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Navigating Chicago Style Legal Citations for Government Documents

chicago style legal citations for government documents can present a unique
challenge for legal scholars, researchers, and practitioners. While the
Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) is widely respected for its comprehensive
approach to writing and citation, its application to the complex world of
government publications requires careful attention to detail. This article
will demystify the process, offering a detailed guide to correctly citing
various types of government documents, from federal statutes and regulations
to state and local ordinances and administrative decisions. We will explore
the foundational principles of CMOS citation for legal materials, delve into
the specifics of different document types, and provide practical advice for
ensuring accuracy and clarity in your legal writing. Understanding these
nuances is crucial for producing credible and authoritative legal
scholarship.
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Foundational Principles of Chicago Style for Legal Sources

The Chicago Manual of Style, particularly within its Notes and Bibliography
system, offers a flexible framework for citing a wide array of sources. When
it comes to legal documents, CMOS generally prioritizes providing enough
information for the reader to locate the source easily, even if it doesn't
adhere to the strictures of Bluebook citation. The core philosophy is clarity
and accessibility. For government documents, this often means identifying the
issuing body, the specific publication, and its date. The system
distinguishes between a detailed note citation for the first mention of a
source and a shortened note for subsequent references, as well as a



bibliographic entry for a comprehensive list of sources consulted.

The Importance of Accuracy in Legal Citations

Accuracy in legal citations is paramount. Errors can lead to
misinterpretation, undermine credibility, and even affect the validity of
legal arguments. For government documents, which can be voluminous and
complex, meticulous attention to detail in noting the correct citation
elements is non-negotiable. This includes correctly identifying the document
title, the issuing authority, the date of publication or enactment, and any
relevant volume or page numbers.

Understanding the Notes and Bibliography System

Chicago style primarily employs a Notes and Bibliography system. In this
system, citations are provided in footnotes or endnotes at the point they are
referenced in the text. A bibliography, listing all consulted sources,
appears at the end of the work. For legal documents, the notes will contain
the full citation information for the first mention, and subsequent
references will use a shortened form. The bibliography entry will provide a
concise overview of the source.

Citing Federal Government Documents

The federal government produces a vast amount of official documentation.
Accurately citing these materials requires understanding the specific types
of documents and their typical citation conventions as adapted by CMOS.

Statutes and Public Laws

Federal statutes are laws enacted by the U.S. Congress. When citing federal
statutes, it is important to provide the Public Law number, the name of the
act, and the year it was enacted. For codified laws, the U.S. Code citation
is also essential.

A typical note citation for a federal statute might include:

Public Law number

Title and Section of the U.S. Code

Short title of the Act

Year of enactment

For example, a note might read: Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990, Pub.
L. No. 101-336, 104 Stat. 327 (1990) (codified at 42 U.S.C. § 12101 et seq.).

Federal Regulations



Federal regulations are rules promulgated by executive agencies. The most
authoritative source for federal regulations is the Code of Federal
Regulations (CFR). Citations should include the title, part, and section
number of the CFR, along with the year of the edition.

A citation for a federal regulation would generally include:

Title number

Part number

Section number

Year of the CFR edition

For instance, a note might appear as: 29 C.F.R. § 1910.1000 (2022).

Congressional Committee Reports

Congressional committee reports provide valuable legislative history. When
citing these, include the committee name, the Congress session, the report
number, and the year.

A citation for a committee report should contain:

Name of the committee

Number of the Congress

Number of the session

Report number

Year of publication

An example note could be: S. Rep. No. 108-320, at 5 (2004).

Presidential Documents

Presidential documents, such as executive orders and proclamations, are
published in the Code of Federal Regulations (Title 3) and the Federal
Register. Citations should indicate the document type, number, title, and
date.

Key elements for citing presidential documents include:

Type of document (e.g., Executive Order)



Number of the document

Title of the document

Date of issuance

Publication in the Federal Register or Code of Federal Regulations

A note might read: Exec. Order No. 13769, 82 Fed. Reg. 8977 (Jan. 27, 2017).

