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Introduction
1. Defra published its five year strategy in December 20041 and is committed to:

• making progress on sustainable development;

• meeting the challenge of climate change; 

• moving towards sustainable production and consumption;

• protecting the countryside and natural resources; 

• creating sustainable rural communities; and 

• having a sustainable farming and food industry that promotes animal health and welfare.

2. To meet these commitments means having the right regulations in place. However, Defra
is determined to regulate in a way that minimises burdens on business, whilst still securing
effective outcomes. To do this Defra is taking a fundamental look at existing regulations,
and identifying how they can be simplified, whether it is reducing administrative burdens,
consolidating existing legislation, or providing simpler systems for businesses to provide
data to regulators. This initial plan, Lifting the Burden, sets out how Defra is approaching
simplification.

3. Defra is not alone in its determination to simplify regulation. During 2005 the Government
embarked on a radical programmes of reform to remove unnecessary bureaucracy in the
public and private sectors. The Better Regulation Task Force (BRTF) report ‘Less is More’
was accepted in full by the Government in March 2005. It called for action to reduce the
administrative burdens, the so-called ‘red-tape’, on private sector businesses. 

4. Defra is at the forefront of addressing this reduction within Whitehall. In Defra’s five-year
strategy a commitment was made to “reduce administrative burden by at least 25%
within five years”. 

5. A key factor in successful simplification is the ability to work in partnership. Defra’s
regulators are very much partners in developing this initial simplification plan, but so too
are the businesses impacted by the regulations. For example, Defra’s work with the
farming community and regulators led to the Government publishing ‘Partners for
Success’ a Farm Regulation and Charging Strategy in November 2005, which sets out
many simplification actions specific to agriculture.

6. This initial plan is a living document, and will be updated on a regular basis. It sets out
progress in mapping and developing the baseline of Defra’s stock of regulations and looks
at ongoing work to deliver the 25% target of reduced administrative burdens, and many
other initiatives that will simplifying regulations for our stakeholders. 
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7. The plan has the following components:

• Identifying Defra regulations which impose administrative burdens ‘mapping’

• Estimating the administrative burden that these impose ‘baselining’

• Identifying opportunities to reduce these burdens ‘detecting opportunities’

• Agreeing projects to streamline or reduce them ‘reduction’

8 These tasks are not all sequential. Defra has completed an exercise to ‘map’ the existing
stock of regulations. Defra is working with the Better Regulation Executive (BRE) on the
cross-Whitehall project to measure and base-line administrative burdens using the
Standard Cost Methodology (SCM).2 In undertaking this work Defra is engaging closely
with stakeholders, and with counterparts from the Netherlands and Denmark who have
already completed this exercise to learn successful best practice. Mechanisms to identify
opportunities and projects that will reduce administrative burdens are being trialled.
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2 The Standard Cost Model (SCM) – also known as the Dutch model – provides a simplified, consistent method for estimating
the administrative costs imposed on business by central government.



Progress on individual components
9. Mapping – As a first step in establishing the baseline, Defra mapped the existing

regulations that impose administrative burdens. The mapping was undertaken through
interviews with some twenty-five regulators and delivery bodies. The Department held four
workshops with policy makers and delivery bodies during July and August 2005 to share
and confirm the mapping results and to identify areas with the potential to reduce
administrative burdens. A total of 650 regulations were identified, some of which only give
rise to information obligations when a specific event takes place, such as an outbreak of
disease, and some of which are amending regulations that revise earlier regulations without
repealing them. The figures below show the number of regulations that gave rise burdens
for each of Defra’s policy areas and also the legal origin of the regulations.

10. Base-lining – The mapping work informs the BRE co-ordinated exercise which is measuring
the administrative burdens from each regulation by early 2006. Defra is on the project
group for the overall BRE project and helped to assess and select the appointed contractors,
PricewaterhouseCoopers (PwC). Defra is working closely with PwC to maximise the benefits
for the Department. At the end of this exercise Defra will know both the time and cost to
business of the administrative burden from each of its regulations.
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11. Detecting new projects – Ideas for reducing administrative burdens can come from
business, representative organisations, policy makers (especially during the course of
developing new proposals), individuals and from regulators. Defra is ensuring that all these
sources have opportunities to put forward their ideas using a three-pronged approach:

Measure-by-measure: during the development of new proposals. Defra is using its
Ministerial Challenge Panel on Regulation (MCPR) to challenge proposals and scrutinise
opportunities for limiting or reducing administrative burden. The BRE is developing
guidance on how policy makers should assess the administrative burdens of new proposals
when developing the associated Regulatory Impact Assessments (RIAs). Defra will
implement this guidance when it becomes available but has already held a major seminar
for policy staff, to equip them to carry out a cost-benefit analyses of the administrative
burdens of new regulatory proposals. Opportunities for reducing administrative burdens in
existing regulations will also be identified over the next few months as part of the
administrative burdens measurement exercise.

