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INTRODUCTION: EU?

HOW IT ALL STARTED 
A GROWING COOPERATION  

1. FROM COAL AND STEEL TO A COMMON EURO AND BEYOND

The European Union is a far-reaching cooperation between countries in Europe. The Member States 
gave the European Union the power to take decisions on predetermined matters, like the Single Market. 
The European Union is therefore a supranational body. Its policies take precedence over national, 
regional and local authorities. Every Member State has representatives in the EU institutions. 

The EU is a project of the people: It is up to us, the citizens, to decide what the future of this project 
looks like. We do this, for example, every five years when we directly elect the members of the European 
Parliament. 

The European Union is a peace project: Countries voluntarily gave up part of their powers to cooperate 
in a way that would make all those involved stronger and which would make war between the Member 
States impossible. 

The European Union is based on a common set of values, including democracy, solidarity and respect 
for human rights. The EU values are the guiding principles for living together and organising society, 
public life and politics. 

The EU is a project with a very large impact on our countries and our daily lives. From the moment 
we wake up until we go to bed, we experience the impact of its decisions in both the small and the big 
things. 

The EU is a project in constant evolution: Ever since its founding after World War II (1950s), it has 
continued to grow, both in the number of Member States, and in what it manages (competences). 

European cooperation was founded to build and maintain peace between the European countries, 
but it was mainly constructed upon economic integration. Only later did cooperation on political and 
social issues begin. 
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World War II
Europe was in ruins after World War II. The war 
destroyed cities, roads and much of Europe’s 
industry. Europe’s economy was in shambles. The 
war was also devastating on a human scale: 55 
million people worldwide were killed, 35 million 
people were injured and 190 million people fled 
their homes. The cry for peace was louder than 
ever before. 

1951: Treaty establishing the European 
Coal and Steel Community
France, (West) Germany, Italy, Belgium, the 
Netherlands and Luxembourg reacted positively to 
Robert Schuman’s declaration. These six countries 
signed the Treaty of Paris in 1951. The European 
Coal and Steel Community (ECSC) entered into 
force in 1952. 

1965: The European Communities
Merger Treaty (signed in 1965 and into force in 
1967): The ECSC, the EEC and Euratom merged into 
the European Communities. 

1979: First direct elections for the 
European Parliament
The citizens of the European Communities directly 
elected their representatives in the European 
Parliament for the first time in June 1979. At 
the time there were nine countries, electing 410 
members of Parliament for the period of 1979 – 
1984.

1950: Schuman Declaration
On 9 May 1950 the French Minister of Foreign 
Affairs, Robert Schuman, held a press conference. 
He called upon other European countries to pool 
coal and steel resources. As coal and steel are 
necessary components for arms production, he 
hoped this cooperation would render future war 
impossible. On top of that, coal and steel were also 
very important in rebuilding the continent after 
the war. 

1957: Treaties of Rome: EEC and Euratom 
treaties
The first six countries wanted an even stronger 
economic integration. Therefore they signed two 
new treaties in 1957: the EEC treaty and Euratom, 
also known as the Rome Treaties.
- European Economic Community (EEC): The 

countries agreed to gradually turn their separate 
economies into a common market, starting 
with a customs union. This treaty marked the 
beginning of the cooperation in agriculture, 
fisheries, harbour policy and transport policy. 

- Euratom: This cooperation in nuclear energy 
aimed at joint research into the possible civilian 
applications of nuclear energy. 

The Rome Treaties entered into force in 1958.

1960s: Success and struggle
The success of the economic collaboration was 
overwhelming: In the ‘60s, trade in the EEC was as 
large as the trade of the US and the Soviet Union 
combined. 
However, European cooperation entered a difficult 
period after the Rome Treaties: the Member States 
no longer wanted to give additional powers to the 
European level. These difficult negotiations marked 
European cooperation in the ‘60s and ‘70s. 

© European Union, EP

Schuman declaration © European Communities, 1950” Signing of the Rome Treaties © AP, 1957 - Source EC Audiovisual Service.
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1992: Treaty on European Union - 
Maastricht Treaty
The Maastricht Treaty marked the actual beginning 
of cooperation on a political level, alongside the 
existing economic integration.
A new name was given to the former European 
Communities: the European Union. The ‘new’ 
European Union consisted of three main pillars: 
1. Economic integration: The Member States 

decided to enhance economic integration and 
to establish a common European currency: 
the euro. 

2. Cooperation on foreign and security policy.
3. Cooperation on home/domestic affairs and 

justice.

Decisions on political issues (Pillars 2 and 3) had 
to be made unanimously. Each Member State had 
a right to veto. 
This treaty was signed in 1992 and entered into 
force in 1993)

1993: Open borders
On 1 January 1993 the internal borders of 
the Member States of the European Union 
“disappeared”: Since then, cars and trucks no 
longer have to queue at border crossing posts for 
checks. The Single Market with free movement 
of persons, goods, services and capital came into 
effect. 

2002: Introduction of the euro
The euro was introduced into the banking system 
in 1999. But it was only on 1 January 2002 that 
12 EU Member States started actively using the 
euro. Three Member States of the EU, the United 
Kingdom, Denmark and Sweden, decided against 
a switch towards the euro and still use their 
national currency. The European Central Bank is the 
EU institution dedicated to managing the euro. 
In the aftermath of the financial and economic 
crisis beginning in 2008, the euro was also in 
trouble, leading to a serious crisis. 

2012: Nobel Peace Prize for Europe
The European Union won the Nobel Peace Prize. 
This prize recognised the sixty years of EU efforts 
for peace, reconciliation, democracy and human 
rights in Europe. 

1986: The Single European Act
Thirty years after the countries had decided to 
establish a common market (the Rome Treaties), 
it was still not in effect. The Single European Act 
revitalised this decision (signed in 1986, into force 
in 1987):
- The then-twelve members of the European 

Communities decided to establish the Single 
Market by 1992. All obstacles to trade and free 
movement had to be removed by then. 

- The Member States began cooperation on 
environmental policy and scientific research. 

1997: Treaty of Amsterdam
With the prospect of EU enlargement towards 
Eastern Europe, not only the future Member 
States had to prepare. The EU itself also needed 
to be ready for a significant rise in members. 
A reform of the decision-making process was 
especially needed: fewer decisions based on 
unanimity and more on majority voting. The first 
attempt to change this was with the Amsterdam 
Treaty (signed in 1997, into force in 1999). The 
treaty however did not live up to this expectation. 

