The Open Content Alliance and Interoperable Search for Government Information 
Major Web search providers have joined forces with libraries and archives to digitize books and to make all that content directly accessible from the Web. This development promises to give a boost to the free flow of information worldwide, and should greatly enhance public access to government information as well.

Recently, a range of cultural, technology, nonprofit, and governmental organizations launched the Open Content Alliance (OCA, http://www.opencontentalliance.org/ ). OCA will offer public access to a rich panorama of world culture by building a permanent archive of multilingual digitized text and multimedia content. OCA today includes the Internet Archive, Microsoft's MSN, the National Archives of the UK, O'Reilly Media, Research Libraries Group, Smithsonian Institution Libraries, the University of Toronto, and Yahoo, among others.

Government information publishers have a long tradition of providing public access through libraries. As more and more government information publishing has embraced the Web, some people predicted that traditional library access would be going the way of the buggy whip. Now, it looks like governments can keep faith with traditional library and archive publishing while taking advantage of exciting and cost-effective Web search technologies at the same time.

In the U.S., Federal government information resources are generally in the public domain and freely available in libraries and archives through collaborative efforts such as the Federal Depository Library Program. Online catalogs use traditional bibliographic practices to assure that government information is citable and findable, over the long term into the past and into the future. Such catalogs throughout libraries, museums, and archives provide comprehensive coverage that encompasses online information as well as non-digital and other off-line material. 

For online information, many government Web pages are readily found using Web crawlers that have been in use for many years. But the "Deep Web" holds many government information products that cannot be surfaced by Web crawlers, sometimes because the products are only created on request. For instance, many government sites will create a customized map showing a selected area overlain with any of thousands of different kinds of data (streets, rivers, weather, census data, etc.). An example is the Geospatial One-Stop (http://www.geodata.gov) that provides distributed search against hundreds of online map product catalogs worldwide. 

To assure continuity with traditional bibliographic practice, many government agencies have insisted that even Deep Web resources such as the online map product catalogs are made searchable through the same Internet search standard used for traditional library catalogs. This interoperable search standard, known as Z39.50 (identical to ISO 23950), is designed for a wide range of search tasks in addition to traditional bibliographic catalogs.
Now that Web search is being made to interoperate with the library catalog standard, new opportunities abound. Routine searching can be more effective and efficient as search interoperability simplifies the skills that searchers need, even while broadening the scope of sources searched. For instance, many libraries today maintain three sets of public access computers: one set for searching the library catalog, one set for searching subscription abstract services, and a third set for public access to the Web. OCA and similar initiatives are showing that the holdings of museums and archives can be combined with Web and library resources, and it is not a big stretch to foresee interoperable searching of catalogs for all manner of commercial products as well. 

The public excitement over Google's offering of user-friendly maps will be replicated again and again as new pattern-matching techniques make it easy for people to find faces, spoken words, music, video scenes, trends in statistical data, and features within other complex data sources we can barely imagine today. 
With less excitement but no less significance, citizens everywhere will experience interoperable search of government information as a growing assurance that their governments are transparent, accountable, and even user-friendly.
