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RE: Draft Library of Congress Memo on CRS Report Website 
 
Thank you for the opportunity to review the Library of Congress’s May 21, 2018 report 
outlining its plans to establish and maintain a public website containing CRS reports, 
entitled: Public Access to Congressional Research Reports: Implementation Plan. We have 
concerns that the Library’s plan (1) will not meet the requirements set out in the 
Consolidated Appropriations Act of 2018, and (2) the resulting website will not meet the 
reasonable functionality and expectations of Congress and the public. 
 
By way of background, we are responsible for the website EveryCRSReport.com, which 
publishes more than 14,000 current and historical CRS Reports, including all current 
reports available on CRS’s website. We automatically redact the name, phone number, and 
email addresses of the analysts from all reports; automatically append a page to each 
report a statement similar to the explanatory statement required by the law; and publish 
the reports in both PDF and HTML formats. The website and underlying redaction 
technologies cost under $20,000 to create and implement, took fewer than 100 hours of 
programming time, and the underlying code is published online, at no cost, and without any 
copyright, and thus free for anyone to use. 
 
While we would welcome the opportunity to confer with the Library of Congress to share 
information about our approach, we have been unsuccessful in our efforts to communicate 
with the Library.  We commend it for its plan to use virtualized servers separate from the 
Congress-only CRS.gov website. We are pleased to see it has been working on this issue 
since January, before the legislation was enacted, and that it has discussed an iterative 
design process in its implementation memo.  
 
  



SUMMARY 
 
In the following two sections, we address our concerns that the Library’s Implementation 
Plan appears to be at variance with the law and CRS website design issues. We make the 
following recommendations: 
 
With respect to compliance with the law: 

● The Library should update its implementation plan to publish all CRS reports  — we 
believe there are many more than the 2,900 the Implementation Plan says will be 
published by Spring 2019  — by the statutory deadline of September 19 of this year. 
We request it aim for September 17th, which is Constitution Day. 

● The Library should update its implementation plan to include all CRS Reports, 
including insights, infographics, sidebars/legal sidebars, in focus, and testimony. 

● The Library should revisit its implementation plan to ensure that HTML versions of 
the reports are available to the public just as they are already available to 
Congressional staff. 

● The Library should review the code we published to see whether it would fit its 
purposes, in particular our automated author information redaction functionality, or 
whether it could develop code that would enable it to comply with the timeline.  

● The Library should review its implementation plan to include an index of CRS 
reports, in accordance with the law’s requirements. 

 
With respect to the website design: 

● The Library should consult with the Government Publishing Office and the public on 
how best to implement bulk access. 

● The Library should develop a plan to respond to any initial heavy loads on the 
website. 

● The Library should implement a robust website search capability and develop a plan 
to do so. 

● The Library should create predictable URLs for CRS Reports and a landing page for a 
Report series, and set forth a plan to do so. 

● To keep down costs, the Library may wish to examine our approach to see whether 
it can review its own techniques or borrow some of our techniques to save money. 
Similarly, it may be worthwhile to engage an entity like the General Services 
Administration’s 18F to help keep down costs. 

 
  



THE IMPLEMENTATION PLAN APPEARS AT VARIANCE WITH THE LAW 
 
We are concerned that the Library of Congress’s Implementation plan for the CRS Website 
is at variance with Section 154 of the Consolidated Appropriations Act of 2018, entitled 
“Equal Access to CRS Reports,” P.L. 115-141.  
 
In essence, the Library of Congress has proposed that its CRS Reports website will possess 
the following characteristics (this is a summary): 
 

1. Contain CRS’s “R” series “active” reports, but not CRS products such as “insights, 
infographics, sidebars/legal sidebars, in focus, testimony” 

2. Contain R series reports in PDF format only 
3. Contain appropriations status tables will be published in HTML format only 
4. Contain a limited republishing of approximately 500 reports when it goes live, with 

additional active reports becoming available with a “targeted migration of Spring 
2019” at the rate of approximately 400 reports each month  

5. Not contain an “index” distinct from search results 
6. Cost of approximately $1.5 million 

 
We address our four major legal compliance concerns below. They are (1) what reports the 
Library of Congress must publish online, (2) the format for those reports, (3) the time 
frame for report publication, and (4) publication of an index of reports. 
 
1. What reports should the Library of Congress put online? 
We believe the Library of Congress’s understanding of what constitutes a CRS report that it 
is required to publish on the CRS Reports website is at variance with the law and should be 
expanded 
 
Subsection (b) (of Section 154 the Consolidated Appropriations Act of 2018) requires the 
Library of Congress to publish and maintain a website containing “CRS Reports.” CRS 
Reports are a subset of “CRS Products,” which is any final written work product of CRS 
containing research or analysis in any format that is available for general congressional 
access on the CRS Congressional Intranet. 
 
The key distinction between a Product and a Report is that no CRS Report may be (1) 
prepared in response to a request for confidential analysis, (2) published preceded the date 
of enactment of the legislation, or (3) be available elsewhere online from LC or GPO. 
 