2001: Treaty of Nice
With the accession date of the new countries 
coming closer, a second attempt to reform the 
European Union was made in Nice (signed in 2001, 
into force in 2003). It also failed to make decision-
making easier.  

2004-2005: The European Constitution
After the two failed attempts to reform the EU 
(with the Treaties of Amsterdam and Nice), a third 
attempt was made with the European Constitution 
in June 2004. Because of the importance of the 
European Constitution and also the fact that the 
word “constitution” was used, some countries 
decided to organise a referendum. The population 
of France and the Netherlands voted against this 
new “Constitution for Europe”. Because every 
new EU treaty has to be approved by every 
single Member State in order to go in effect, their 
decision sent the “constitution” straight to the 
dustbin. The European Union entered into a deep 
crisis.  

2007: Treaty of Lisbon 
A fourth attempt was made in 2007: The European 
Constitution got a make-over and was renamed 
as the Lisbon Treaty. All Member States finally 
ratified this treaty. The new rules entered into force 
in December 2009 and determine how the EU 
functions still today. 

2014: Elections for the European 
Parliament with European ‘lead 
candidates’ 
For the first time ever the elections for the 
European Parliament also directly decided who 
would be the new president of the European 
Commission. Five European political parties 
appointed their lead candidate beforehand. 
In the run-up to the elections there was a big 
debate between the lead candidates about their 
views on the future of Europe. The European 
People’s Party ended up being the largest political 
group in the European Parliament. Therefore it was 
their lead candidate, Luxembourgian Jean-Claude 
Juncker, who was appointed the new president of 
the European Commission.  

© European Union, EP
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 The first six
Six countries founded the ECSC and later, in 1957, 
also the EEC and Euratom: France, West Germany, 
Italy, Belgium, the Netherlands and Luxembourg. 

Accession of Greece  
Greece had recently shaken off a military 
dictatorship. With the accession of Greece, the 
then-Member States wanted to support the 
newly-installed democracy. Economic arguments 
were in play as well: Greece was an interesting 
new market.    

Accession of the Denmark, Ireland and 
the United Kingdom 
The success of the European Economic Community 
attracted other European countries. Denmark, 
Ireland and the United Kingdom joined in 1973. 
There were also ongoing negotiations with Norway 
at the time, but the Norwegian people voted 
against membership in a referendum. 

Accession of Spain and Portugal 
Support for democracy and economic motives 
also played an important part in the accession of 
Spain and Portugal. Spain had just rid itself of the 
dictator Franco, and Portugal had also put an end 
to the dictatorship of Salazar. 

2. FROM 6 TO 28 MEMBER STATES
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Fall of the Berlin Wall 
On 9 November 1989 the Berlin Wall fell. This 
historical event marked the end of the division 
between West and East Europe. 
Newly-emerging democracies in Eastern Europe 
now had the possibility of joining the European 
cooperation. Therefore, in 1993, the Member States 
determined the conditions to be met by new 
Member States in order to qualify for accession: 
- Be a ‘European’ country (geographically or 

historically)
- Respect the rule of law
- Have a well-functioning market economy 
- Be a stable democracy
- Respect human rights 
- Implement all existing EU rules and regulations, 

the so-called ‘acquis communautaire’

Accession of Sweden, Finland and Austria
With the accession of Sweden, Finland and Austria, 
the EU now had 15 Member States. Norway 
made a second attempt at accession, but again 
the Norwegian people voted against this in a 
referendum. 

Accession of Romania and Bulgaria
Bulgaria and Romania joined in 2007. Their 
accession increased the number of Member States 
to 27. 

Unification of Germany  
East and West Germany wanted to be reunified 
as a country. The other Member States agreed 
to a unification on the condition that Germany 
was thoroughly embedded in the European 
cooperation, both economically and politically. 

Accession of Cyprus, the Czech Republic, 
Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, 
Malta, Poland, Slovakia, and Slovenia
On 1 May 2004, ten new Member States acceded 
to the EU. This brought the total number of 
Member States up to 25. 

Accession of Croatia 
On 1 July 2013 Croatia entered the EU. Now there 
are 28 Member States. 



Future?

Belgium

Luxembourg

Germany

The Netherlands

France

Spain
Portugal

United
Kingdom

Finland

Poland

Croatia
Italy

Hungary

Slovenia

Austria

Czech
Republic

Slovakia

Malta

Romania

Bulgaria

Cyprus

Greece

Latvia

Lithuania

Estonia

Sweden

Denmark
Ireland

* This name does not affect the positions on the status of Kosovo, and is in accordance 
with Resolution 1244/1999 of the UN Security Council and the advice of the 
International Court about the independence declaration of Kosovo. 

Candidate Member States and potential 
Member States  
There are currently five official candidate 
Member States to the EU. These countries are:
- Albania 
- Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia, 
- Montenegro
- Serbia 
- Turkey
A candidate Member State is one that has 
successfully submitted a membership application. 
The negotiations for accession between this 
country and the EU have been opened. Due to the 
many EU rules and regulations each candidate 
country must adopt, the negotiations take time 
to be completed. The candidates are supported 
financially, administratively and technically during 
this period. 

In addition to the candidate Member States, 
there are also several potential Member 
States: These countries have given official notice 
of the fact that they want to enter the EU, but 
negotiations have not begun. These countries are:
- Bosnia and Herzegovina 
- Kosovo*

ASSIGNMENT        Colour the countries according to the year of accession. 

Back to 27 countries? 
A small majority of citizens in the UK voted in 
favour of leaving the European Union in June 
2016. The negotiations on how to organise this 
departure, also known as ‘Brexit’, began in March 
2017 and should be finished by 2019. At the time 
of writing, negotiations are still taking place and 
the outcome is unclear. 
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WHAT DOES THE EUROPEAN UNION DO?
EU membership has thoroughly changed our countries and our daily lives. First of all the EU guarantees 
peace between the EU Member States. In addition, the open borders and the introduction of the euro 
are some of the most remarkable accomplishments of the European Union. In the following we will 
take a look at some of the rules and regulations made by the EU so far. We will also find out what the 
EU spends its money on.  