Judicial Opinions

While not strictly "government documents" in the same vein as statutes or
regulations, federal judicial opinions are products of the government. CMOS
generally follows established legal citation practices for court cases,
including volume, reporter, and page number, along with the court and year of
decision.

A standard citation for a federal court case is: Marbury v. Madison, 5 U.S.
(1 Cranch) 137, 177 (1803).

Citing State and Local Government Documents

Government documents exist at the state and local levels, and their citation
also requires specific attention. While CMOS provides general guidance,
state-specific practices may influence the most effective way to cite these
materials.

State Statutes and Codes

Similar to federal statutes, state laws are compiled into codes. Citations
should include the relevant state's code title, chapter, and section.

Essential components for citing state statutes include:

Name of the state

Title number

Chapter or Article number

Section number

Year of the code edition

An example note for a state statute might be: Cal. Penal Code § 187 (West
2021).



State Regulations

State administrative agencies issue regulations, which are published in state
registers or administrative codes. The citation format will depend on the
state's publication practices.

Key information for state regulations:

Name of the state

Administrative code title

Part or chapter

Section number

Year of publication

A state regulation citation could be: 12 N.Y.C.R.R. § 500.15 (2023).

State and Local Court Decisions

State and local court decisions are cited similarly to federal judicial
opinions, with emphasis on the reporter system, volume, page number, and
year.

A typical citation for a state court case: People v. Smith, 123 N.E.2d 456,
458 (N.Y. 1955).

Municipal Ordinances

Municipal ordinances are local laws enacted by city or town councils.
Citations should include the municipality name, ordinance number, and the
date of adoption.

When citing municipal ordinances, include:

Name of the municipality

Ordinance number

Title of the ordinance (if applicable)

Date of adoption

A note for a municipal ordinance might read: Chicago, Ill., Mun. Code §
10-4-020 (adopted Oct. 1, 1995).



Key Elements and Formatting in Chicago Style Legal Citations

Regardless of the specific type of government document, certain elements are
consistently important for clear and accurate Chicago style legal citations.
These include identifying the author or issuing body, the title of the work,
publication details, and specific locators.

Identifying the Issuing Authority

The primary step in citing any government document is correctly identifying
the issuing authority. This could be a federal agency (e.g., Environmental
Protection Agency), a legislative body (e.g., U.S. Congress), or a state or
local government entity. This ensures that the reader understands the origin
of the information.

Title and Descriptive Information

The title of the government document is crucial for identification. This
could be the official title of a statute, regulation, report, or judicial
opinion. If an official title is not readily available or is lengthy, a
descriptive title or summary may be used.

Publication Details and Dates

Publication details, including the publisher (often the government printing
office or a specific agency), the date of publication, and any relevant
volume or issue numbers, are vital for locating the source. The date is
especially important for government documents, as laws and regulations can
change frequently.

Specific Locators

Depending on the document type, specific locators are necessary. These can
include public law numbers, code sections, page numbers, reporter volumes, or
ordinance numbers. These elements allow the reader to pinpoint the exact
information being referenced.

Distinguishing Between Notes and Bibliography Entries

The Chicago Manual of Style's Notes and Bibliography system requires
different formats for notes and bibliography entries. Notes provide the
immediate citation at the point of reference, while bibliography entries
offer a consolidated list of all consulted sources.

Notes: First and Subsequent References

The first note for a government document will contain the most comprehensive
citation information. Subsequent notes referring to the same source will use
a shortened form, typically including the author or issuing body, a condensed
title, and relevant page numbers.



For example:

First Note: U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, National Primary
Drinking Water Regulations, 40 C.F.R. pt. 141 (2023).

Subsequent Note: EPA, Drinking Water Regulations, 40 C.F.R. pt. 141.