Strategic: engaging pro-actively with sectors and business to see opportunities for Defra
and its family of regulators to share information, streamline regulatory administration and
improve the design of legislation.

‘90-day rule’: The BRTF report recommended that Government should examine
suggestions for simplification from business within 90 working days. The ‘90-day rule’ is
not just a challenge for Departments, but also for businesses, as they must come forward
with concrete proposals. Defra is encouraging businesses to come forward with ideas for
simplification. It is working with businesses in the fishing and water sectors, helping them
to develop their simplification proposals. Senior members of staff, Chief Executives of
Defra’s family of regulators, and Ministers have been briefed to seek ideas for
simplification during meetings with business.

4

Progress on individual components



Projects to reduce administrative burden
12. In its five-year strategy Defra identified three key projects which will make a major

contribution to reducing administrative burdens:

13. Whole Farm Approach – Offering farmers a more integrated approach to the delivery of
regulation and advice. Farmers and growers who sign up for the Whole Farm Approach
will be able to reduce the time they spend filling out forms and the number of inspection
visits to their farms. They will also be able to evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of
their business online, check that the details they provide are up to date and accurately
recorded, and get help, advice and information from a single source. 

The system will continue to be developed into a platform that will enable farmers to
interact with Defra electronically, saving them time and money. Initially it will give farmers
access to Government information currently held in different databases, including animal
records, habitat maps, water catchment area data, land designations and archaeological
sites. Eventually the Whole Farm Approach will be used for everything from completing
the farm census and the Single Payment Scheme to registering animals and acquiring
waste licences exemptions.

14. SPS – As part of the Common Agriculture Policy (CAP) reform, a new decoupled single
payment scheme (SPS) began on 1 January 2005. It simplifies the application
arrangements for subsidy payments by replacing ten major CAP payment schemes with
one new single payment. Farmers will have greater freedom to farm to the demands of
the market as subsidies are being decoupled from production. Environmentally friendly
farming practices are also being better acknowledged and rewarded. The scheme will lead
to a major reduction in time spent on form-filling.

15. Environmental Permitting Programme – The Environmental Permitting Programme (EPP)
is designed to streamline the permitting systems for waste and major industrial operations
covered by Pollution Prevention and Control (PPC). Its purpose is to reduce administrative
costs, provide greater simplicity and lower charges for customers. Efficiency savings will be
delivered by regulators through the integration of two permitting regimes, some of which
can be passed on to business, reducing administrative burdens. Additional reductions in
burdens on industry will result from having a modern system, which is easy for industry to
access, understand and operate. It is envisaged that the EPP will develop a flexible
permitting system which could be extended to other areas of regulatory control and as such
recognised as an important contributor to the delivery of the Better Regulation Agenda.
The EPP is a joint initiative between Defra, the EA and the Welsh Assembly government.
A first public consultation on options will be launched in early 2006.

16. Development of further projects – The preceding three projects are a start. Once the
baseline assessment of Defra’s administrative burden is received, new projects will be
identified and started to ensure that the target of reducing administrative burdens by at
least 25% by 2009 is achieved. There is no presumption that every area of policy, or every
customer will have the same reduction in administrative burdens, but the ambition is that
all sectors will see some reductions. 

17. A table of all current Defra simplification initiatives is attached to this plan as Annex 1.
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Initiatives with the Environment Agency and
other regulators within the Defra family
18. For the past two years the Environment Agency (EA), working in conjunction with Defra,

has reduced the administrative burden from its licensing regimes. The EA has also made
good progress with its own Modernising Regulation Change Programme. Changes
include:

• Revisions to the Water Act – which removed 23,000 small water abstractions posing
a very low risk of environmental damage from the licensing system. This reduced
administrative burdens by about £1.0m/yr for SMEs. 

• Changing the legislation for the transfer of nuclear licences – This will reduce the
burden on industry by £0.5m/yr with an equivalent saving for the Agency.

• Simplifying remediation licensing – Replacing multiple licences with a single licence
for an operator carrying out treatment for remediation of soil and water. This will lead
to savings on licence applications and deployment of mobile plant charges. The Agency
proposes to start rolling out the new approach from January 2006, with full
implementation from April 2006. 

• Integrated Regulation of Agriculture Project (IRAP) – will deliver an integrated and
streamlined strategy for its regulation of the agricultural sector. This will enable the EA
to take maximum advantage of the data generated by the Whole Farm Approach.