1. SOME EXAMPLES
- EU regulations determine the safety conditions your smartphone (and other products) must 

meet. 

- EU regulations determine that you receive a minimum two-year guarantee when buying a new 
tablet, vacuum cleaner, etc (all electronics). 

- Thanks to the EU, roaming charges (the extra charges when calling, texting or using the Internet 
while abroad) have been abolished within the EU since June 2017.

- EU regulations determine that every (full-time) employee has the right to at least 20 days of 
paid leave from work each year. 

- The EU makes sure you know how many calories your can of soda contains and what 
ingredients were used. 

- The EU has strict rules for food production. It ensures that the meat, pastries and canned food 
you eat are safe. 

- As an EU citizen, the EU ensures your passenger rights. For example, when your plane is delayed, 
the airline has to give you a compensation (depending on the amount of hours delay).

9  /  EUROPE@SCHOOL



2. SOME BIG CHANGES 
OPEN BORDERS: THE SINGLE MARKET AND SCHENGEN

1. The Single Market
On 1 January 1993, the borders between 
EU countries were opened for the free 
movement of goods, employees, services and 
capital. 

Essentially, the free movement of goods 
entails that all freight traffic, which before 
would have to queue for hours at the various 
border crossing posts, can now travel from 
one country to another without any problem. 
This of course is a big time-saver for European 
companies. 

The free movement of persons is in essence 
the free movement of workers: it allows EU citizens to work in any EU Member State without needing a 
work permit. This free movement is also valid for students (who can study in any of the Member States) 
and retired persons (who can live in any of the Member States).

The free movement of services entails that companies can offer their services in any of the EU 
Member States without having to pay specific taxes for this. This free movement of services also ended 
the monopoly of public service companies in the fields of telecommunications, energy and transport. 
Apart from several exceptions, most of these services, such as air traffic, are now offered by several 
privately-owned companies, whereas they used to be offered by only one – mostly- (or partly-) state-
owned company.  

Finally, the free movement of capital means that money can circulate freely within the EU.

2. The Schengen area
The Schengen Agreement (approved in 1985, in force since 1995) meant the abolition of internal 
border checks for people travelling from one country to another and the implementation of a common 
visa policy. The Schengen Area operates like a single state for international travel purposes with external 
border controls for travellers entering and exiting the area. There are common visas and no internal 
border controls. It currently consists of 26 countries. Not all EU Member States belong to the Schengen 
Area: Ireland and the United Kingdom chose not to take part. Iceland, Liechtenstein, Norway and 
Switzerland – all not EU Member States – did however join the Schengen Area. Bulgaria, Croatia, Cyprus 
and Romania are obligated to join the Schengen Area in the future, once they fulfil the necessary safety 
requirements. 
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ASSIGNMENT   Make an outline of the outer borders of the Schengen Area on this map.

1.

Schengen countries that are an EU member

Schengen countries that are not an EU member (Iceland, Liechtenstein, Norway, Switzerland)

EU Member States not currently participating in Schengen, but obligated to join in the future (Bulgaria, Croatia, Cyprus, Romania) 

EU Member States that have an opt-out of the Schengen Agreement (United Kingdom, Ireland)

Map: Countries in the Schengen Area (2017)
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Euro area: EU Member States using the euro as official currency (19) 

EU Member States obligated to introduce the euro in the future (7) 

EU Member States with an opt-out to introduce the euro (2) 

Map: The euro area (2017)

THE EURO
Before 2002, almost every EU country had its own currency. Germany had the mark, Spain had the 
peseta, France had the franc, etc. In 1992 it was decided to introduce one common European currency. 
This would allow citizens to travel more easily and, more importantly, the costs of exchange rates (the 
fees that banks charge when exchanging currency) would disappear, which was especially good news 
for companies operating within the EU.  

Not all EU countries use the euro as their official currency: Two countries did not want a change in 
currency and opted out: the United Kingdom and Denmark. Because the other countries still using 
their national currency joined the EU only after this decision was made, they are obligated to introduce 
the euro in the future. Until they fulfil the necessary requirements for switching to the euro, they 
still use their national currency. These countries are: Bulgaria, Croatia, the Czech Republic, Hungary, 
Poland, Romania and Sweden. Sweden however intentionally avoids the fulfilment of the adoption 
requirements, because the Swedish people rejected joining the Eurozone in a referendum in 2003. 
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3. WHAT DOES THE EU DECIDE ON? 
There are several bodies that make policy decisions on certain subjects. Generally speaking, the rule 
is: make the decision as closely to the people as possible. This means for example that births and 
marriages are registered at the local level. Or, imagine what would happen if the EU were responsible 
for determining the speed limit for each road throughout the entire EU: This is an impossible job for 
people who are not familiar with the local situation. Therefore it is better if the local, regional or national 
authorities determine this. 

As already mentioned, it is a unique thing that countries voluntarily ‘gave away’ some of their 
competences to the European Union. Over the years, with every new treaty, countries have given the 
EU more competencies and more power because they felt this was necessary for  strong cooperation. 
As a general rule, the EU is responsible for those subjects that are better dealt with at the EU level than 
at national level. 

As a consequence, EU legislation always takes precedence: if the national level, or any other policy level, 
were to make a law that is in violation of an EU rule or regulation, the European decision would always 
have priority.
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The main policy domains of the EU are:
- Everything related to the Single Market: 

All products sold in the EU must follow the 
same standards and fulfil the same safety 
requirements. A significant part of legislation 
therefore deals with how products should be 
made, what the end product must be like and 
how they can be sold. 

 The EU also sets certain principles within the 
regulations for the Single Market:

- Consumer protection: Are the products 
safe? Is the food safe? Does the consumer receive sufficient information? Do companies treat 
consumers fairly? 

- Animal welfare: The EU investigates if and how products can be made in an animal friendly way. 
For example, the EU imposes rules concerning the minimum size of chicken coops and pig sties. 

- Environmental norms: Are products made while respecting the environment? For example, the 
EU imposes strict rules for waste disposal. 

- International trade treaties: The EU also 
wants to trade with other countries in the 
world and negotiates trade agreements 
as an entity. As such, the EU already has 
trade agreements with, for example, South-
Korea and Canada and is negotiating new 
agreements with many other (blocs of ) 
countries throughout the world.  

