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Objectives and Concepts
• Objectives: to understand the main institutions and decision-making processes.
• Concepts: Commission, Council of Ministers, qualified majority

Former Maastricht Temple
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EU Evolution Timeline
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The Council of the EU
(Council of Ministers)
* Often referred to only as the “Council”
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History
• In 1952, it is first appeared as the “Special Council of Ministers” of the ECSC.
• In 1958, another two Councils were established: the EEC and Euratom had their
own.
• In 1967, with the Merger Treaty the ECSC and Euratom Councils were merged into
the Council of the EEC which would act as a single Council of the European
Communities.
• In 1993, the Maastricht Treaty strengthened the Council’s position by adding
more intergovernmental elements in the three pillars system (yet strengthened
the role of Commission and European Parliament in the first pillar).
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Composition
• Legally, the Council is a single entity
• In practice, it is divided into several different council configurations. Depending on the
nature of issues being discussed, countries are represented by a minister responsible for
that given area.
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

General Affairs
Foreign Affairs
Economic and Financial Affairs
Agriculture and Fisheries
Justice and Home Affairs
Employment, Social Policy, Health and Consumer Affairs
Competitiveness
Transport, Telecommunications and Energy
Environment
Education, Youth and Culture
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Presidency of the EU Council
• The Presidency is held for six months (January-June, July-December) by each Member State on a
rotational basis.
• The Presidency plays an essential role in organizing the work of the institution, particularly in
promoting legislative and political decisions. It is responsible for organizing and chairing all
meetings, including the many working groups, and for brokering compromises.
• Under the Lisbon Treaty, however, the Foreign Affairs Council is chaired by the High
Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy.
• Both the agenda and the main goals reflect the current situation and the challenges that the EU
faces but, at the same time, also the national priorities of the presiding country.
• Presidency “Trio”: close co-operation and co-ordination between the last, the current, and the
next presiding countries in order to ensure continuity and consistency
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Presidency Rotations

Slovakia

July–Dec. 2016

Estonia

Jan.–June 2017

Malta

July–Dec. 2017

Austria

Jan.–June 2018

Bulgaria

July–Dec. 2018

Finland

Jan.–June 2019

Romania

July–Dec. 2019

Germany

Jan.–June 2020

July–Dec. 2020

Croatia
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Tasks
• It is the main decision-making and coordination body of the EU.
• It passes laws, usually legislating jointly with the European Parliament.
• It co-ordinates broad economic policies of Member States.
• It defines and implements the EU’s Common Foreign and Security Policy based on the guidelines set by
the European Council.
• It concludes international agreements between the EU and one or more states, or international organizations.
• Together with the European Parliament constitutes the EU’s budgetary authority that adopts the EU budget.
• Ministers act within the EU Council in the name of the government of their country, and are accountable to their
national parliaments and citizens.
• It is based on the intergovernmental principle and represents Member States’ interests: composed of their
representatives at ministerial level.
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Decision Making I
• About 70% of decisions are made within the Council’s COREPER (The Permanent Representation
Committee)
• Three types of voting on decisions => which type is required in which case is determined by the
Treaties:
• Unanimity
• All the Member States must agree
• For decades the most common practice, nowadays required only in certain sensitive areas (foreign
policy, taxation, etc.)

• Simple majority

• Each member of the Council has one vote
• A decision is taken when there are more votes for than against
• In practice it applies to only a small number of decisions related to the Council rules and its internal
organization

• the 'double majority' rule
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Decision Making II.
• In the past qualified majority voting rules were defined by the Treaty of Nice as “triple majority”
• It was replaced by the system of “double majority”. In order to be adopted, an act will have to be
supported by:
• 55% of member states vote in favour - in practice this means 16 out of 28
• the proposal is supported by member states representing at least 65% of the total EU population
• The blocking minority must include at least four Council members representing more than 35% of
the EU population.
• When the Council votes on a proposal not coming from the Commission or the high representative a
decision is adopted if, the so-called 'reinforced qualified majority' is reached:
• at least 72% of Council members vote in favour, they represent at least 65% of the EU population
• An abstention under qualified majority voting counts as a vote against. Abstention is not the same as
not participating in the vote. Any member can abstain at any time.