The Library of Congress proposes to publish CRS’s R series of active reports online, starting 
with the date of enactment of the law, which is proper. However, the Library’s 
Implementation Plan states it will not publish on the CRS website “insights, infographics, 
sidebars/legal sidebars, in focus, testimony.” It does not clearly explain why.  
 
And yet, the insights, infographics, etc., constitute CRS Reports under the bill’s definition of 
a report. They are the “final written work product of CRS containing research or analysis in 
any format that is available for general congressional access” and do not fall under the 
three exceptions. While it is laudable that the Library says it plans to “take steps to make 
other written products that appear on the CRS congressional website available to the 
Library for inclusion on the public website,” the law appears to require they be included as 
well.  
 
The Library should update its implementation plan to include all CRS Reports, including 
insights, infographics, sidebars/legal sidebars, in focus, testimony. 
 
2. Format for CRS Reports Published Online 
The Implementation Plan states that R series CRS reports will be published online as PDFs 
and appropriations status tables will be published in HTML. CRS reports are available on 
CRS’s website in both PDF and HTML formats. Publication of the reports only in PDF format 
raises accessibility issues and diminishes the usefulness of the reports. 
 
Section 508 of the United States Workforce Rehabilitation Act of 1973 requires all 
electronic and information technology developed, procured, maintained, or used by the 
federal government be accessible to people with disabilities. While Section 508 does not 
apply to Congress, it is common for Congressional agencies to comply with that provision, 
and the Library of Congress states on its website that it is trying to make all its information 
available to all members of the public and that it believes its website complies with that 
provision. 
 
PDFs, by their nature, in some circumstances cannot be read by devices that assist the blind 
and hard-of-sight. By contrast, HTML does not have this limitation.  
 
In addition, the publication of documents solely as PDFs has consequences for people who 
are using mobile devices to read the reports. While HTML can automatically be 
reconfigured to fit the smaller screen (as part of a design approach known as “responsive 
design,”), PDFs cannot and the text will simply diminish in size, making it illegible. 
 



In addition, publication in HTML makes it possible for members of the public to read, 
search, and find through web search engines. Publishing the reports as HTML will make 
them significantly more findable by the general public, which is the entire purpose of the 
provision.  
 
The Library should revisit its implementation plan to ensure that HTML versions of the 
reports are available. 
 
3. Timeframe for Report Publication 
The Implementation Plan stated the Library would publish a limited number of reports, 
approximately 500, when it goes live, and publish additional active reports at a rate of 400 
per month, with a “targeted migration of Spring 2009” to finish the process. This exceeds 
the timeframe set forth in the law. 
 
The 2018 Consolidated Appropriations Act requires the Library of Congress to “establish 
and maintain a public website containing CRS Reports and an index of all CRS Reports 
contained on the website, in accordance with this subsection.” This is a requirement for all 
reports, not a subset. Subsection (f) states this provision goes into effect 90 days after 
enactment, but allows for an addition 90 day extension for implementation should the 
Library inform the Appropriations Committees of its technical difficulties and timeline for 
resolving them.  
 
The law was enacted on March 23, 2018. 180 days later is September 19, 2018. At no point 
does the law provide for the Library of Congress’s proposal to roll out 400 reports a month 
with a target date of May or June of 2019.  
 
In addition, we are concerned that the Library appears to intend to manually process the 
reports (see page 5 of the Implementation Plan), although it says it will consider automated 
processing. We automated the processing of the 14,000 reports we published online, and 
that code is available online for free.  
 
We recommend the Library review the code we published to see whether it would fit its 
purposes, or whether it could develop code that would allow it to meet the timeline. We 
also recommend the Library update its implementation plan to publish all CRS reports by 
the statutory deadline of September 19. We request it aim for September 17th, which is 
Constitution Day. 
 
4. An Index of Reports 



The Library of Congress has in our view erroneously determined that an “index” of CRS 
reports is synonymous with a searchable website, and thus the requirement to publish an 
index is a nullity.  
 
The term index is defined in subsection c(2), under the heading “specific requirement for 
index on the website.”  It states: “the Librarian of Congress shall ensure that the index of all 
CRS Reports published on the Website is (a) comprehensive, (b) contemporaneously 
updated; (c) searchable; (d) sortable; (e) maintained in a human-readable format; (f) 
maintained in a structured data format; (g) downloadable; and (h) inclusive of every item 
of information described in paragraph (1)(A) with respect to each CRS Report.”  
 
In addition, section (b) makes clear that the website and index are distinct: “The Librarian 
of Congress, in consultation with the CRS Director, shall establish and maintain a public 
website containing CRS Reports and an index of all CRS Reports contained on the website, in 
accordance with this subsection.” 
 
