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House, there had been a slowdown in 
the growth of new regulations. The 
Obama administration “averaged 63 
economically significant final rules 
annually in 2009 and 2010—and 
then 44 annually since then.”81 (For a 
list of the number of all final federal 
rules published for selected years, see 
Table 11-3.) 

Proposed rules and regulations 
are typically subject to cost-benefit 
review. Measuring costs and benefits 
is at best a tricky undertaking. Risk 
analysis experts hold that this 
traditional tool should be used “to 
sort through a complex world of 
threats to human and environmental 
health so we can identify the choices 
that will do the most people the most 
good at the least cost.”82 Critics of 
this approach, however, point out 
that measuring costs is usually easier 
than estimating benefits; costs are 
more easily quantified, whereas 
benefits are often intangible and 
long-term. How valuable are 
regulations? Lawmakers, like their constituents, are of two minds. Some, such 
as Sen. Barbara Boxer, D-Calif., emphasize their positive aspects:

The purpose of the Federal regulatory process is to improve and 
protect the high quality of life that we enjoy in our country. Every day, 
the people of our Nation enjoy the benefits of almost a century of 
progress in Federal laws and regulations that reduce the threat of 
illness, injury, and death from consumer products, workplace hazards, 
and environmental toxins.83

Others call for regulators to issue “smarter, more cost-effective regulations.”84 
A difficult challenge is to distinguish between inflexible, pointless, or overly 
burdensome and costly regulations and the beneficial regulations that are 
necessary to promote and protect the public’s health and safety.

Whatever their view of the regulatory process, legislators must act as 
intermediaries between their constituents and federal agencies. Constituents’ 
problems are handled within members’ offices by personal staff aides called 

TABLE 11-3   � Total Number of Final Rules 
Published in the Federal 
Register, 2000–2012

Year	 Number of final rules
2000	 4,079
2001	 3,423
2002	 3,559
2003	 3,744
2004	 3,661
2005	 3,301
2006	 3,065
2007	 2,947
2008	 3,085
2009	 3,471
2010	 3,261
2011	 3,835
2012	 2,482

Source: Maeve Carey, regulatory expert, the Congressional 
Research Service.

Note: The data are provided by the Government 
Accountability Office (GAO) in its Federal Rules Database, 
available on GAO’s website.