European Council
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History
• The first “European Council” was held in 1961 as an informal summit of the leaders of member
countries.
• In 1974, the institution of European Council was established; formally, it stood aside from the
European Communities. In 1975, the first European Council summit was held in Dublin.
• The SEA made it part of the EC’s institutional structure in 1986.
• In 1993, the Maastricht Treaty granted the Council an official status within the EU.
• In 2009, the Lisbon Treaty made the European Council a formal institution and created its present
permanent presidency
• Until then, the European Council’s presidency was the same as that of the EU Council - rotating
between the Member States every six months.
• The Lisbon Treaty thus created a new position of the permanent President of the European
Council, appointed by it for two-and-a-half-years.
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Composition
• The European Council consists of the heads of state or government of the Member States,
alongside its own President, and the President of the European Commission (non-voting).
• The Treaty of Lisbon reclassified inter-Member State relations as domestic rather than
international politics, and since then the foreign ministers are no longer regular attendees.
• If required, the meetings can also include other leading national positions (e.g. the French Prime
Minister).
• Among other positions which regularly attend the European Council summits are:
• Secretary General of the EU Council
• President of the European Parliament
• The European Council meets 4 times a year (called summits) either in Brussels or in the country
presiding the EU Council.
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Tasks
• The European Council is the strategic organ responsible for fundamental political
decisions, solution of pressing political problems, and setting the directions for future
development of European integration.
• It represents the decision making at the highest political level.
• It stands on the top of the EU’s legal system.
• It does not vote on particular legal norms but makes political decisions regarding the
priorities and directions of the EU’s future development.
• Its main responsibilities lie in the sphere of Common Foreign and Security Policy and the
EU’s external relations.
• The European Council symbolizes the EU’s intergovernmental dimension.
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European Commission
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History
• The Commission was established with the name “High Authority” of the
European Coal and Steel Community (ECSC) in 1952.
• Between 1958 – 1967, after the establishment of the EEC and Euratom, alongside
the “High Authority”, two commissions existed.
• The Merger Treaty in 1967 combined these three executive bodies into one.
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Composition
• The 1997 Amsterdam Treaty and the 2001 Nice Treaty limited the college of Commissioners to one
commissioner per country (previously, larger states had two commissioners).
• Under the Nice Treaty, the first Commission to be appointed after the number of Member States
reached 27 would have to be reduced to "less than the number of Member States”.
• Today The Commission is composed of the College of Commissioners of 28 members, including the
President and Vice-Presidents.
• The term of office of the commissioners is 5 years.
• The seat of the commission is in Brussels.
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The Commission President
• The President is the head of the European Commission. Importance of this position has
been increasing since the 1990s:
• decides on the organisation of the Commission, allocates portfolios to members of
the Commission and can make changes at any time
• determines the Commission's policy agenda, defending the general European
interest.
• chairs the weekly Commission meetings and sets its policy agenda.
• represents the Commission in European Council meetings, G8 and G20 summits,
bilateral summits with third countries, major debates in the European Parliament
and the Council (with representatives of national governments)
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Selection of Commissioners
• President of the Commission:
1) is nominated by the EU Council acting by a qualified majority
2) must be approved by the European Parliament
• Commissioners:
1) are not elected, but nominated by Member States in cooperation with the future president of
the Commission and the EU Council
2) All of them are approved by the European Parliament by simple majority
3) At the end of the process, the EU Council appoints the Commission as a whole by qualified
majority
• Each Commissioner then selects a “cabinet”: a team working under his leadership
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Agriculture and Rural Development
Budget
Climate Action

Communications Networks, Content and Technology
Competition
Economic and Financial Affairs

Education, Youth, Sport and Culture

Employment, Social Affairs and Inclusion
Energy
Environment

European Civil Protection and Humanitarian Aid Operations
European Neighbourhood Policy and Enlargement Negotiations
Eurostat - European statistics
Financial Stability, Financial Services and Capital Markets Union
Health and Food Safety
Human Resources and Security
Informatics
Internal Market, Industry, Entrepreneurship and SMEs
International Cooperation and Development
Interpretation
Joint Research Centre
Justice and Consumers
Maritime Affairs and Fisheries
Migration and Home Affairs
Mobility and Transport
Regional and Urban Policy
Research and Innovation
Taxation and Customs Union
Trade
Translation

DirectoratesGeneral

Tasks
The commission is the EU’s executive organ.
It is the guardian of treaties, generally called the engine of European integration.
It administers the EU budget.
It sets agenda.
It has the power of legislative initiative. Neither the EP nor the EU Council (with
exceptions) have the power of legislative initiative. They can only amend or reject
Commission’s proposals.
• It represents the EU and negotiates on its behalf in certain international contexts.
• The commission symbolizes the EU’s supranational dimension. Acts in the
interest of the EU as a whole.
•
•
•
•
•
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European Parliament

