in poster format (the National Park 
System map, a map of U.S. Congressional districts, a poster of the Iditarod 
National Historic Trail), and National Park Service handbooks that include 
park maps.

USGS Online Store (http://store.usgs.gov): Many more maps are obtain-
able from the USGS. This is the outlet for users to download maps for free and 
print them out themselves. But the USGS also has a large catalog of maps for 
sale in tangible format, including United States maps, world maps, National 
Atlas maps, Antarctic maps, state maps (topographic, base, satellite image, 
and geologic), county maps, hazard maps, and historical maps. Some other 
thematic maps available include land use and land cover, ecoregions, satellite 
images, and circum-Pacific region maps. Several of the maps in the catalog 
come from agencies other than USGS. If USGS doesn’t have the map listed in 
stock, the agency can often print it on demand for a reasonable price.

MAP READING 
How Much Do You Need to Know?

People wanting to use maps may not necessarily have had any instruction in 
map reading, so a librarian may occasionally be dealing with users who have 
little idea what exactly they are looking at. If you are not a very experienced 
map reader either, it may be worth your time to review some basic reference 
resources. Mary Larsgaard has said that “[t]here are many excellent intro-
ductory works . . . [including] many brochures issued by USGS” that cover 
map-reading basics, but they often give the beginner “too much [information] 
about some matters and not enough about others.”10

Every librarian should know the basics of scale, contour, grid reference, 
and common map symbols. More specialized symbols are often included 
in a legend, or map key, printed on the map. The most heavily used map 
series—the 7.5-minute topos—also has a large number of symbols to deci-
pher. Because there are so many symbols, other than basic information about 
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highways and roads, topo maps do not include legends printed on them. I have 
found it useful to print out this legend in color (because color is an import-
ant aspect of map symbols) to keep close to the collection for ready reference 
(figure 9.3 shows an example). You can find symbol keys in a variety of USGS 
publications; probably the most concise one (which you may also wish to link 
to in your online map guides) is the four-page USGS Topographic Map Sym-
bols circular (see appendix D). This document also includes some to-the-point 
map-reading instructions.

Map-reading skills seem to be decreasing among users, some younger 
ones in particular, who may have seldom (or perhaps never) used a physical 
map because they’ve mostly relied on their electronic devices to guide them to 
their destinations.

CATALOGING AND CLASSIFICATION

Bibliographic control of maps has a long, complicated, and somewhat difficult 
history. It has often been difficult to find copy cataloging records for maps. 
Elizabeth Mangan has discussed in some detail how the Library of Congress 
and others developed their methods of cataloging cartographic materials, and 
Rebecca Lubas observed that map collections “seem to be the last to receive 
attention from catalogers.”11

FIGURE 9.3

Legend on the Abbott Butte, Oregon, 7.5-minute topo quadrangle



110 / PArT III: WorKING WITH CoLLECTIoNS

My own experience bears out this observation: when I first began work-
ing with maps some thirty years ago, I did a lot of original cataloging because 
there were relatively few catalog records online for maps in OCLC. Librar-
ies were just starting to transition to online catalogs at the time, and maps 
seemed to be slower than other materials to get the attention of catalogers, 
probably because maps were so different from books. Within a few years, 
however, catalog records for maps appeared more quickly and frequently, and 
you can now find electronic records for most federal maps in both OCLC and 
GPO’s Catalog of U.S. Government Publications.

A classification system for maps might seem less important in these 
days of electronic catalogs, but many people wanting paper maps still look 
by browsing the collection. For these users, having a workable classification 
system that groups maps by area, by subject, or by both is key and can give 
the librarian and the user additional choices of approach to finding the map 
needed.12

The Library of Congress (LC) Classification system groups maps by geo-
graphic location, under subclass G (Geography). By use, LC seems to be the 
clear favorite for map classification. A survey of map libraries taken in 1998 
(the most recent survey found) showed that 83 percent of all the responding 
libraries classified maps with the LC Classification system. The Dewey Decimal 
Classification system has a corresponding geographic classification system 
that is used much less often, by only 5.7 percent of the responding libraries.13

A depository library could, of course, use the SuDocs Classification sys-
tem to arrange federal maps. Just like anything distributed by GPO, whether 
tangible or electronic, federal maps have a SuDoc number that groups them by 
agency. But if you want to interfile federal maps with nonfederal maps, LC (or 
Dewey if that is your library’s system) is preferable to avoid splitting your map 
collection and presenting unnecessary barriers for your users.

One perceived drawback to using LC is that the system will give many 
series with national coverage a general United States number—G3701. 
Because these series can have hundreds of maps, this approach can give your 
collection an amazingly high number of items in this classification. It is fol-
lowed by a Cutter indicating the map’s subject, such as geology or hydrology, 
that will group subjects together, but the geography may be all over the place: 
you can find a geology map for a mountain range in Washington State next to 
one for a county in Arkansas.

