
EU member countries

The EU was not always as big as it is today. When European countries started to cooperate economically in 1951, only Belgium, Germany, France, Italy, Luxembourg and the Netherlands participated.

Over time, more and more countries decided to join. The union reached its current size of 28 member countries with the accession of Croatia on 1 July 2013.
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Austria 

Year of EU entry: 1995

Capital city: Vienna

Total area: 83 870 km²

Population: 8.3 million

Currency: Member of the eurozone since 1999 (€)

Schengen area: Member of the Schengen area since 1995

Read more about Austria 
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Belgium 

Year of EU entry: Founding member (1952)

Capital city: Brussels

Total area: 30 528 km²

Population: 10.7 million

Currency: Member of the eurozone since 1999 (€)

Schengen area: Member of the Schengen area since 1985

Read more about Belgium 
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Bulgaria 

Year of EU entry: 2007

Capital city: Sofia

Total area: 111 910 km²

Population: 7.6 million

Currency: lev (лв)

Schengen area: Not a member of Schengen 

Read more about Bulgaria 
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Croatia 

Year of EU entry: 2013

Capital city: Zagreb

Total area: 56 594 km²

Population: 4 398 150

Currency: kuna

Schengen area: Croatia is expected to join the Schengen area by 2015

Read more about Croatia 
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Cyprus 

Year of EU entry: 2004

Capital city: Nicosia

Total area: 9 250 km²

Population: 0.8 million

Currency: Member of the eurozone since 2008 (€)

Schengen area: Not a member of Schengen 

Read more about Cyprus 
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Czech Republic 

Year of EU entry: 2004

Capital city: Prague

Total area: 78 866 km²

Population: 10.5 million

Currency: Czech koruna (Kč)

Schengen area: Member of the Schengen area since 2007 

Read more about Czech Republic 
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Denmark 

Year of EU entry: 1973

Capital city: Copenhagen

Total area: 43 094 km²

Population: 5.5 million

Currency: Danish krone (kr.)

Schengen area: Member of the Schengen area since 1996 

Read more about Denmark 
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Estonia 

Year of EU entry: 2004

Capital city: Tallinn

Total area: 45 000 km²

Population: 1.3 million

Currency: Member of the eurozone since 2011 (€)

Schengen area: Member of the Schengen area since 2007 

Read more about Estonia 
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Finland 

Year of EU entry: 1995

Capital city: Helsinki

Total area: 338 000 km²

Population: 5.3 million

Currency: Member of the eurozone since 1999 (€)

Schengen area: Member of the Schengen area since 1996 

Read more about Finland 
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France 

Year of EU entry: Founding member (1952)

Capital city: Paris

Total area: 550 000 km²

Population: 64.3 million

Currency: Member of the eurozone since 1999 (€)

Schengen area: Member of the Schengen area since 1985

Read more about France 
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Germany 

Year of EU entry: Founding member (1952)

Capital city: Berlin

Total area: 356 854 km²

Population: 82 million

Currency: Member of the eurozone since 1999 (€)

Schengen area: Member of the Schengen area since 1985 

Read more about Germany 
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Greece 

Year of EU entry: 1981

Capital city: Athens

Total area: 131 957 km²

Population: 11.2 million

Currency: Member of the eurozone since 2001 (€)

Schengen area: Member of the Schengen area since 1992 

Read more about Greece 
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Hungary 

Year of EU entry: 2004

Capital city: Budapest

Total area: 93 000 km²

Population: 10 million

Currency: forint (Ft)

Schengen area: Member of the Schengen area since 2007 

Read more about Hungary 
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Ireland 

Year of EU entry: 1973

Capital city: Dublin

Total area: 70 000 km²

Population: 4.5 million

Currency: Member of the eurozone since 1999 (€)

Schengen area: Not a member of Schengen 

Read more about Ireland 
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Italy 

Year of EU entry: Founding member (1952)

Capital city: Rome

Total area: 301 263 km²

Population: 60 million

Currency: Member of the eurozone since 1999 (€)

Schengen area: Member of the Schengen area since 1990 

Read more about Italy 
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Latvia 

Year of EU entry: 2004

Capital city: Riga

Total area: 65 000 km²

Population: 2.3 million

Currency: Member of the eurozone since 2014 (€)

Schengen area: Member of the Schengen area since 2007 

Read more about Latvia 
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Lithuania 

Year of EU entry: 2004

Capital city: Vilnius

Total area: 65 000 km²

Population: 3.3 million

Currency: litas (Lt)

Schengen area: Member of the Schengen area since 2007 

Read more about Lithuania 
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Luxembourg 

Year of EU entry: Founding member (1952)

Capital city: Luxembourg

Total area: 2 586 km²

Population: 0.5 million

Currency: Member of the eurozone since 1999 (€)

Schengen area: Member of the Schengen area since 1985 

Read more about Luxembourg 
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Malta 

Year of EU entry: 2004

Capital city: Valletta

Total area: 316 km²

Population: 0.4 million

Currency: Member of the eurozone since 2008 (€)

Schengen area: Member of the Schengen area since 2007 

Read more about Malta 
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Netherlands 

Year of EU entry: Founding member (1952)

Capital city: Amsterdam

Total area: 41 526 km²

Population: 16.4 million

Currency: Member of the eurozone since 1999 (€)

Schengen area: Member of the Schengen area since 1985 

Read more about the Netherlands 
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Poland 