19. Defra is working with the EA to deliver exemptions from waste management licences
more quickly. This is part of the development of a more proportionate and risk based
approach to regulation. Defra is also working with the EA and other regulators to facilitate
greater use of electronic processes for application forms and the issue of permits.

20. The EA has proposed that a Regulatory Reform Order (RRO) could simplify the existing
exemption orders under the Radioactive Substances Act, and that this could save £1m/yr
for industry and about £0.25m/yr for the EA/Defra. This will require Defra to progress the
reform, or alternatively delegate its exemption-making power to the EA.

21. Since the 2005 Budget and the acceptance in full by Government of the recommendations
from the Hampton review3 Defra has begun developing develop a joint programme of
better regulation with regulators. Its aim is to identify areas where delivery of the better
regulation agenda needs collaboration. This was a theme of the October 2005 conference
of Defra family Chief Executives, addressed by Defra Ministers and Defra Board members. 

22. Local authorities are also responsible for delivering inspection and regulatory functions on
behalf of Defra, particularly on animal health and welfare regulations. Improving this area
of regulation is being taken forward under the Local Authority Better Regulation
partnership (LABREG), which is being co-ordinated by the BRE.

6
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Initiatives in partnership with industry
23. Reducing red-tape in the water industry – Defra is working with the water industry

and its main regulators – the EA, Ofwat and the Drinking Water Inspectorate (DWI) – to
reduce administrative burdens, particularly around duplication of data requests, the level
of detail required, and the potential for more self-monitoring. A workshop with industry
and its regulators took place on 30 June 2005, to agree initial areas for action. Defra’s
Water Directorate has set up a project to co-ordinate progress on these areas, working
with regulators and industry. This approach could also be taken with other sectors that
Defra imposes a considerable regulatory burden on. Significant activity to reduce burdens
on the water companies is now underway.

24. Ofwat, the water industry’s economic regulator, is concluding a consultation on its June
returns. These annual returns impose a considerable administrative burden on water
companies. One water-only company has calculated that completing the latest return took
2,500 man-hours, and complying with all regulations just under 10% of operating
expenditure. The Ofwat consultation proposes a 16% reduction in the number of data
returns, compared with the 2004 submission, for water and sewerage companies, and 6%
for water-only companies. The new approach will be published in December 2005.

25. The EA is working with industry to improve water resources processes and has recently
started a major programme of modernising water quality regulation. Ideas are being
developed in three key areas:

• Removing the need for discharge consent for 55,000 small, low-risk sewage discharges.

• Allowing operators with appropriate systems to self-monitor their discharge quality.

• Using the Operator Performance Risk Assessment (OPRA) methodology to reward good
operator performance by reducing inspections and lowering charges. 

26. The EA will consult stakeholders, and depending on their feedback, plans to implement
these proposals by 2008. These changes are predicted to reduce administrative burdens
and focus increased resources on the biggest environmental risks.

27. This work will be carried out in the context of a longer-term strategy for regulation to
improve water quality. A Water Sector Plan is also being prepared – a vision of the
outcomes, risks, priorities and ways to address them – working with the water industry
and other stakeholders. There are positive signals. The water industry has indicated that it
wants to prove it has earned greater autonomy. Opportunities for even lighter touch
regulation will emerge as its commitment in this area becomes clearer.

28. ‘90-day rule’ initiative from the fishing industry – BRTF received its first better
regulation application from the National Federation of Fishermen’s Organisations (NFFO) to
reduce the complexity and burdens of fishing regulations. Defra met the NFFO to learn
about possible areas that could be tackled. The Fisheries Directorate is now developing a
series of detailed proposals for simplification of EU legislation, for submission to the
European Commission. This submission is a joint project with the NFFO, which Defra is
funding. Defra is also liaising closely with the Scottish Executive on the development of
the proposals.
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29. The same process is also expected to help simplify UK legislation, and Defra’s
administrative procedures. Defra is seeking reductions in both administrative and policy
burdens on the fishing industry, as well as cuts in costs for the Department. Parallel
initiatives are in hand to reduce administrative burdens on the industry, for example by
rewriting Defra guidance on legislation, and by providing greater support for the industry
in accessing the available EU grant aid scheme. Again, it is the intention to draw
transferable lessons from this initiative for the rest of Defra on how to collaborate with
business in improving the regulation of complex areas.