An index is a list. A list of every CRS report available on the website should be published in 
tabular format with a link to where it can be found, published both as HTML and in a 
structured data format like XML. An example of how something like that could be 
implemented (with a tweak or two) is viewable on the EveryCRSReport website at 
https://www.everycrsreport.com/all-reports.html.  
 
We recommend that the Library review its implementation plan to include an index of CRS 
reports, in accordance with the law’s requirements. 
 
CRS WEBSITE DESIGN ISSUES 
 
In reviewing the Implementation Plan, there were many items that raised concerns. Some 
also have legal compliance issues and were discussed above for simplicity’s sake. We will 
address the remainder below.  
 
But first, a few words on the concept of Minimal Viable Product. The Implementation used 
this term, but did so in a way that appears to not comport with common practice. Minimum 
Viable Product is a business practice specifically to guide organizations to seek feedback 
from customers as early as possible and before the product is finished. Viability is viewed 
through in the eyes of the customers, not the vendor. For MVP to be satisfied, the Library 
would consult with the public prior to the product being finished, i.e., now, and continue to 
do so as it is developed. 
 

https://www.everycrsreport.com/all-reports.html


The issues we will address in this section are: 
1. How bulk access works 
2. Mitigation techniques for being overwhelmed by public demand 
3. How does search works 
4. A permanent URL landing page for reports 
5. Cost 

 
1. Bulk Access to Reports 
Subsection (b) requires that “On the Website, CRS Reports shall be searchable, sortable, 
and downloadable, including downloadable in bulk.” While we may have overlooked a 
discussion on that point, the Implementation Plan does not appear to address the question 
of downloading CRS reports in bulk. If so, this is a consequential omission, as it is likely that 
institutional stakeholders (like libraries) will endeavour to download all the reports at 
once.  
 
Fortunately, the GPO has significant expertise around the bulk downloading of legislative 
information. They also maintain a bulk data download repository at 
https://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/bulkdata.  
 
We recommend the Library consult with GPO and the public on how best to implement 
bulk access. 
 
2. Mitigation Techniques for High Demand 
The Library of Congress raised a concern that the website may suffer from heavy loads 
when it first goes online. We are not as concerned that this will be an issue, but we did not 
see a detailed exploration of mitigation techniques in the Implementation Plan. 
 
We recommend the Library of Congress develop a plan to respond to any initial heavy 
loads on the website. 
 
3. Website Search 
The Implementation Plan contained minimal information about how search will function 
on the website. The graphic of the search page in the Appendix left us with questions. Will 
it be possible to search by report number? By author? Can you filter by date? By topic? 
 
Congress.gov has a strong and capable filter system. The CRS’s internal website search is 
not as flexible. Will the CRS Reports website use either of these search engines, or 
something else? How robust will the search functionality be? 
 

https://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/bulkdata


We recommend that the Library of Congress implement a robust website search capability 
and develop a plan to do so. 
 
4. Predictable URLs for Reports and a Landing Page for a Report Series 
It is not clear from the Implementation Plan how Report URLs will function.  This is 
important because it has an effect on the findability of the various reports and their 
integration into other services the Library of Congress or others may offer. 
 
Will each report series have a landing page? If a user is looking at report RL2345, and there 
are several versions, will there be a main landing page that threads together all the 
versions of the report and makes it easy for the user to find the most recent version? This is 
a best practice we use at EveryCRSReport.com. 
 
For example, it would be logical to build out the website structure as follows: 
 

congress.gov/CRSReport/R2345 <-- main landing page, with appropriate 
metadata, containing the most recent version of the report 
 

congress.gov/CRSReport/R2345/2018-05-23-1 <-- permanent link to a 
particular version of a report, such as the current version or a previous version, 
using the publication date and a sequence number in case multiple versions are 
published on the same date 

 
This would allow a user to: (1) predict the likely URL of a report just from its report 
number; (2) link directly to different versions of a report; and (3) rest assured that a link 
will continue to point to the intended report (i.e. the link will not expire or change 
unexpectedly).  
 
We recommend the Library create predictable URLs for CRS Reports and a landing page for 
a Report series, and set forth a plan to do so. 
 
5. Cost Estimate 
 The Library of Congress estimates the CRS Website will cost approximately $1.5 million. 
While we do not know what a suitable cost may be, we must note that the cost of the 
Library developing this website is approximately 100 times our costs. A similar website, to 
implement the Access to Congressionally Mandated Reports Act, was estimated by the 
Congressional Budget Office to cost several hundred thousand dollars and would involve 
dozens of agencies. Most of the LoC’s estimated expense appears to be due to the use of 
high cost, managerial staff to implement this project.  



 
Given the significant costs, the Library may wish to examine our approach to see whether it 
can review its own techniques or borrow some of our techniques to save money. Similarly, 
it may be worthwhile to engage an entity like 18F to help keep down costs. 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
Thank you for your interest and attention. Please direct any questions or comments to: 
 
Daniel Schuman, policy director, Demand Progress, at 202-577-6100 or 
daniel@demandprogress.org 