- The euro: The European Central Bank is responsible for the monetary policy for the euro area 
countries. Due to the euro crisis more power has been handed over to the European level. For 
example, the banking union, which supervises European banks, was founded in 2014. 

- Agriculture and fisheries: This sector has 
been important since the very start of the 
European cooperation. Our food supply 
depends on it and the EU wants to prevent 
famine, like the one that hit Europe after World 
War II. 

Picture: Signing ceremony of CETA, 30/10/2016
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- EU citizenship: Every person holding the nationality of an EU country is automatically a citizen of the 
EU. This EU citizenship gives you a number of important rights. For example, as an EU citizen you can 
move and reside freely in the EU. Or, if you live in another EU country, you are allowed to vote there 
for local and for European elections. 

- Climate change: Global warming affects all 
countries in the world, including all EU Member 
States. The EU wants to stop global warming 
and manage the consequences of an already 
warmer planet. Consequently it imposes 
measures to be more energy efficient, to use 
more renewable energy and to emit less CO². 

- Social measures: When it comes to social issues, it is mainly the Member States who make the 
decisions (e.g., child allowance, benefits and pensions). Nonetheless the EU has taken some measures 
in this field. For example, it has determined a minimum period for parental leave (four months for 
each parent), safety norms for employee security, and set a minimum of 20 days of leave for a full-
time employee in the EU. 
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4. WHAT DOES THE EU SPEND ITS MONEY ON?
Next to making legislation within its competencies, the EU also spends money in other fields, in order 
to stimulate certain behaviour.  For example, the EU wants to create more jobs, decrease poverty and 
decrease youth unemployment. These are all areas that fall under national governments’ jurisdiction. By 
granting money to certain projects, the EU still can have an impact in these areas.  

The graph below shows how the EU spends its money across several domains during the period of 
2014-2020. The total amount is 1082 billion euros for seven years, which equals to about 155 billion 
euros each year. 

Administration  6,4%

Global Europe 6,1%

Security and citizenship 1,6%

Sustainable growth:  38,9% 
natural resources

SMARTH AND INCLUSIVE GROWTH 47,0%

Economic, social and 
territorial cohesion 33,9%

Competitiveness for
growht and jobs 13,1%

Image: division of the budget for the period of 2014-2020 (multi-annual framework)
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Smart and inclusive growth: 
Economic, social and territorial cohesion
Through the structural funds of ‘smart and inclusive growth’, the EU develops infrastructure and 
generates economic growth. For example, the EU invests in construction projects like motorways, 
wind farms, airports and urban regeneration schemes. This part of the budget invests more in the 
regions that are less wealthy in order for them to gradually rise to the same level of welfare as the 
wealthier regions. 

Map of cohesion regions 2014-2020.

All regions receive funds, but the less developed receive more from the structural funds. 

Source: http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/en/policy/how/is-my-region-covered/  

More developed regions

Transition regions

Less developed regions.
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Smart and inclusive growth:  
competitiveness for growth and jobs
With this part of the budget the EU invests in research and technological 
developments and improves terms of employment in Europe. It also invests in 
education, transport, energy and digital networks in order to improve communication 
throughout Europe. This is for example the part of the budget that grants the money 
for the Erasmus+ program for student exchange and educational cooperation (in 
primary, secondary and higher education). 

Sustainable growth: Natural resources 
It is very important that there is sufficient, safe and high quality food production 
within the EU. Therefore, a large part of the budget grants money to farmers through 
direct payments and support for rural development. 

Administration
With this portion of the budget, the EU pays its staff and for (the maintenance of ) 
the buildings of the EU institutions, such as the European Parliament, the Council of 
Ministers, the European Commission, etc. 

Global Europe
The EU also sets aside a certain amount of money for countries and areas outside the 
EU. The EU and its Member States together are the biggest development aid donor in 
the world. The majority of the aid goes to the poorest and least-developed countries. 
In addition to long-term aid, the EU responds to emergencies by providing funding 
to pay for food, shelter and basic care for people afflicted by conflicts and natural 
disasters.   

Security and citizenship
Citizens should feel safe inside the EU. One of the funds within this part of the budget 
is the Internal Security Fund, which deals with the battle against crime and terrorism. 
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THE EU AND ITS VALUES
Article 2 of the Treaty on European Union states that:

‘The Union is founded on the values of respect for human dignity, freedom, democracy, equality, 
the rule of law and respect for human rights of persons belonging to minorities. These values are 
common to all EU Member States seeking to offer a society in which pluralism, non-discrimination, 
tolerance, justice, solidarity and equality of the genders prevail.’

All Member States of the European Union have agreed on these values as the foundation of the Union. 
The European tradition and the very foundation of the European Union emphasises these values as the 
guiding principles for living together and organising society, public life and politics. 

How does the EU bring these values into practice? Some examples:

DEMOCRACY
A system of government by the people, typically 
through elected representatives.

- Every five years, EU citizens directly elect their 
representatives in the European Parliament. The 
next elections will be held in 2019.

- EU citizens living in another EU country have the right to vote or be elected in the 
local elections and European elections where they live. For example, a Greek woman 
living in Berlin can be elected mayor in Berlin. 

- EU Citizens’ Initiative: If one million citizens from seven different countries sign 
a petition, they can call upon the European Commission to make a legislative 
proposal.

- The European Parliament is engaged in election observations in countries outside 
the EU in order to encourage free and fair elections, e.g. in Egypt or Ukraine. 

FREEDOM
We are free to act, speak or think as we want. Freedom is 
also the state of not being imprisoned or enslaved. 

- EU citizens can travel freely throughout the 
entire EU.

- Companies do not have the right to collect 
personal data except under strict conditions. This is our right to privacy and data 
protection. 

- EU citizens are free to work in any EU Member State without the need for a work 
permit.

- In the EU you can express your opinion without fear of imprisonment. This is our 
freedom of speech. Only hate speech that calls for harming other (groups of ) 
people is not allowed. 

© European Union 2017 – Source: EP
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SOLIDARITY
We are all involved with and responsible for each 
other. Solidarity is about mutual support within a 
group. 

- The less wealthy regions in the EU receive extra 
financial support.

- The EU Member States agreed to help each other if one of them is subject to a 
terrorist attack or victim of a natural or man-made disaster. This clause was used 
for the first time after the Paris attacks in 2015.