30. Veterinary Medicines – Consolidating and rationalising legislation is another important
aspect of simplification. The new Veterinary Medicines Regulations 2005, which came into
force on 30 October 2005, is a stand-alone Statutory Instrument (SI) and provides a single
set of regulations governing the statutory controls on veterinary medicines, including
provisions governing medicated feeding-stuffs and fees. The new regime has been written
in plain English and replaced the Medicines Act 1968 plus 50 SIs (amended by a further 50
SIs). This work provides much needed clarity in a complex area to farmers and other
owners and keepers of animals, the general public, the veterinary profession and the
pharmaceutical industry including manufacturers, wholesalers and retail suppliers. A huge
amount of consultation was carried out with stakeholders groups to develop the new
regime. The Regulations can easily be updated to take account of new developments.

8
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Structural changes to the regulators
31 The Hampton review recommended that twenty-one of Defra’s inspection and

enforcement functions should be consolidated into new thematic regulators4. Defra is
engaging with all the regulators concerned to agree how the new thematic bodies will be
established and what changes this will mean for the existing thematic regulators. Some of
the decisions on where the existing organisations best fit in the new delivery landscape are
straightforward. However, decisions on the future of the Plant Health and Seeds
Inspectorate, Pesticides Safety Directorate, Veterinary Medicines Directorate, and Drinking
Water Inspectorate are more complex and will involve public consultation. As yet, no
formal decisions have been made on the destination of the majority of in-scope bodies,
but implementation plans will be published during 2006.

32. Better regulation benefits that will arise from the Hampton structural changes were
discussed at a workshop held by Defra on 10 November 2005 for regulators and key
business stakeholders. Some of the high-level benefits that will be realised from the
formation of the new Thematics are already clear. These include:

• reducing the total number of regulators into a smaller number of thematic
areas – business would have fewer regulators to deal with. 

• reducing the number of interfaces between regulators – making joint working and
data sharing simpler. 

• larger, thematic regulators are better placed to design and implement more
robust risk management processes and methodologies – enabling a better
prioritisation of work and use of resources.

• common reporting and regulatory frameworks established – making compliance
much less burdensome for the customer.

9
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Work in the European Union
33. Better Regulation in the EU is a Defra priority. The UK is a signatory to the Six Presidencies

Initiative on Better Regulation that seeks through a sustained prioritisation to:

• promote improved use of impact assessments;

• promote progress on simplification measures;

• establish a common methodology for measuring the administrative costs of regulation;
and 

• examine alternatives to classical regulation.

34. Defra has an agreed strategy to promote delivery of Better EU Regulation during the UK
Presidency. This work includes:

a. Focussing Council Working Group discussions on the impact assessments that
accompany new Commission proposals, and taking action where impact assessments
are inadequate.

b. Prioritising progress on simplification measures, such as those associated with the
Thematic Strategies, and forthcoming Commission proposals on Simplification of the
Common Agricultural Policy and Common Fisheries Policy.

c. Holding a debate on Better Regulation in Environment Council – with a view to
promoting Better Regulation in the way Environment Council does business, and
demonstrating the link between Better Regulation and good environmental outcomes.

d. Setting up a network of EU Environmental Lawyers to share best practice on
transposition.

35. Defra officials have held discussions with Austria and Finland about continuing this work
in 2006. There will be further meetings to review progress at the end of the Presidency.
A revised Defra strategy document will be produced at the end of 2005, setting out the
opportunities to continue to contribute to shape Better EU Regulation.

10



Conclusions
36. The better regulation agenda set out in ‘Less is More’, Hampton and Defra’s own

Regulation Taskforce report5 is fundamentally concerned with better policies and culture
change within Defra and its delivery bodies.

37. This is vital as there will always be new regulatory challenges for Defra. The Department
has to regulate in the light of emerging threats to the environment, and to animal and
human health. As scientific knowledge advances it will affect the way that risk is perceived
and that legislation is framed. Looking ahead, implementing REACH (registration,
evaluation, authorisation and restriction of chemicals), tackling climate change, and
implementing the Water Framework Directive, will introduce new regulatory requirements.
The task for Defra is to find the most effective and least burdensome ways to implement
and deliver all new legislation.

38 To do this Defra is actively pursuing the wider better regulation agenda through a more
holistic approach, treating regulation as an end-to-end process whose output is not only
the regulation, but also the policy outcome being sought. The Department is working with
the wider Defra family to develop a ‘Better Regulation Implementation Plan’. This will
explain how Defra will progress the agenda. This is not something Defra, or parts of Defra,
can undertake alone. It requires co-operation and support from the broad family of
regulators and other stakeholders to ensure joint ownership and concerted action.

39 This initial regulatory simplification plan is very much work in progress. However, Defra
hopes that it will offer valuable insights for other Whitehall departments currently
embarked on the same goal as Defra, and that the plan will stimulate dialogue with
stakeholders, acting as a catalyst for developing other simplification ideas to lift the
burden of regulation.
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