24

History
• The Parliament was established as the “Common Assembly” of the ECSC in 1952. It was a
consultative assembly (of 78 national parliamentarians) with no legislative powers.
• After the creation of the EEC and Euratom, the “Common Assembly” was renamed to
“European Parliamentary Assembly” and shared by all three communities in 1958.
• Re-arranged itself according to political ideology rather than nationality
• It was named the “European Parliament” in 1962.
• The EP meets in two cities:
• In Strasbourg, its official seat, for twelve four-day plenary sessions per year.
• Committee meetings, political groups and complementary plenary sessions take
place in Brussels.
• Secretariat of the EP is based in Brussels.
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Composition
• Since 1979, its members are directly elected for 5 years by universal adult suffrage.
• Each country elects the number of members assigned to it by the Treaties based on their
population size and on the principle of degressive proportionality.
• The total number of parliamentarians rose considerably over the decades
• The 2001 Treaty of Nice imposed a cap on the number of members to be elected: 736.
• However, it allowed for the number to be exceeded when enlargements take place
during a parliamentary term
• This happened after the accession of Romania and Bulgaria: between 2007 and 2009,
the number of seats increased to 785. Today it is 751.
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Current
distribution of
seats among
Member
States

Political Fractions
• Since the EP symbolizes the supranational dimension of the EU, its members are
not organized according to their nationality but rather according to their political
stance.
• They are thus organized into seven different parliamentary groups.
• Non-attached members are called “non-inscrits”.
• The two largest groups are the European People’s Party (EPP) and the Socialists &
Democrats (S&D)
• These two groups have dominated the Parliament for much of its life,
continuously holding between 50 and 70% of the seats together.
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The EP President
• The EP President is essentially its speaker:
• Responsible for representing the Parliament externally
• Presides over the plenary when it is in session
• His or her signature is required for all acts adopted by co-decision, including
the EU budget
• Elected for two-and-a-half-year term = two elections per parliamentary term

Tasks
• The Parliament gained more powers from successive treaties.
• Its powers over the budget strengthened in 1970s.
• Under the Lisbon Treaty, the EP forms together with the EU Council the bicameral
legislative branch of the EU; officially, they share equal legislative and budgetary powers.
• However, neither the EP nor the EU Council (with exceptions) have the power of
legislative initiative: they can only amend or reject Commission’s proposals.
• European Commission is accountable to the EP; the Lisbon Treaty linked the appointment
of the Commission President to the result of EP elections.
• It has indirect effect on foreign policy. EP must approve all developmental grants.
• Essentially it represents the citizens.
30

Court of Justice of the European
Union
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History
• The court was originally established as the “Court of Justice of the ECSC” in 1952.
• It became the “Court of Justice of the European Communities” common to the
ECSC, the EEC and Euratom in 1958.
• After the Lisbon Treaty entered into force its name was changed to the current
“Court of Justice of the European Union” in 2009.
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Structure
• The Court of Justice of the European Union encompasses the whole judiciary
branch of the EU
• It formally comprises of:
• 1) European Court of Justice,
and its two subordinate chambers:
• 2) General Court (1988)
• 3) Civil Service Tribunal (2004)
• The Court of Justice of the European Union has its seat in Luxembourg
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Composition
• Composed of one judge per each Member State (currently 27) and of 8
Advocates-General
• The judges and Advocates-General are appointed by common accord of Member
State governments and hold their office for a renewable term of six years
• They must be adequately qualified legal experts whose independence is "beyond
doubt”
• The President of the ECJ is elected from and by the judges for a renewable term
of three years
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Tasks
• In cooperation with the courts and tribunals of the Member States, it ensures the
uniform application and interpretation of the EU law.
• As part of that mission, the Court:
• Reviews the legality of the acts of the EU institutions
• Ensures that the Member States comply with their obligations under the
Treaties, and
• Interprets the EU law at the request of national courts and tribunals

35

Readings and Videos
• These are the institutions of the EU. https://eurlex.europa.eu/summary/glossary/eu_institutions.html
• Analyze this page on EU instituions. https://europa.eu/european-union/abouteu/institutions-bodies_en#eu-institutions-in-brief
• The institutions - Herman Van Rompuy Oficial Channel
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=d0diZ48_q7U