Year of EU entry: 2004

Capital city: Warsaw

Total area: 312 679 km²

Population: 38.1 million

Currency: Zloty (zł)

Schengen area: Member of the Schengen area since 2007 

Read more about Poland 
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Portugal 

Year of EU entry: 1986

Capital city: Lisbon

Total area: 92 072 km²

Population: 10.6 million

Currency: Member of the eurozone since 1999 (€)

Schengen area: Member of the Schengen area since 1991 

Read more about Portugal 
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Romania 

Year of EU entry: 2007

Capital city: Bucharest

Total area: 237 500 km²

Population: 21.5 million

Currency: Romanian leu

Schengen area: Not a member of Schengen 

Read more about Romania 
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Slovakia 

Year of EU entry: 2004

Capital city: Bratislava

Total area: 48 845 km²

Population: 5.4 million

Currency: Member of the eurozone since 2009 (€)

Schengen area: Member of the Schengen area since 2007 

Read more about Slovakia 

[image: image25.png]


Slovenia 

Year of EU entry: 2004

Capital city: Ljubljana

Total area: 20 273 km²

Population: 2 million

Currency: Member of the eurozone since 2007 (€)

Schengen area: Member of the Schengen area since 2007 

Read more about Slovenia 
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Spain 

Year of EU entry: 1986

Capital city: Madrid

Total area: 504 782 km²

Population: 45.8 million

Currency: Member of the eurozone since 1999 (€)

Schengen area: Member of the Schengen area since 1991 

Read more about Spain 
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Sweden 

Year of EU entry: 1995

Capital city: Stockholm

Total area: 449 964 km²

Population: 9.2 million

Currency: krona (kr)

Schengen area: Member of the Schengen area since 1996 

Read more about Sweden 
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United Kingdom 

Year of EU entry: 1973

Capital city: London

Total area: 244 820 km²

Population: 61.7 million

Currency: pound sterling (£)

Schengen area: Not a member of Schengen 

Read more about the United Kingdom 

Facts and figures

Basic facts and figures on the EU institutions, the member countries and the EU economy.

Living in the EU 

Figures on prosperity levels, attitudes, education spending and language learning reveal some of the similarities and contrasts between EU member countries.

The economy 

The creation of the single market and the corresponding increase in trade and general economic activity transformed the EU into a major trading power. The EU is trying to sustain economic growth by investing in transport, energy and research, while also seeking to minimise the environmental impact of further economic development.

EU administration – staff, languages and location 

The EU spends around 6% of its annual budget on staff, administration and maintenance of its buildings.

EU institutions and other bodies

Quick links to EU institutions

Direct access to institution and body websites 

In the EU's unique institutional set-up:

· the EU's broad priorities are set by the European Council, which brings together national and EU-level leaders

· directly elected MEPs represent European citizens in the European Parliament

· the interests of the EU as a whole are promoted by the European Commission, whose members are appointed by national governments

· governments defend their own country's national interests in the Council of the European Union.

Setting the agenda

The European Council sets the EU's overall political direction – but has no powers to pass laws. Led by its President – currently Herman Van Rompuy – and comprising national heads of state or government and the President of the Commission, it meets for a few days at a time at least every 6 months.

Law-making

There are 3 main institutions involved in EU legislation:

· the European Parliament, which represents the EU’s citizens and is directly elected by them;

· the Council of the European Union, which represents the governments of the individual member countries. The Presidency of the Council is shared by the member states on a rotating basis.

· the European Commission, which represents the interests of the Union as a whole.

Together, these three institutions produce through the "Ordinary Legislative Procedure" (ex "co-decision") the policies and laws that apply throughout the EU. In principle, the Commission proposes new laws, and the Parliament and Council adopt them. The Commission and the member countries then implement them, and the Commission ensures that the laws are properly applied and implemented.

Decision-making in the EU – more on EU law-making procedures

List of Presidencies of the Council of the EU 2014-2020 

Other EU institutions

Two other institutions play vital roles:

· the Court of Justice of the EU upholds the rule of European law

· the Court of Auditors checks the financing of the EU's activities.

The powers and responsibilities of all of these institutions are laid down in the Treaties, which are the foundation of everything the EU does. They also lay down the rules and procedures that the EU institutions must follow. The Treaties are agreed by the presidents and/or prime ministers of all the EU countries, and ratified by their parliaments.

The EU has a number of other institutions and interinstitutional bodies that play specialised roles:

· the European Central Bank is responsible for European monetary policy

· the European External Action Service (EEAS) assists the High Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy, currently Catherine Ashton. She chairs the Foreign Affairs Council and conducts the common foreign and security policy, also ensuring the consistency and coordination of the EU's external action.

· the European Economic and Social Committee represents civil society, employers and employees

· the Committee of the Regions represents regional and local authorities

· the European Investment Bank finances EU investment projects and helps small businesses through the European Investment Fund 

· the European Ombudsman investigates complaints about maladministration by EU institutions and bodies

· the European Data Protection Supervisor safeguards the privacy of people’s personal data

· the Publications Office publishes information about the EU

· the European Personnel Selection Office recruits staff for the EU institutions and other bodies

· the European School of Administration provides training in specific areas for members of EU staff

· a host of specialised agencies and decentralised bodies handle a range of technical, scientific and management tasks

European Council

European Council >> 

Rue de la Loi/Wetstraat 175

B-1048 Bruxelles/Brussel

Belgique/België


Tel: +32 2 281 61 11
Fax: +32 2 281 69 34
Contact 





European Council meetings are essentially summits where EU leaders meet to decide on broad political priorities and major initiatives. Typically, there are around 4 meetings a year, chaired by a permanent president.