- The EU Globalisation Adjustment Fund helps people find a new job or receive 
job training if they lost their job due to globalisation, e.g. if the company has 
moved to a low-wage country. 

- The EU and its Member States together are the worlds’ biggest development aid 
donor. 

EQUALITY / NON-DISCRIMINATION
Everyone is equal in status, rights (before the law) and 
opportunities.  

- EU citizens who study in another EU Member 
State pay the same tuition fee as students from 
that country. For example, an Italian student 
studying in Paris pays exactly the same fee as the national French students.

- When a child is born or adopted, both the mother and father are entitled to at 
least four months of parental leave to take care of the child.

- In the EU, citizens are protected from being refused a job or being fired because 
of their sexual orientation. 

- Every year, the European Parliament highlights and celebrates the International 
Women’s Day (8 March), to promote gender equality. 

© European Union, 2013 – Source: EP

Photo by Antonio Gravante
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THE RULE OF LAW / JUSTICE
All persons and institutions are subject to and 
accountable to clear and just laws that are fairly 
applied and enforced. 

- All victims and suspects have the right to a 
fair trial in the EU. All suspects are innocent 
until proven guilty in a court of law. 

- Victims and suspects of a crime or accident must be informed about the 
legal procedures in a language they understand. This service is paid for by the 
Member State where the trial is held. 

- EU Member States that do not respect the rule of law can get a warning, a 
sanction or be temporarily excluded from EU decision making. 

- EU Member States have to respect EU rules and regulations. If not, they can be 
tried by the EU Court of Justice. 

RESPECT FOR HUMAN RIGHTS
Human rights are basic rights and freedoms that 
belong to every person in the world. They must 
always be respected and protected.

- The European Parliament awards the 
Sakharov Prize to persons across the world 
who make an exceptional contribution to the defence of human rights. 

- The EU has a Special Representative for Human Rights. His/her role is to 
promote EU human rights policy abroad.

- Once a month the European Parliament debates about flagrant violations of 
human rights across the world. This way, they draw attention to human rights 
abuses.

- All EU Member States must sign and respect the European Convention on 
Human Rights. 

© European Union, 2013 – Source: EP
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TOLERANCE / PLURALISM
We accept and respect the existence of diverse 
opinions and behaviour in society, including those 
we dislike or disagree with.

- You are free to practise or change your 
religion or beliefs.

- The EU supported a project in which Roma and non-Roma journalists 
made 25 short films about Roma communities. The project aimed to tackle 
stereotypes in media reporting about Roma people which influence public 
perception. 

- EU Member States must combat hate speech based on race, sex, religion or 
nationality in television programmes. 

- The media must present society in all its dimensions. The Media Pluralism 
Monitor of the EU checks whether this is the case.  

RESPECT FOR HUMAN DIGNITY
The physical and psychological integrity of people 
should always be respected.

- The death penalty is forbidden in all EU 
countries.

- Torture is forbidden in all EU countries.

- All asylum seekers in the EU are entitled to shelter, food and sanitary services 
throughout their asylum procedure.

- Child labour, slavery and labour exploitation are forbidden in the EU.

 More information on how the EU puts its values into practice can be found in the EU Charter 
App: http://fra.europa.eu/en/charterapp (available in English, French and German).
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1. EU DECISION-MAKING

1. THE EU INSTITUTIONS

The EU has seven institutions. The European Commission, the Council of Ministers and the European 
Parliament are the engine of the decision-making process. The European Council functions as the 
highest political body. The European Court of Justice is the judicial body. The European Central Bank 
(ECB) is the central bank for the euro and administers the monetary policy of the euro area. Finally, the 
European Court of Auditors guards the EU finances.

Next to these seven institutions, there are many other specialised agencies, bodies and institutions that 
all play a role in the European Union. You may also know, for example, the European Economic and Social 
Committee (EESC) and the European Committee of the Regions, which are two advisory bodies to the 
European institutions. 

In this chapter you will discover the institutions involved in the decision-making process, the European 
Council, the European Court of Justice and the European Central Bank. 

Over the years, more than 10,000 pages of EU legislation have been created. Strong rules and 
procedural safeguards are essential to ensure that EU legislation satisfies the needs and expectations 
of 500 million citizens and of businesses in the Member States. Most legislation needs to be proposed 
by the European Commission and approved by both the European Parliament and the Council of the 
European Union in order to become law.

© European Union 2017 – Source: EP
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1. THE EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT

Who?
The European Parliament consists of a maximum of 751 Members of European Parliament (MEPs). 
Since 1979, they are directly elected every five years. The number of MEPs per Member State is roughly 
proportionate to the size of its population, with a minimum of six and a maximum of 96 MEPs per 
Member State. For an overview of the number of MEPs per country, visit www.europarl.europa.eu/
meps. 

The President of the European Parliament is elected for a term of two and a half years, which is half of 
the MEPs’ term, and may be re-elected. The current President is Antonio Tajani. 

Did you know: The UK and Brexit: what happens to the 73 seats?

As the UK is negotiating to leave the European Union, several options have been put forward 
for the 73 British seats in the European Union. Some argued they should be redistributed over 
all Member States. Other argued they should be left empty and the Parliament should continue 
with fewer seats. Especially when new countries would join the EU, it would make it simpler to 
appoint seats to new countries without having to redistribute. Another idea was to ‘Europeanise’ 
the seats and create a pan-European electoral college for these seats, meaning that these MEPs 
would be elected by all Europeans and not be sent from the Member States, as is now the case. 

The option that most likely will make it, is a combination of the first two: The number of MEP’s 
would be cut from 751 to 705. Like this, 46 of the 73 UK seats would be available for possible new 
Member States. The other 27 UK seats would be shared out among 14 Member States that are 
now slightly under-represented. The idea of pan-European seats will probably be rejected. 

© European Union 2017 – Source: EP 
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Tasks
The European Parliament is the EU’s law-making body, establishing the EU budget and monitoring all 
EU institutions.    

- Shared legislative power: Together with the Council of the EU, the European Parliament 
adopts EU legislation based on European Commission proposals. 

- Budgetary power: The European Parliament decides on the entire annual budget of the EU, 
together with the Council of the European Union. The EP has the final say.

- Supervisory power: The Parliament exercises oversight over the work of the European 
Commission and the other EU institutions. It also elects the President of the European 
Commission and has the power to approve/disapprove the European Commission as a whole.

