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Americans send $1.4 trillion to Washington each year in individual income taxes. But they are forced to spend even more to pay for another Beltway obligation that never shows up on tax forms. The annual cost imposed by federal rules and regulations now stands at nearly $1.9 trillion. That’s according to the latest “Ten Thousand Commandments” report to be released Tuesday by the Competitive Enterprise Institute.

“If it were a country, U.S. regulation would be the world’s tenth-largest economy,” writes Wayne Crews, the author of this annual accounting of federal red tape. The burden of U.S. bureaucracy works out to a staggering $14,976 per household per year.

Mr. Crews calculates that the overall cost of Beltway rules rises even slightly beyond $1.9 trillion when you add in the $60 billion the feds spend policing Americans to make sure they follow all these diktats. He adds that when you combine the regulatory costs with annual federal spending of roughly $3.5 trillion, Washington’s share of the economy now exceeds 30%.

One rough measure of the increasing weight of federal rule-making is the number of pages of proposed and final rules published each year in the Federal Register. President Obama has logged the two highest annual totals in U.S. history, exceeding 81,000 pages in 2010 and 2011. And his administration has continued churning out red tape.

Mr. Crews notes that through 2014 Mr. Obama has posted five of the six most prolific years for federal rule-writing. The only other president who makes the list is George W. Bush, whose minions pumped out more than 79,000 pages in 2008, as Mr. Bush acquiesced to the Nancy Pelosi Congress in his final two years in office.

In the category of “major rules” that have an economic impact of $100 million or more, Mr. Obama is also surpassing his predecessor. According to Mr. Crews, “President George W. Bush’s administration averaged 62 major rules annually during his eight years in office; Obama’s six years so far have averaged 81.”

As the nearby chart shows, Mr. Obama didn’t invent big government; he has simply taken it to its historical apogee. And because the rules accumulate over time, he now presides over a bureaucratic leviathan that earlier generations of Americans could scarcely have imagined.

Observing this accumulation of rules, it’s not hard to imagine why the U.S. economy can’t seem to grow as fast as it used to. Mr. Crews highlights a fact that helps explain why the Obama era has been particularly weak in creating new businesses.

Regulation, among its other ill effects, benefits large companies over smaller ones because the big guys can spread their compliance costs over more employees and revenue. Drawing on a recent study from the National Association of Manufacturers, Mr. Crews notes that per-employee regulatory costs for firms of fewer than 50 workers can be 29% greater than those for larger firms.

“Ten Thousand Commandments” reminds us that the burden of federal bureaucracy is too great for all Americans. Reducing these constraints on American freedom and potential should be a priority for the next President.
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