What does it do?

Its role is twofold – setting the EU's general political direction and priorities, and dealing with complex or sensitive issues that cannot be resolved at a lower level of intergovernmental cooperation.

Though influential in setting the EU political agenda, it has no powers to pass laws.

Who exactly is involved?

The European Council brings together the heads of state or government of every EU country, the Commission President and the European Council President, who chairs the meetings. The EU’s High Representative for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy also takes part.

Who is the President of the European Council?

Herman Van Rompuy is the President of the European Council. His second term of office began on 1 June 2012 and runs until 30 November 2014.

When and where does it meet?

Twice every 6 months, though its president can convene a special meeting if needed. Usually in Brussels.

How are decisions taken?

The European Council decides by consensus, except if the Treaties provide otherwise. In some cases, it adopts decisions by unanimity or by qualified majority, depending on what the Treaty provides for.

The presidents of the European Council and Commission, and the High Representative for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy do not have a vote.

History

The European Council began informally in 1974 as a forum for discussion between EU leaders. It rapidly developed into the body which fixed goals and priorities for the bloc.

Acquiring formal status in 1992, in 2009 it became one of the EU’s 7 official institutions.

European Parliament

European Parliament >> 

Rue Wiertz/Wiertzstraat 60

B-1047 Bruxelles/Brussel

Belgique/België


Tel: +32 2 284 21 11
Fax: +32 2 284 69 74
Contact 








Directly elected by EU voters every 5 years, members of the European Parliament (MEPs) represent the people. Parliament is one of the EU’s main law-making institutions, along with the Council of the European Union ('the Council').

The European Parliament has three main roles:

· debating and passing European laws, with the Council

· scrutinising other EU institutions, particularly the Commission, to make sure they are working democratically

· debating and adopting the EU's budget, with the Council.

Parliament’s calendar 

Passing European laws

In many areas, such as consumer protection and the environment, Parliament works together with the Council (representing national governments) to decide on the content of EU laws and officially adopt them. This process is called "Ordinary legislative procedure" (ex "co-decision").

Under the Lisbon Treaty, the range of policies covered by the new ordinary legislative procedure has increased, giving Parliament more power to influence the content of laws in areas including agriculture, energy policy, immigration and EU funds.

Parliament must also give its permission for other important decisions, such as allowing new countries to join the EU.

Democratic supervision

Parliament exercises influence over other European institutions in several ways.

When a new Commission is appointed, its 28 members – one from each EU country – cannot take up office until Parliament has approved them. If the Members of the European Parliament disapprove of a nominee, they can reject the entire slate.

Parliament can also call on the Commission to resign during its period in office. This is called a 'motion of censure'.

Parliament keeps check on the Commission by examining reports it produces and by questioning Commissioners. Its committees play an important part here.

MEPs look at petitions from citizens and sets up committees of inquiry.

When national leaders meet for European Council summits, Parliament gives its opinion on the topics on the agenda.

Supervising the budget

Parliament adopts the EU’s annual budget with the Council of the European Union.

Parliament has a committee that monitors how the budget is spent, and every year passes judgement on the Commission's handling of the previous year's budget.

Composition

The number of MEPs for each country is roughly proportionate to its population. No country can have fewer than 6 or more than 96 and the total number cannot exceed 751 (750 plus the President). MEPs are grouped by political affiliation, not by nationality.

Location

The European Parliament has three places of work – Brussels (Belgium), Luxembourg and Strasbourg (France).

Luxembourg is home to the administrative offices (the ‘General Secretariat’).

Meetings of the whole Parliament (‘plenary sessions’) take place in Strasbourg and in Brussels. Committee meetings are also held in Brussels.

European Commission

European Commission >> 

Rue de la Loi / Wetstraat 170

B-1049 Bruxelles/Brussel

Belgique/België


Tel: +32 2 299 11 11
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The European Commission is one of the main institutions of the European Union. It represents and upholds the interests of the EU as a whole. It drafts proposals for new European laws. It manages the day-to-day business of implementing EU policies and spending EU funds.

Composition

The 28 Commissioners, one from each EU country, provide the Commission’s political leadership during their 5-year term. Each Commissioner is assigned responsibility for specific policy areas by the President.

The current President of the European Commission is Jean-Claude Juncker.

The President is nominated by the European Council. The Council also appoints the other Commissioners in agreement with the nominated President.

The appointment of all Commissioners, including the President, is subject to the approval of the European Parliament. In office, they remain accountable to Parliament, which has sole power to dismiss the Commission.

The day-to-day running of the Commission is taken care of by the Commission’s staff – administrators, lawyers, economists, translators, interpreters, secretarial staff, etc. organised in departments known as Directorates-General (DGs).

‘Commission’ can be used to refer to the 28 individual Commissioners, the permanent staff or the institution as a whole.

Purpose

The Commission represents and upholds the interests of the EU as a whole. It oversees and implements EU policies by:

1. proposing new laws to Parliament and the Council

2. managing the EU's budget and allocating funding

3. enforcing EU law (together with the Court of Justice)

4. representing the EU internationally, for example, by negotiating agreements between the EU and other countries.

1. Proposing new laws

The Commission has the 'right of initiative' – it can propose new laws to protect the interests of the EU and its citizens. It does this only on issues that cannot be dealt with effectively at national, regional or local level (subsidiarity principle).