Functioning
The Members of European Parliament are there to represent your interests in the EU. The MEPs are 
not seated according to their countries, but according to their political family or group. There are 
currently eight political groups in the European Parliament (see picture). 

Image: the division of the seats according to the political groups in the European Parliament based on the election results of 2014 (2014-2019). 

The work is prepared in smaller thematic Parliamentary committees, e.g. the Agriculture or Transport 
Committees. The European Parliament votes with majority of votes. 

The official seat of the European Parliament is in Strasbourg. Each month the MEPs meet for one week 
in Strasbourg for the plenary (or full) session. The other weeks, the MEPs hold Parliamentary committee 
meetings, political group meetings and intermediate plenary sessions in Brussels. The secretariat of the 
European Parliament is located in Luxembourg.

Did you know: ‘Unity in diversity’

In the current EU, with its 28 Member States, there are 24 official languages. Each MEP is entitled to speak his/her own 
language in the European Parliament. Also, all official EU documents are available in the 24 languages, so that every EU 
citizen has access to these documents in their own language.

  More info www.europarl.europa.eu 
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2. THE EUROPEAN COUNCIL

Who?
The European Council consists of the heads of state or government of the Member States, the 
European Council President and the President of the European Commission. Most countries send their 
prime minister to a meeting of the European Council. Some countries, like France, send their president. 
The current permanent president of the European Council is Donald Tusk. 

Tasks
The European Council is not one of the EU’s legislating institutions, so it does not negotiate or adopt 
EU laws. Instead it defines the EU’s overall political direction and priorities. The European Council 
is therefore very influential; the major policy decisions are made there. It discusses and decides for 
example whether a country can become a member of the EU, whether cooperation will increase in 
certain domains and how the EU deals with current events like the refugee crisis. 

Functioning
The European Council meets at least four times per year, mostly in Brussels. In reality they meet 
more often. Particularly during times of crisis, there is a higher frequency in the number of European 
Summits, as was the case during the euro crisis. Such a European Summit always receives a lot of 
media attention. Traditionally during each meeting a ‘family photo’ is taken of the heads of state or 
government (see picture).

Usually decisions are made by consensus, meaning that all heads of state should approve of a joint 
agreement. 

  More info www.european-council.europa.eu

Group picture of the European Summit on 29 September 2017 © European Union
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3. THE COUNCIL OF THE EUROPEAN UNION OR THE COUNCIL OF MINISTERS

Who?
The Council of the European Union, or Council of 
Ministers, consists of 28 members; one minister 
for each Member State. In fact there are ten 
Council Configurations (see box). The ministers 
meet according to their policy domain(s). Which 
ministers are present at the meeting therefore 
depends on the subject. For example, if a decision 
is made on roaming charges, the ministers for 
telecommunications of the Member States will meet 
in the Transport, Telecommunications and Energy 
configuration. If finance is the subject at hand, the 
ministers of Economic and Financial Affairs of the 
Member States will meet in the Ecofin configuration. 

Tasks
The Council has the following tasks:

- Shared legislative power: Together with the European Parliament, the Council of the EU 
negotiates and adopts EU legislation, based on European Commission proposals. 

- Budgetary power: Together with the European Parliament, the Council of the EU adopts the 
annual budget of the EU.

- Coordination of Member States’ policies: The Council is responsible for coordinating Member 
States’ policies in specific fields, such as education, culture, economic and fiscal policies and 
employment policy. 

- Development of the EU’s common foreign and security policy: The Council defines and 
implements EU foreign and security policy on the basis of guidelines set by the European 
Council. 

The 10 Council Configurations
- General affairs

- Foreign affairs

- Economic and financial affairs (or 
‘Ecofin’)

- Justice and home affairs 

- Employment, social policy, health and 
consumer affairs

- Competitiveness (single market, 
industry, research and space travel)

- Transport, telecommunications and 
energy

- Agriculture and fisheries

- Environment 

- Education, youth, culture and sport

Meeting of the Council of Ministers of Education, youth, culture and sport, feb 2017. © European Union 2017
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Functioning
The ministers in the Council of the European Union represent their country and therefore defend their 
country’s interests. 

Usually the Council votes with a qualified majority, also called the ‘double majority rule’. A qualified 
majority is reached when two conditions are met: 

-  55% of the Member States vote in favour (currently, this means 16 out of 28 Member States)

-  These Member States represent at least 65% of the total EU population. 

This means that proposals can be blocked by at least 4 Member States representing 35% of the total EU 
population. In some cases the Council votes with unanimity, in which case all countries must approve 
of a legislative proposal.  

  More info www.consilium.europa.eu
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4. THE EUROPEAN COMMISSION

Who?
The European Commission consists of 28 commissioners, one for each Member State. Every 
commissioner is responsible for his or her own specific policy domain. 

A new college of Commissioners is appointed every 5 years. The current Commission is in place from 
2014 until 2019. The current President of the Commission is Jean-Claude Juncker, from Luxembourg.

Tasks
The European Commission is the ‘government’ of the European Union. It holds:

- Power of initiative: The Commission is the only institution that can draw legislative proposals, 
which makes it the engine of the European decision-making process. For example, if the 
Commission believes that the import of seal products should be banned in the EU, it will make 
a legislative proposal for this item. 

- Executive power: The Commission executes the rules and regulations of the European Union. 
This means that the Commission is responsible for the daily management of the Union. 

- Monitoring power: The Commission monitors if all actors, e.g., the Member States and 
companies, abide by European law. For example, the Commission fined the company Microsoft 
because it broke the European rules on competitiveness. 

Next to all these responsibilities, the Commission represents the European Union abroad and in 
international organisations such as the World Trade Organisation (WTO).

Functioning
The European Commission promotes Europe’s general interests. The commissioners attempt to make 
as many decisions as possible by consensus. In other cases, they do so with a majority of votes (every 
commissioner has one vote).

  More info www.ec.europa.eu

The European Commission 2014-2019 © European Union, 2017
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5. THE EUROPEAN COURT OF JUSTICE

Who?
There are 28 judges in the European Court of Justice: One for each Member State. Eleven Advocates 
General assist the judges in the preparation of verdicts. 

Tasks
The Court acts as an independent referee that gives judgements when problems arise between 
Member States, institutions and the citizens of the European Union. The Court also interprets EU law to 
make sure it is applied in the same way in all EU countries and ensures that all Member States and EU 
institutions abide by EU law. 