Bibliography Entries

Bibliography entries are generally more concise than the first note citation
and are alphabetized by the author's last name or the issuing body. They
provide a brief but sufficient reference for the reader to locate the source
in a library or online archive.

A bibliography entry for a government document might look like:

U.S. Environmental Protection Agency. National Primary Drinking Water
Regulations. 40 C.F.R. pt. 141. 2023.

Common Pitfalls and Best Practices

Navigating the intricacies of Chicago style legal citations for government
documents can lead to common mistakes. Adhering to best practices can ensure
accuracy and avoid confusion.

Inconsistent Citation Styles

One of the most frequent errors is inconsistency in citation format across a
document. It is crucial to establish a consistent approach for each type of
government document and apply it uniformly.

Missing Essential Information

Failing to include critical citation elements, such as the publication year,
specific section numbers, or the issuing authority, can render a citation
unhelpful. Always double-check that all necessary components are present.

Over-reliance on Secondary Sources for Primary Documents

When citing original government documents like statutes or regulations, it is
best practice to cite the original source rather than relying on how another
author has cited it. This ensures accuracy and avoids inheriting their
citation errors.

Leveraging Official Government Resources

Many government agencies provide style guides or examples for citing their
publications. Consulting these official resources can be invaluable.



Additionally, reliable online legal databases often offer citation generators
that can assist with formatting.

Seeking Clarity from Style Guides

When in doubt, always refer to the latest edition of The Chicago Manual of
Style. Its comprehensive guidelines, particularly regarding legal and
governmental sources, are the definitive authority. If a specific government
document type is not explicitly covered, apply the general principles of CMOS
to provide the most complete and accessible citation possible.

Practicing with Diverse Document Types

The best way to master Chicago style legal citations for government documents
is through practice. Work with various types of federal, state, and local
publications to build confidence and proficiency. Paying close attention to
the unique characteristics of each document type will solidify your
understanding and lead to more accurate citations.

FAQ

Q: What is the primary difference between citing a
federal statute and a federal regulation in Chicago
style?
A: When citing a federal statute, you typically provide its Public Law
number, its short title, and its codification in the United States Code. For
federal regulations, you cite the relevant title, part, and section of the
Code of Federal Regulations (CFR), along with the year of the CFR edition.

Q: How do I cite a presidential executive order in
Chicago style?
A: To cite a presidential executive order, you generally need to include its
number, title, the date it was issued, and where it was published (e.g., the
Federal Register or the Code of Federal Regulations).

Q: Is there a standardized way to cite municipal
ordinances in Chicago style?
A: While there isn't one single universal format due to variations in local
record-keeping, a standard Chicago style citation for a municipal ordinance
typically includes the name of the municipality, the ordinance number, its
title (if applicable), and the date it was adopted.



Q: What are the key components of a Chicago style
bibliography entry for a government report?
A: A bibliography entry for a government report will usually include the
issuing agency or author, the full title of the report, the publication date,
and any relevant report numbers or series designations.

Q: When citing a government document for the first
time in a note, what information is essential?
A: The first note citation for a government document should be as
comprehensive as possible, including the issuing authority, the full title,
publication details (such as publisher and date), and specific locators like
volume or section numbers.

Q: How does Chicago style handle newly enacted
legislation that may not yet be codified in the U.S.
Code?
A: For newly enacted legislation that isn't yet codified, you would primarily
rely on the Public Law number and the short title of the act, along with the
date of enactment, as this is the most precise way to identify the law.

Q: Can I use the same short form for subsequent
notes for all types of government documents?
A: While the principle of using a shortened form for subsequent notes applies
broadly, the exact content of that shortened form will vary depending on the
original citation. For statutes, it might be the short title and U.S. Code
section; for regulations, it might be the CFR title and section.

Q: What if I cannot find the exact publication date
for a government document?
A: If an exact publication date is unavailable, use the most precise date you
can find, such as the date of enactment for a law or the effective date for a
regulation. In some cases, if only a year is available, that may be used, but
it's best to be as specific as possible.
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