I last cataloged a map more than fifteen years ago, and things have defi-
nitely changed. I confess to having no experience with the new RDA standards, 
so I cannot speak with any authority about it. Fortunately, there exist several 
excellent resources for you to consult (some are included in appendix D). Both 
AACR2 and RDA, however, retain the goal of bibliographic description of an 
item using author/title/place of publication, publisher, date, and so forth; the 
differences are found primarily in the details.
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MAP STORAGE

A library has only two realistic options for flat map storage (which is much 
kinder to maps than folding): the traditional map drawers that stack maps 
inside horizontally, or the less common vertical storage (or planfiles). Each 
method has its strengths and its drawbacks.

Map drawers (figure 9.4) have an immediate advantage over vertical files 
in that they are ubiquitous: these are what users expect to find, and everyone 

FIGURE 9.4

Traditional map drawer file 
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knows how to use them. Two five-drawer cases stacked one on top of the other 
present an excellent workspace; if stacked more than three cases high, they 
present some usability and safety issues. Ideally you should use acid-free folders 
that closely fit the dimensions of the drawers to help keep maps organized 
and protect the edges (because maps tend to slide to the back of the drawer 
and edges get frayed and torn). Folders, however, will reduce the number of 
maps you can fit inside the drawer. My experience with drawers leads me to 
strongly advise that when you must fold a map to fit into the drawer, fold it 
only in half; as a corollary, very small maps should when possible be mounted 
on acid-free paper or encapsulated. This approach will reduce the possibility of 
the smaller maps sliding inside the larger ones, with small maps getting lost 
and large ones getting torn.

Vertical storage by its nature keeps maps from sliding around. The maps 
are placed inside sturdy, acid-free folders that are held firmly in place by spring 
frames inside the case (figure 9.5). The challenges of planfiles, especially in 
an actively used collection, can be major. I have found that for the most part 
our shelvers hate them and much prefer working with the traditional map 
drawers. It can be very difficult to refile a single map into a vertical file folder, 
especially if that folder is overfilled (very common) or the map is large. If a 
folder is pulled out of the case, it can take two people to get it back in again 
due to weight and bulk. And users are mostly confused by them and how they 
should work.

FIGURE 9.5

Topo maps stored in a planfile 
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For conservation, I’ve always preferred planfiles. The cases are dust-, 
water-, and fire-resistant, can be locked, and are on wheels, making them 
much easier to move than the flat files. This opinion is far from universal, 
however. Both types of cases when filled are quite heavy with so much paper 
concentrated into one space, so libraries must carefully decide where to place 
their map collections. This is usually the reason map rooms tend to be located 
on ground floors or in the basement. For more discussion of issues around 
map storage, see Hallie Pritchett’s “Care and Feeding of Maps.”

WEEDING

Weeding map collections has been getting more attention recently, due to the 
increased availability of online maps.14 Depository maps are weeded using 
the same rules as any other document: you may discard a map that has been 
superseded, has been replaced by an official online copy, or has become dated 
or has expired, or if the library has held it for five years, with permission from 
your regional library.

This decision can become a bit tricky when it comes to maps, and you 
will need to weigh several additional considerations. Sometimes it is difficult 
to figure out if a particular map has been superseded or only reprinted. For a 
selective depository, if your users prefer online access, you can deselect the 
paper and provide users the online versions. Because paper maps do not get 
as much use as in the past and space is often at a premium, many selective 
depositories are choosing to discard many of their physical maps, in particu-
lar the topos. They are electing to retain paper only for the most used maps, 
generally topos for their state or region.15 But be sure to consider your users 
before deciding to eliminate all your paper maps; you may find your geography 
department or natural resources classes—or the local recreational activities 
groups—will be seriously unhappy if you provide only e-access!

Online editions of maps also may not be the official depository copy; 
for example, at this writing 7.5-minute topos are not, even though they are 
mostly being updated online and new paper editions are becoming more rare. 
Although this isn’t necessarily a difficulty for selective depositories, regionals 
cannot currently substitute an unofficial online version for paper. This restric-
tion can cause problems for regional collections feeling space constraints. For 
an excellent depiction of the paper map versus online access discussion, please 
see Pritchett’s “Mapping the Nation and Beyond.”

DEPOSITORY MAPS TODAY

Use of physical map collections has significantly decreased at most libraries 
in the era of online information, which makes it even more important to have 
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good references on hand. In addition to the books and articles listed in the 
Resources, there are several map librarian organizations, electronic discus-
sion lists, and online resource guides out there that can help you organize and 
maintain your federal map collections. You can find this list in appendix D.

Dealing with federal maps can be a little scary for many librarians, and 
the sheer number of maps can be overwhelming. A little knowledge going in 
can (it is hoped) relieve this anxiety, and you may find working with maps 
becomes one of the most rewarding parts of being a documents librarian.
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