When the Commission proposes a law, it tries to satisfy the widest possible range of interests. To get the technical details right, it consults experts through various committees and groups. It also holds public consultations.

The Commission’s departments produce a draft of the proposed new law. If at least 14 of the 28 Commissioners agree with it, the draft is then sent to the Council and Parliament. After debating and amending the draft, they decide whether to adopt it as a law.

2. Managing the EU’s budget and allocating funding

With the Council and Parliament, the Commission sets broad long-term spending priorities for the EU in the EU 'financial framework'. It also draws up an annual budget for approval by Parliament and the Council, and supervises how EU funds are spent – by agencies and national and regional authorities, for instance. The Commission’s management of the budget is scrutinised by the Court of Auditors.

The Commission manages funding for EU policies (e.g. agriculture and rural development) and programmes such as 'Erasmus' (student exchanges).

3. Enforcing European law

As 'guardian of the Treaties', the Commission checks that each member country is applying EU law properly.

If it thinks a national government is failing to apply EU law, the Commission first sends an official letter asking it to correct the problem. As a last resort , the Commission refers the issue to the Court of Justice. The Court can impose penalties, and its decisions are binding on EU countries and institutions.

4. Representing the EU internationally

The Commission speaks on behalf of all EU countries in international bodies like the World Trade Organisation.

It also negotiates international agreements for the EU such as the Cotonou Agreement (on aid and trade between the EU and developing countries in Africa, the Caribbean and the Pacific).

Location

The Commission is based in Brussels and Luxembourg and has offices (representations) in every EU country and delegations in capital cities around the world.

Court of Justice of the European Union

Court of Justice of the European Union >> 

Palais de la Cour de Justice

Boulevard Konrad Adenauer

Kirchberg

L-2925 Luxembourg

Luxembourg


Tel: +352 4303 1
Fax: +352 4303 2600
Contact 

The Court of Justice interprets EU law to make sure it is applied in the same way in all EU countries. It also settles legal disputes between EU governments and EU institutions. Individuals, companies or organisations can also bring cases before the Court if they feel their rights have been infringed by an EU institution.

Composition

The Court of Justice has one judge per EU country.

The Court is helped by nine ‘advocates-general’ whose job is to present opinions on the cases brought before the Court. They must do so publicly and impartially.

Each judge and advocate-general is appointed for a term of six years, which can be renewed. The governments of EU countries agree on whom they want to appoint.

To help the Court of Justice cope with the large number of cases brought before it, and to offer citizens better legal protection, a ‘General Court’ deals with cases brought forward by private individuals, companies and some organisations, and cases relating to competition law.

The ‘EU Civil Service Tribunal’ rules on disputes between the European Union and its staff.

Types of cases

The Court gives rulings on the cases brought before it. The five most common types of cases are:

1. requests for a preliminary ruling – when national courts ask the Court of Justice to interpret a point of EU law

2. actions for failure to fulfil an obligation – brought against EU governments for not applying EU law

3. actions for annulment – against EU laws thought to violate the EU treaties or fundamental rights

4. actions for failure to act – against EU institutions for failing to make decisions required of them

5. direct actions – brought by individuals, companies or organisations against EU decisions or actions

1. Preliminary ruling procedure

The national courts in each EU country are responsible for ensuring that EU law is properly applied in that country. But there is a risk that courts in different countries might interpret EU law in different ways.

To prevent this happening, there is a ‘preliminary ruling procedure’. If a national court is in doubt about the interpretation or validity of an EU law, it may – and sometimes must – ask the Court of Justice for advice. This advice is called a ‘preliminary ruling’.

2. Proceedings for failure to fulfil an obligation

The Commission can start these proceedings if it believes that a member country is failing to fulfil its obligations under EU law. These proceedings may also be started by another EU country.

In either case, the Court investigates the allegations and gives its judgment. If the country is found to be at fault, it must put things right at once. If the Court finds that the country has not followed its ruling, it can issue a fine.

3. Actions for annulment

If any EU country, the Council, the Commission or (under certain conditions) Parliament believes that a particular EU law is illegal, it may ask the Court to annul it.

‘Actions for annulment’ can also be used by private individuals who want the Court to cancel a particular law because it directly and adversely affects them as individuals.

If the Court finds the law in question was not correctly adopted or is not correctly based on the Treaties, it may declare the law null and void.

4. Actions for failure to act

The Treaty requires Parliament, the Council and the Commission to make certain decisions under certain circumstances. If they fail to do so, member countries, other Community institutions and (under certain conditions) individuals or companies can lodge a complaint with the Court so as to have this failure to act officially recorded.

5. Direct actions

Any person or company who has suffered damage as a result of the action or inaction of the Community or its staff can bring an action seeking compensation before the General Court.

How cases are heard

A judge and an advocate general are assigned to each case that comes before the Court.

Cases submitted to the court are processed in two stages: a written stage and an oral stage.

1. Written stage

First, all the parties involved hand in a written statement to the judge responsible for the case. The judge then writes a summary of these statements and the case's legal background.

2. Oral stage

The second stage is the public hearing. Depending on how complex the case is, this can take place before a panel of 3, 5 or 13 judges or in front of the whole Court. At the hearing, lawyers from both sides put their case to the judges and the advocate general, who can question them.

The advocate-general then gives his or her opinion. After this, the judges discuss the case together and give their judgement.