Example of a verdict: Brown versus Rentokil

Mary Brown, a British woman working as a driver for Rentokil, was fired after she was unable to work for a long period 
of time due to pregnancy-related problems. In 1998 the European Court of Justice ruled that this discharge was in 
violation of European law. The Court considered Brown’s dismissal to be gender-related discrimination.

  More info http://curia.europa.eu

Court of Justice of the European Union. A hearing of the Court of Justice, Grand Chamber. © European Union, 2017
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6. THE EUROPEAN CENTRAL BANK (ECB)

Who?
The European Central Bank (ECB) was founded in 1998 and is responsible for the European economic 
and monetary policy and the management of the euro. 

Since November 2011 the President of the ECB is Mario Draghi, from Italy. 

The highest decision-making body of the ECB is the Governing Council. This council consists of the six 
Executive Board members plus the governors of the national Central Banks of the 19 countries in the 
euro area. 

Tasks
One of the most important tasks of the ECB is to ensure price stability in the euro area in order to 
prevent the euro’s purchasing power from being affected by inflation. It does this by managing the 
amount of money in circulation. The ECB fixes the interest rates and monitors price developments in 
the entire euro area, as well as issues euro notes. 

Since 2014, the ECB received a new task, which is separate from the three former monetary tasks: bank 
supervision. It has been agreed that all large banks in the euro area fall under the direct supervision of 
the ECB.

Functioning
The ECB cooperates with the European System of Central Banks (these are the ECB + all national banks 
of the EU Member States) and is independent. The main focus of the ECB’s policy is the general interest 
of the euro area. 

  More info www.ecb.europa.eu

The Governing Council of the European Central Bank ©European Union
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2. HOW EU LEGISLATION IS MADE 

The decision-making process in the European Union: The ordinary legislative procedure 

PROCESS
Usually new European legislation is created like this (ordinary legislative procedure):

1. The European Commission makes a legislative proposal

- Either by its own initiative,

- Or at the request of the European Parliament, the European Council, the Council of Ministers or 
the European Citizens’ Initiative. The European Commission is free to decide whether it accepts 
a request or not. 

2. The European Commission’s legislative proposal is sent to the Council of Ministers and the 
European Parliament. 

3. These two bodies can adapt the proposal according to their preferences and vote on it. 

4. When the legislative proposal has been adopted and approved by both the European Parliament 
and the Council of Ministers (= compromise), a new rule / directive / regulation is born. 

European Commission

European ParliamentCouncil of the European Union
© European Union 2017© European Union 2017

© European Union 2017
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5. Sometimes the law must be applied in its entirety across the EU (= regulation), but sometimes this 
new European rule has to be converted into national legislation (= directive). Within this process 
the countries often have the freedom to determine certain items themselves. For example, the EU 
determined that all parents in the EU have the right to at least four months of parental leave. Each 
Member State has the freedom to grant more than this, for example five months, but it cannot 
lower the minimum to two months of parental leave. 

6. The European Commission is responsible for checking whether the Member States or companies 
apply the rules correctly. 

OTHER INSTITUTIONS INVOLVED IN THE DECISION-MAKING PROCESS
- In the case of conflicts or uncertainties, the European Court of Justice intervenes. 

- In some cases the Economic and Social Committee and the European Committee of the 
Regions give advice to the European Parliament and the Council of Ministers. 

THE EUROPEAN CITIZENS’ INITIATIVE
When more than one million citizens from at least seven different EU countries have signed a certain 
proposal, they can request the European Commission to consider it as a legislative proposal.  

LOBBY GROUPS
There are about 30,000 lobbyists in Brussels who try to influence the decision-making process to their 
own advantage. There are lobbyists who lobby in favour of companies, of NGOs or of public interest 
groups. 

In order to create more transparency, lobbyists are asked to register in the transparency register (http://
ec.europa.eu/transparencyregister). Some initiatives from the non-profit sector aim at making it as clear 
as possible who lobbies the most, how much money is spent on it, etc.: www.lobbyfacts.eu (English 
only) and https://corporateeurope.org. 
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3. ROLE PLAY:  
IN THE SHOES OF A MEMBER OF THE EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT

BACKGROUND INFORMATION ON THE ISSUES DISCUSSED
In the exercise ‘In the shoes of an MEP’ several concrete cases are discussed. In some cases discussions 
have already been closed and the EU has already accepted specific laws and rules. In other cases the 
debate is still at full speed. Below you will find some background information and the state of play for 
each policy proposal. 
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1. SMOKING IN THE EU

What is the situation?

- 1 in 4 Europeans smoke. 

- 80% of smokers begin smoking before they are 18.

- Two in three smokers die from smoking. 

- Yearly, over 6 million people die as a result of smoking worldwide. 

- Millions of smokers are suffering from smoking-related diseases, like cancer. 

- The EU estimates that smoking is costing Europe’s healthcare system about 25 billion euros 
annually. 

Tobacco is a major killer: two in three smokers die as a result of smoking, one in four does not get older 
than 60. Most of the smokers started smoking before they were 18. The marketing of the tobacco 
industry explicitly targets young people. They call them the ‘replacement smokers’: the young people 
have to replace the dead smokers. And cigarettes are very addictive: once you start smoking, it is very 
hard to quit. Next to the nicotine, hundreds of added substances, like sugar, ammoniac or cough 
silencers make them even more addictive. 

What is the EU doing?

To stop young people from taking up smoking, the European Union focuses on prevention (= making 
sure people do not start to smoke) and discouragement (= making sure as few people as possible 
smoke or making sure they quit). 

That is why European rules dictate that every pack of cigarettes sold in the EU features a combined 
health warning (picture, text warning and information on services for quitting smoking) in the official 
language(s) of the EU countries where they are sold. This way, the EU informs the buyer about the 
dangers of smoking. 

Examples of combined warnings. Source: European Commission: https://ec.europa.eu/health/tobacco/law/pictorial_en 
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Tobacco advertising has been limited as well: campaigns that promote smoking are forbidden. 

Next to the fixed rules concerning the sale and advertising of tobacco products, the EU also 
makes recommendations to EU countries to forbid smoking in government buildings, as well as in 
public and other spaces. But ultimately the countries decide for themselves whether to follow the 
recommendation or not. 

