
 
  

 
 

NEW RESEARCH: ‘Over ruled: why Britain has too many 
regulators and what to do about it’ 
 
Executive summary 

Britain's regulatory system has become increasingly fragmented, creating unnecessary 

complexity for businesses, weakening accountability, and making it harder for regulators to 

deliver effective outcomes. Yet government lacks even a clear understanding of how many 

regulators exist, let alone a systematic approach to managing them. 

Successive governments have periodically attempted to simplify the regulatory landscape 

through mergers, abolitions and reviews. While these exercises have delivered isolated 

successes, they have consistently failed to prevent the long-term growth of the regulatory 

state. New regulators continue to be created faster than the underlying system is reformed. 

 

This paper argues that the UK's regulatory architecture has developed through incremental 

accumulation rather than deliberate design. Individual decisions to establish new regulators 

may often be justified, but collectively they have produced a landscape that no government 

would consciously create – one characterised by overlapping responsibilities, inconsistent 

oversight, and growing compliance costs. 

The paper identifies two underlying problems. First, government has weak controls over the 

creation of new regulators, meaning the system naturally becomes more fragmented over 

time. Second, there is no permanent mechanism for reviewing and simplifying the regulatory 

landscape once fragmentation has occurred. 
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It sets out a new model for managing Britain's regulatory institutions. Rather than relying on 

occasional “bonfires of the quangos” or ad hoc reorganisations, government should establish 

clear responsibility for overseeing the regulatory landscape, raising the bar for the creation of 

new regulators, and continuously identifying opportunities for simplification. 

The paper's recommendations seek to: 

• establish clear responsibility for managing Britain's regulatory system as a whole; 

• introduce a much higher bar for creating new regulators; 

• replace one-off simplification exercises with a permanent programme of regulatory 

consolidation; and 

• create a regulatory landscape that is simpler, more coherent and better able to support 

economic growth while maintaining effective protections. 

 
Recommendations 

 
Managing the regulatory system 

Responsibility for Britain's regulatory landscape is fragmented across Whitehall. Decisions to 

create, merge or abolish regulators are made individually, with little consideration of their 

cumulative impact on complexity, duplication or the wider regulatory landscape. 

Re:State recommends that:  

• The Cabinet Office should establish a dedicated Regulation Unit responsible for 

designing and managing Britain's regulatory system, including approving proposals to 

create, merge or abolish regulators. 

• The Regulation Unit should adopt a formal definition of what constitutes a regulator 

and maintain a comprehensive public register of all regulatory bodies. 

Containing the creation of new regulators 

Governments have found it too easy and too appealing to create new regulators. Existing 

approval processes are inadequate at forcing departments to demonstrate that establishing a 

new body is genuinely preferable to using or adapting existing institutions. 

Re:State recommends that:  

• Government should introduce a strengthened set of tests that departments must 

demonstrate are satisfied by any proposal to create a new regulator. 

• Departments should be required to publish the evidence supporting these tests, 

demonstrating why a new regulator is necessary and why existing institutions cannot 

perform the function instead. 

 

 



 
Simplifying the regulatory landscape 

Government's attempts to simplify regulation have typically been reactive, piecemeal and 

short-lived. There is no permanent mechanism for systematically identifying overlapping 

regulators, implementing consolidation, or ensuring lessons are learned from past reforms. 

Re:State recommends that:  

• The Regulation Unit should undertake a comprehensive mapping of Britain's regulatory 

landscape to identify overlap, duplication and gaps in oversight. 

• Government should establish a rolling programme of Sectoral Simplification Reviews 

to identify where regulators should be merged or responsibilities consolidated. 

• The Regulation Unit should monitor the costs and benefits of consolidation, publish 

annual progress reports, develop a consolidation playbook, and require departments 

to produce implementation plans where structural reform is recommended. 

Contact Re:State 

If you would like to know more, or to discuss the findings, please contact the report co-author, 

Cory Berman: cory.berman@re-state.co.uk  
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