Advocates-general are only required to give their opinion on the case if the Court believes that the particular case raises a new point of law. The Court does not necessarily follow the advocate-general's opinion.

The Court's judgements are majority decisions and are read out at public hearings. Pictures of hearings are frequently televised (Europe by Satellite).

The procedure for hearings in the General Court is similar, except that no opinion is given by an advocate-general.

European Central Bank
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The European Central Bank (ECB, based in Frankfurt, Germany) manages the euro – the EU's single currency – and safeguards price stability in the EU.

The ECB is also responsible for framing and implementing the EU’s economic and monetary policy.

Purpose

The European Central Bank (ECB) is one of the EU institutions. Its main purpose is to:

· keep prices stable (keep inflation under control), especially in countries that use the euro.

· keep the financial system stable – by making sure financial markets and institutions are properly supervised.

The Bank works with the central banks in all 28 EU countries. Together they form the European System of Central Banks (ESCB).

It also leads the close cooperation between central banks in the euro area – the 18 EU countries that have adopted the euro, also known as the eurozone. The cooperation between this smaller, tighter group of banks is referred to as the ‘Eurosystem’.

Tasks

The ECB's role includes:

· setting key interest rates for the eurozone and controlling the money supply 

· managing the eurozone's foreign-currency reserves and buying or selling currencies when necessary to keep exchange rates in balance

· helping to ensure financial markets and institutions are adequately supervised by national authorities, and that payment systems function smoothly

· authorising central banks in eurozone countries to issue euro banknotes 

· monitoring price trends and assessing the risk they pose to price stability.

Full list of ECB tasks 

Structure

The ECB has the following decision-making bodies:

· Executive Board – oversees day-to-day management. It has 6 members (1 president, 1 vice-president and 4 other members) appointed for 8 years by the leaders of the eurozone countries.

· Governing Council – defines eurozone monetary policy and fixes the interest rates at which commercial banks can obtain money from the Bank. It consists of the Executive Board plus the governors of the 18 national central banks in the eurozone.

· General Council – contributes to the ECB's advisory and coordination work and helps prepare for new countries joining the euro. It consists of the ECB president and vice-president and the governors of the national central banks of all 28 EU countries.

The ECB is completely independent. Neither the ECB, the national central banks in the Eurosystem, nor any member of their decision-making bodies can ask for or accept instructions from any other body. All EU institutions and governments must also respect this principle.

Money and the EU

The EU budget is funded from sources including a percentage of each member country's gross national income. It is spent on efforts as diverse as raising the standard of living in poorer regions and ensuring food safety. The euro is the common currency of most EU countries.

How is the EU funded? 

The EU obtains revenue not only from contributions from member countries but also from import duties on products from outside the EU and a percentage of the value-added tax levied by each country.

How is the EU budget spent? 

The EU budget pays for a vast array of activities from rural development and environmental protection to protection of external borders and promotion of human rights. The Commission, Council and Parliament all have a say in how big the budget is and how it is allocated. But the Commission and EU countries are responsible for the actual spending.

The euro 

The euro – used every day by some 332 million Europeans – is the most tangible proof of cooperation between EU countries. Its benefits are immediately obvious to anyone travelling abroad or shopping online on websites based in another EU country.

The Economic and Financial Crisis 

The economic crisis has prompted intense and sustained action by the EU's national governments, the European Central Bank and the Commission since it erupted worldwide in 2008. All have been working closely together to support growth and employment, protect savings, maintain a flow of affordable credit for businesses and households, ensure financial stability, and put in place a better governance system for the future. 

How EU decisions are made

The EU’s standard decision-making procedure is known as 'Ordinary Legislative Procedure’ (ex "codecision"). This means that the directly elected European Parliament has to approve EU legislation together with the Council (the governments of the 28 EU countries).

Drafting EU law

Before the Commission proposes new initiatives it assesses the potential economic, social and environmental consequences that they may have. It does this by preparing 'Impact assessments' which set out the advantages and disadvantages of possible policy options.

The Commission also consults interested parties such as non-governmental organisations, local authorities and representatives of industry and civil society. Groups of experts give advice on technical issues. In this way, the Commission ensures that legislative proposals correspond to the needs of those most concerned and avoids unnecessary red tape.

Citizens, businesses and organisations can participate in the consultation procedure via the website Public consultations.

National parliaments can formally express their reservations if they feel that it would be better to deal with an issue at national rather than EU level.

Review and adoption

The European Parliament and the Council review proposals by the Commission and propose amendments. If the Council and the Parliament cannot agree upon amendments, a second reading takes place.

In the second reading, the Parliament and Council can again propose amendments. Parliament has the power to block the proposed legislation if it cannot agree with the Council.

If the two institutions agree on amendments, the proposed legislation can be adopted. If they cannot agree, a conciliation committee tries to find a solution. Both the Council and the Parliament can block the legislative proposal at this final reading.

Sessions of the European Parliament and some Council sessions can be watched live online.

Legislative powers 

· Law-making procedures in detail 
Budgetary powers 

· The budget procedure explained 
Supervisory powers 

· Oversight and control functions 
Relations with national parliaments 

· Member States' national parliaments 
  

Close

Legislative powers

  

Ordinary legislative procedure 

The ordinary legislative procedure gives the same weight to the European Parliament and the Council of the European Union on a wide range of areas (for example, economic governance, immigration, energy, transport, the environment and consumer protection). The vast majority of European laws are adopted jointly by the European Parliament and the Council.

