UK rises to seventh in Europe for nanny state restrictions amid new vaping and smoking laws

[image: ]
The Institute of Economic Affairs (IEA), a leading British think tank, has released its annual “nanny state index,” revealing that the United Kingdom now ranks seventh in Europe for government restrictions on personal freedoms, particularly related to lifestyle choices. This shift from 11th place highlights a growing concern regarding state paternalism as individual liberties regarding eating, drinking, smoking, and vaping face increasing limitations.
The report underscores the UK government's stringent regulations surrounding tobacco and alcohol, which include some of the highest taxes in Europe on these products. The IEA’s analysis points to a worrying trend where personal freedoms have “decreased at a faster rate than almost anywhere else in Europe over the past two years." It notes that while Germany, Luxembourg, and Italy offer the most liberal consumer environments, others like Turkey, Lithuania, and Finland embody the extremes of state intervention.
Forecasts from the IEA suggest that Britain's rank could worsen as new legislation is proposed, including a forthcoming ban on disposable e-cigarettes, the implementation of a new tax on vaping products set to take effect in October 2026, and more restrictions on advertising "less healthy" food options. The vaping tax aims to discourage non-smokers from adopting these products, with government projections estimating revenue to reach £15 million by 2029-30. However, industry stakeholders have raised alarms about the potential for an illicit market surge and adverse effects on businesses as taxes escalate alongside strict regulations.
In tandem with these developments, the UK Parliament is gearing up for a significant vote on the Tobacco and Vapes Bill, which seeks to implement even more stringent anti-smoking regulations. This bill aims to prohibit the sale of cigarettes to anyone born after January 1, 2009, and includes proposals to restrict advertisements for vaping products, ban sales from vending machines, and limit appealing packaging and flavours aimed at children. Additionally, it suggests extending smoking bans to outdoor spaces like pub gardens and children's playgrounds.
Public health advocates argue that tougher regulations are necessary to safeguard future generations from the dangers of smoking and vaping, reflecting a global trend toward more interventionist health policies. Indeed, the World Health Organization has underscored the benefits of increasing taxes on alcohol and sugary drinks, which have been shown to decrease disease prevalence.
However, this expansion of the regulatory framework is not without its critics. Business groups and some political factions express concerns about the economic ramifications of such sweeping restrictions, particularly within the hospitality sector, which may suffer from reduced patronage as smoking areas shrink. Historical context adds another layer of complexity; the term "nanny state" emerged in the mid-1960s amidst the introduction of traffic regulations aimed at protecting individuals from harm. Today, it reflects ongoing debates about the limits of government intervention in personal health choices.
As the UK continues to navigate this evolving landscape of personal freedoms and public health imperatives, the delicate balance between protecting citizens and preserving individual liberties is likely to remain a contentious focal point in national discourse.
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