
As the UK gears up for the next gen-
eral election, utility regulation has 
once again received considerable po-
litical attention. Whether it is on the 
issue of railway passenger franchises 
and fares, or retail energy prices, the 
politics of utility regulation are once 
again matters of live political concern. 
Public comment has concentrated on 
the behaviour of the regulated com-
panies and regulators, as well as the 
viability of regulatory instruments. 
UK economic regulators have recently 
launched a network to institutionalize 
knowledge exchange and to highlight 
the benefits of contemporary utility 
regulation. Outside commentators and 
much of the political world, in contrast, 
continue to raise concerns regarding 
the accountability of regulators and 
the influence of the corporations run-
ning regulated industries.

In the light of these contemporary 
debates, it is worthwhile to reflect on 
the legacy of the British utility regula-
tion since the early days of privatiza-
tion. After all, it is now over 30 years 
since the initial privatization of 
British Telecom (BT). The initial think-
ing behind utility regulation, most of 
all formulated in the 1983 Littlechild 
Report, deserves re-examination. The 
Littlechild Report made the case for 
a competition and incentive-driven 
framework that was characteri
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supposed trade-offs between potential 
market and regulatory failure. Accord-
ing to this view, these challenges, and 
threats to the original ideas underlying 
utility regulation, are likely to become 
ever more prominent as issues such as 
climate change are likely to rise even 
further up the political and regulatory 
agenda.

Finally, the fiasco view would suggest 
that the initial aspirations of the utility 
regulation reformers have not remote-
ly been met. Instead, utility regulation 
is lurching from crisis to crisis. This 
does not mean that these observers 
wish to return to the state-of-play of 
the pre-1983 age, rather they critically 
point to the effects and dynamics that 
occurred subsequently. Again, this 
view is represented by a number of 
different strains. For some, the key 
criticism of the regime has been the 

power of the corporate entities that 
have entered the UK market. Insuf-
ficient attention, according to this 
view, has been paid by regulators and 
elected governments to the political 
power of these industries and inves-
tors in them. Others have argued that 
the regulatory instruments of the 
1980s which emphasized efficiency 
have become ill-suited in an age that 
requires incentives for private invest-
ment into infrastructures. Most of all, 
it is suggested that utility regulation 
(particularly in energy) has become 
hyper-politicised with regular bouts 
of political excitement over price in-
creases, ownership, and regulatory 
decisions. Thus, the supposed promise 
of the regulatory reforms of the 1980s 
– that utility regulation would become 
a technocratic exercise has been de-
feated by off-stage lobbying by various 
groups leading to growing boundary 
conflicts between electoral politics and 
supposedly autonomous regulatory 
institutions.

These three views are not meant to 
provide an exhaustive picture of con-
temporary debates regarding utility 
regulation in the UK; indeed, it is 
quite possible that protagonists of 
these different views would hardly 
agree on anything among each other. 
Nevertheless, the three views deline-
ate different approaches that include 
competing values and priorities. They 
emphasize some issues, while down-
playing others. Debates surrounding 
these views are, furthermore, not only 
restricted to the UK. For example, Ger-
many has witnessed local refer.5(to gro)0.5(wing5(re)3ririer)50.4(.e)-
one hand, and demands for greater 
consistency and ‘predictability’ on the 
other, are at the heart of utility regula-
tion. As concerns about the trade-offs 
between investment needs, the rec-
ognition of social and environmental 
obligations, and the impact on prices 
become ever more prominent, it is 
therefore hardly surprising that utility 
regulation will remain at the centre of 
the political agenda.
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