  


  Click for everything you always wanted to know about the ordinary legislative procedure. 
The codecision procedure was introduced by the Maastricht Treaty on European Union (1992), and extended and made more effective by the Amsterdam Treaty (1999). With the Lisbon Treaty that took effect on 1 December 2009, the renamed ordinary legislative procedure became the main legislative procedure of the EU´s decision-making system.

  

  

· Consultation (selected) 
· Consent 
· Other legislative procedures 
· Legislative initiative 
Under Article 289 of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union (TFEU), consultation is a special legislative procedure, whereby Parliament is asked for its opinion on proposed legislation before the Council adopts it.
The European Parliament may approve or reject a legislative proposal, or propose amendments to it. The Council is not legally obliged to take account of Parliament's opinion but in line with the case-law of the Court of Justice, it must not take a decision without having received it.

In the beginning, the 1957 Treaty of Rome gave Parliament an advisory role in the legislative process; the Commission proposed and the Council adopted legislation.

The Single European Act (1986) and the Maastricht, Amsterdam, Nice and Lisbon Treaties successively extended Parliament's prerogatives. It can now co-legislate on equal footing with the Council in a vast majority of areas (see Ordinary legislative procedure) and consultation became a special legislative procedure (or even a non-legislative procedure) used in a limited number of cases.

This procedure is now applicable in a limited number of legislative areas, such as internal market exemptions and competition law. Parliament´s consultation is also required, as a non-legislative procedure, where international agreements are being adopted under the Common Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP).

EU treaties

The European Union is based on the rule of law. This means that every action taken by the EU is founded on treaties that have been approved voluntarily and democratically by all EU member countries. For example, if a policy area is not cited in a treaty, the Commission cannot propose a law in that area.

A treaty is a binding agreement between EU member countries. It sets out EU objectives, rules for EU institutions, how decisions are made and the relationship between the EU and its member countries.

Treaties are amended to make the EU more efficient and transparent, to prepare for new member countries and to introduce new areas of cooperation – such as the single currency.

Under the treaties, EU institutions can adopt legislation, which the member countries then implement. The complete texts of treaties, legislation, case law and legislative proposals can be viewed using the EUR-Lex database of EU law.
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The European External Action Service (EEAS) is the European Union's diplomatic corps. It supports the EU foreign affairs chief in conducting EU foreign and security policy.

Role

The EEAS manages the EU’s diplomatic relations with other countries outside the bloc. It aims to make the EU's foreign policy more consistent and efficient, thereby increasing Europe'sinfluence in the world.

The service works closely with national diplomatic services in EU member countries, with many personnel from those services seconded to its staff.

One major role is to support the EU’s strategic partnerships with key international players and its engagement with emerging powers around the world. The EEAS works closely with the UN and other leading powers such as the United States and Russia.

Notable EU activities on the world stage include:

· peacebuilding, through political, economic and practical support – for example in the western Balkans after the Yugoslav wars.

· operating civilian and military missions to build security around the world, under the common security & defence policy 

· maintaining friendly relations with countries at the EU's borders, through the European neighbourhood policy 

· providing development aid, crisis response and humanitarian aid, and tackling climate change and human rights issues.

Head of the EEAS

The service is led by Federica Mogherini, the EU foreign affairs chief – or High Representative for Foreign Affairs & Security Policy.

The High Representative is also a European Commissioner, and chairs the EU-level meetings of member governments on foreign affairs (through the Foreign Affairs Council). This makes EU foreign policy more consistent and coherent.

EU around the world

Outside its borders, the European Union is represented by a number of in-country offices – EU delegations – which have a similar role to that of an embassy.

History

The EEAS is the youngest EU body, created in 2011 to merge the foreign policy departments of the European Commission and the EU Council. 
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Representatives of Europe's employers, workers and other interest groups can express their views on EU issues through the European Economic and Social Committee (EESC). It is a consultative assembly, issuing opinions to the larger institutions – in particular the Council, the Commission and the European Parliament.

Role

The European Economic and Social Committee was established in 1957 as a forum to discuss issues regarding the single market. The EESC gives Europe's interest groups –trade unionists, employers, farmers – a formal say on EU legislative proposals.

On average the EESC delivers 170 advisory documents and opinions a year. All opinions are forwarded to the EU decision-making bodies and then published in the EU's Official Journal.

Members

The European Economic and Social Committee has 353 members drawn from economic and social interest groups across Europe. Members are nominated by national governments and appointed by the Council of the European Union for a renewable 5-year term. Members of the EESC are unpaid but receive allowances to cover their travel expenses and accommodation when attending meetings.

Members belong to one of three groups:

1. Employers 

2. Employees 

3. Various Interests (e.g. farmers, consumer groups)

The number of members from each country depends on the national population:

· Germany, France, Italy, UK – 24 members

· Spain, Poland – 21 members

· Romania – 15 members:

· Belgium, Greece, the Netherlands, Portugal, Austria, Sweden, Czech Republic, Hungary, Bulgaria – 12 members:

· Denmark, Ireland, Croatia, Finland, Lithuania, Slovakia – 9 members

· Estonia, Latvia, Slovenia – 7 members

· Luxemburg, Cyprus – 6 members

· Malta – 5 members
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The Committee of the Regions is an advisory body representing local and regional authorities in the European Union.

Role

The role of the Committee of the Regions (CoR) is to put forward local and regional points of view on EU legislation. It does so by issuing reports (‘opinions’) on Commission proposals.

The Commission, the Council and the Parliament must consult the Committee of the Regions before EU decisions are taken on matters concerning local and regional government (for example on employment policy, the environment, education or public health).

Members

The Committee of the Regions currently has 353 members (and as many alternate members) from all 28 EU countries.

Members and alternates are appointed for a five-year term by the Council, acting on proposals from the EU countries. Each country chooses its members in its own way, but the delegations all reflect the political, geographical and regional/local balance in their country.

The members are elected members of or key players in local or regional authorities in their home region.

Structure

The CoR holds five plenary sessions each year, to define general policy and adopt opinions.

There are six ‘commissions’ to consider different policy areas and prepare the opinions to be debated in the plenary sessions:

· Territorial cohesion 

· Economic and social policy 

· Education, youth and research 

· Environment, climate change and energy 

· Citizenship, governance, institutional and external affairs 

· Natural resources 

The Committee also adopts resolutions on topical political issues.

Four political groups are represented in the CoR, reflecting the main European political families:

· European People's Party (EPP)

· Party of European Socialists (PES)

· Group of the Alliance of Liberals and Democrats for Europe (ALDE)

· Union for Europe of the Nations - European Alliance (UEN-EA).

Stronger role after Lisbon Treaty

Under the Lisbon Treaty, the European Commission now has to consult with local and regional authorities and their associations across the EU as early as in the pre-legislative phase. The CoR, as the voice of local and regional authorities, is deeply involved in this procedure.

Once the Commission has made a legislative proposal, it has to consult the Committee of the Regions again if the proposal concerns one of the many policy areas that directly affect local and regional authorities.
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The European Investment Bank is owned by the 28 EU countries. It borrows money on the capital markets and lends it at a low interest rate to projects that improve infrastructure, energy supply or environmental standards both inside the EU and in neighbouring or developing countries.

Role

The European Investment Bank supports projects in the EU countries, and invests in future member and partner countries.

It borrows money on the capital markets rather than drawing on the EU budget. The money is lent on favourable terms to projects in line with EU policy objectives.

In 2008, the EIB raised nearly €60 bn. The EIB works on a non-profit basis and lends at a rate close to the cost of borrowing.

Services

· Loans: granted to viable capital spending programmes or projects in both the public and private sectors. Recipients range from large corporations to municipalities and small businesses.

· Technical assistance: provided by a team of expert economists, engineers and specialists to complement EIB financing facilities.

· Guarantees: available to a wide range of bodies, e.g. banks, leasing companies, guarantee institutions, mutual guarantee funds, special purpose vehicles and others.

· Venture capital: requests for venture capital should be addressed directly to an intermediary.

Lending within the EU

About 90% of loans go to programmes and projects within the EU.

The EIB has 6 priority objectives for lending, set out in the Bank’s business plan:

· Cohesion and convergence 

· Support for small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) 

· Environmental sustainability 

· Implementation of the Innovation 2010 Initiative (i2i) 

· Development of Trans-European transport and energy networks (TENs) 

· Sustainable, competitive and secure energy 

Outside the EU

The European Investment Bank supports EU development and cooperation policies in partner countries.

Current policy mandates include:

· Southern and eastern Europe 

· Neighbourhood policy: 

· The Mediterranean neighbourhood 

· Russia and the eastern neighbourhood 

· Development and cooperation countries: 

· Africa, Caribbean and Pacific (and Overseas Countries and Territories)

· South Africa

· Asia and Latin America 

Structure and organisation

· Shareholders – 28 EU countries

· Governance – working dynamics and responsibilities of the Board of Governors, Board of Directors, Audit Committee and Management Committee

· Control and evaluation – ensuring the integrity and soundness of the Bank’s operations

· Organisation – departments and staff members

European Investment Fund
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The European Investment Fund (EIF) was set up in 1994 to help small businesses. Its majority shareholder is the European Investment Bank, with which it forms the ‘EIB Group’.

What does the Fund do?

The EIF provides venture capital for small firms (SMEs), particularly new firms and technology-oriented businesses. It also provides guarantees to financial institutions (such as banks) to cover their loans to SMEs.

The EIF is not a lending institution: it does not grant loans or subsidies to businesses, nor does it invest directly in any firms. Instead, it works through banks and other financial intermediaries. It uses either its own funds or those entrusted to it by the EIB or the European Union.

The Fund is active in the member states of the European Union, in Turkey and three EFTA countries (Iceland, Liechtenstein and Norway).
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The European Ombudsman investigates complaints against EU institutions, bodies, offices and agencies.

Purpose

The Ombudsman responds to complaints from EU citizens, businesses and organisations, helping to uncover cases of 'maladministration' – where EU institutions, bodies, offices or agencies have broken the law, failed to respect the principles of sound administration or violated human rights. Examples include:

· unfairness

· discrimination

· abuse of power

· lack of or refusal to provide information

· unnecessary delay

· incorrect procedures.

The Ombudsman's office launches investigations after receiving a complaint or on its own initiative. It is completely independent and does not take orders from any government or organisation. Once a year, it presents the European Parliament with an activity report.

Election

Electing the European Ombudsman is one of the first tasks of each newly-elected European Parliament. The next European Ombudsman election will thus be held in the second half of 2014.

Emily O'Reilly, elected in July 2013, is the European Ombudsman currently in office.

How can I complain to the Ombudsman?

If you are dissatisfied with an EU institution, body, office or agency, you should first give it the opportunity to put the situation right. If that approach fails, you can complain to the European Ombudsman.

You must make your complaint to the Ombudsman within two years of the date on which you became aware of the problem. You must clearly state who you are, which institution or body you are complaining about and what your problem is. You may ask for the complaint to remain confidential.

What the Ombudsman does not do

The Ombudsman cannot investigate:

· complaints against national, regional or local authorities within EU countries (government departments, state agencies and local councils), even when the complaints are about EU matters.

· the activities of national courts or ombudsmen. The European Ombudsman is not an appeals body for decisions taken by these entities.

· complaints against businesses or private individuals.

What happens after a complaint is made?

The Ombudsman may be able to solve your problem simply by informing the institution, body, office or agency concerned, but if more is required, the Ombudsman will try to find an amicable solution which puts the matter right and satisfies you.

If this fails, the Ombudsman can make recommendations to the institution concerned. If it does not accept her recommendations, she can make a special report to the European Parliament so that it can take whatever political action is necessary.

If the Ombudsman cannot deal with your complaint – for example, if it has already been the subject of a court case – she will do her best to advise you which other body may be able to help.
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The position of European Data Protection Supervisor (EDPS) was created in 2001. The responsibility of the EDPS is to make sure that all EU institutions and bodies respect people’s right to privacy when processing their personal data.

What does the EDPS do?

When EU institutions or bodies process personal data about an identifiable person, they must respect that person’s right to privacy. The EDPS makes sure they do so, and advises them on all aspects of personal data processing.

‘Processing’ covers activities such as collecting information, recording and storing it, retrieving it for consultation, sending it or making it available to other people, and also blocking, erasing or destroying data.

There are strict privacy rules governing these activities. For example, EU institutions and bodies are not allowed to process personal data that reveals your racial or ethnic origin, political opinions, religious or philosophical beliefs or trade-union membership. Nor may they process data on your health or sexual orientation, unless the data is needed for health care purposes. Even then, the data must be processed by a health professional or other person who is sworn to professional secrecy.

The EDPS works with the Data Protection Officers in each EU institution or body to ensure that the date privacy rules are applied.

In 2009, Mr Peter Hustinx was reappointed as European Data Protection Supervisor and Mr Giovanni Buttarelli nominated as the Assistant Supervisor. Their mandate will run until January 2014.

How can the EDPS help you?

If you have reason to believe that your right to privacy has been infringed by an EU institution or body, you should firstly address the people responsible for the processing. If you are not satisfied with the outcome, you should contact the relevant data protection officer (the names can be found on the EDPS website). You can also complain to the European Data Protection Supervisor, who will investigate your complaint and let you know as soon as possible whether he agrees with it and, if, so, how the situation is being put right. For example, he can order the institution or body concerned to correct, block, erase or destroy any of your personal data that has been unlawfully processed.

If you disagree with his decision, you may take the matter to the Court of Justice.

Interinstitutional bodies

Computer Emergency Response Team (CERT) 

CERT's remit is to help manage threats to EU institutions' computer systems – supporting IT security teams in each EU Institution and liaising with public-sector CERT counterparts in EU countries.

Set up on 1 June 2011, CERT will operate as a pilot project for its first year, and could eventually become fully operational in 2012, depending on the assessment of the pilot phase.

European School of Administration 

The European School of Administration was set up on 10 February 2005. Its task is to provide training in specific areas for members of EU staff. Its courses are open to staff of all the EU institutions, thereby helping spread common values, promoting better understanding among EU staff and achieving economies of scale. It works in close cooperation with the training departments of all the institutions to avoid any duplication of effort.

European Personnel Selection Office 

The European Personnel Selection Office (EPSO) became operational in January 2003. Its task is to set competitive examinations for recruiting staff to work in all the EU institutions. This is more efficient than having each institution organise its own recruitment competitions. EPSO’s annual budget of roughly €21 million is 11% less than what the EU institutions used to spend on recruitment.

Publications Office 

The full name of this body is the Publications Office of the European Union. It acts as the publishing house for the EU institutions, producing and distributing all official European Union publications, on paper and in digital form.

Agencies and other EU bodies

EU agencies are distinct bodies from the EU institutions – separate legal entities set up to perform specific tasks under EU law. 

There are over 40 agencies, divided into 4 groups:

· decentralised agencies

· executive agencies

· EURATOM agencies

· European Institute of Innovation and Technology (EIT) 

· Decentralised agencies

Decentralised agencies carry out technical, scientific or managerial tasks that help the EU institutions make and implement policies.

They also support cooperation between the EU and national governments by pooling technical and specialist expertise from both the EU institutions and national authorities.

Decentralised agencies are set up for an indefinite period and are located across the EU.

See all the decentralised agencies
· Executive agencies

These agencies help the European Commission manage EU programmes.

They are set up for a fixed period and must be based in the same location as the Commission (either Brussels or Luxembourg).

See all the executive agencies
· EURATOM agencies and bodies

These were created to support the aims of the European Atomic Energy Community Treaty (EURATOM), which are to:

1. coordinate national nuclear research programmes, for peaceful purposes

2. provide knowledge, infrastructure and funding for nuclear energy

3. ensure sufficient and secure supplies of nuclear energy.

See all the EURATOM agencies and bodies
· European Institute for Innovation and Technology

The European Institute of Innovation and Technology (EIT) – based in Hungary – is an independent EU body which seeks to promote Europe’s ability to develop new technologies, by pooling its best scientific, business and education resources.

· European Institute of Innovation and Technology (EIT)