In 2014 the EU approved more strict tobacco rules. They came into force in 2016: 

- The sale of cigarettes with characterising flavours, like menthol, is now forbidden. 

- The warnings on cigarette packs must cover at least 65% of the pack, and there is a 
predetermined series of combined warnings for each country (see picture). 

- There is a limit on the amount of nicotine in e-cigarettes. 

In the original law proposal, white – ‘neutral’ – cigarette packs were also at play, like those used in 
Australia, but the EU institutions could not agree on this topic. Also the proposal to raise the minimum 
age for buying tobacco to 18 throughout the EU did not make the cut. 

Every Member State can however decide to implement stricter rules: France has for example decided to 
introduce neutral cigarette packs since May 2016. That makes it the second country in the world, after 
Australia. The prices of tobacco also differ from country to country. The EU country where you can buy 
the cheapest pack of cigarettes is Bulgaria, with a price of around €2,60. The most expensive are sold in 
Ireland and the UK, with prices of more than €10 for a pack. 
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2. MAXIMUM VOLUME OF PERSONAL MUSIC PLAYERS

What is the situation?
For the last 25 years, portable music players have become very popular. It started with the Walkman 
(cassette tapes), followed by the Discman and then MP3 players. Nowadays a music player is often an 
app on smartphones. Amongst other causes, the use of these portable music players has led to people 
of increasingly younger ages to start having hearing problems or tinnitus. Research has shown that 
some personal music players can produce as much sound as a plane taking off, which can cause serious 
damage. Some facts:

- The decibel scale works as follows: rain is 50 decibels (dB), a conversation is 60dB, and 
nightclubs are often at 100 dB. An elevation of 10 decibels means the sound is ten times louder. 

- 50 to 100 million people in the European Union listen to music with a personal music player 
(MP3 players like the iPod or music players on mobile phones) on a daily basis. 5-10% of those 
Europeans are at risk of impaired hearing because they are listening to loud music for too long. 

- Listening to loud music for too long can cause tinnitus, a ringing/high-pitched tone in the ear. 
In the long term, it can cause chronic hearing loss. One in five young people already suffers 
from tinnitus. One in three suffers from it occasionally.

- The biggest danger lies in the ‘ear plugs’, because they bring the sound deeper into the ear. 

- Once you start to lose your hearing, it cannot come back. 

- This is how you can listen safely: at 80 dB you can listen for a maximum of 40 hours per week, or 
at 89 dB for a maximum of five hours per week. 

What is the EU doing?
The European Union protects our ears. After research has shown the effects of long-term listening to 
loud music, the EU decided to take action. Since March 2013 the following standard is proposed for all 
personal, portable music players, including the apps on mobile phones:

- Personal music players and mobile phones sold in the EU should have a standard maximum 
volume of 85 dB.

Photo by Mimagephotos
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- Users can increase the volume to 100 dB manually. When a user does so, he/she will receive a 
warning about the risks to his/her hearing after every 20 hours of listening. 

This EU standard is voluntary. Yet, the EU standards usually become the new means of measure within 
the industry.
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3. EUROPEAN DEMOCRACY

What is the situation?
- Elections are the moment when citizens determine who will represent them at the policy level. 

However, fewer Europeans vote in each European election: From 65% in 1979 to 42.6% in 2014. 
The low turnout is a result of the fact that many people are ‘not interested in politics’ or think 
that ‘my vote does not change anything’. The greatest abstainers in the European elections were 
young people (aged from 18 to 24). 

- Most Europeans are not obligated to vote: Compulsory voting only exists in Belgium, Greece 
and Luxembourg. In all other EU Member States citizens have the right to vote, as opposed to 
the requirement.

- Some news stories, especially those spread through social media, are fake news. The East 
StratCom Task Force, a European agency, detected 2,500 fake stories about Europe, countries in 
Europe and the EU, in 18 languages, over the course of 15 months (2016-17). These fake news 
stories influence the image people have of the EU (often in a bad way). This can have serious 
consequences. During the campaign running up to the Brexit referendum for example, many 
false facts about the EU and about possible advantages of leaving the EU, were spread. This can 
confuse people and cause them to base their vote on inaccurate information. 

What is the EU doing?
European citizens elect a new European Parliament every five years, since 1979. The common rules of 
the EU are that the elections should be held by secret ballot and direct universal suffrage (one vote 
for every adult person). It should also be based on proportional representation.  In addition to these 
common rules, electoral arrangements are decided by national provisions and can vary a great deal. 
Also, citizens can only vote for candidates of their own country or their own regional constituencies. It is 
also the Member States that determine whether there is a right to vote or compulsory voting. 

© European Union 2017 - Source: EP

40  /  EUROPE@SCHOOL



To get citizens more involved in European policy and to make the EU more democratic, there have 
already been some new initiatives in recent years:

- The European Citizens’ Initiative: If at least one million Europeans from a minimum of seven EU 
Member States sign an initiative, they can call upon the European Commission to draw up a 
legislation proposal. 

- ‘Lead Candidates’: In the latest elections in 2014 five European political parties appointed a ‘lead 
candidate’. The agreement was that the candidate of the European party that won most seats 
in the European Parliament would be the new president of the European Commission. This 
was eventually Jean-Claude Juncker, who was the lead candidate of the largest group in the 
European Parliament, the European People’s Party. 

There have been more ideas about encouraging people to vote in the European elections which have 
thus far not been put into action. For example: 

- A pan-European constituency, so that candidates for the European Parliament can be elected 
by all European citizens and no longer only from citizens in their own country or regional 
constituency. 

- Direct election of the president of the European Council (following the example of the direct 
election of the US President). 

Another idea is to make voting in the European elections compulsory. The idea behind this is that a full 
voter turnout is the only way to get a true image of what people want. The hope is that all constituents 
will thoroughly inform themselves before entering the voting booth. This also ensures that nobody can 
be prohibited from voting. However, most Member States see voting as a right and not as an obligation, 
allowing the citizens the freedom not to vote. 

It is of the utmost importance that people cast their vote on the basis of correct information. To counter 
fake news about the EU, the East StratCom Task Force was created in 2015. This agency tracks, analyses 
and counters fake stories about the EU, mostly coming from Russia. The EU will not punish the spread 
of false information, because the EU signed the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. This treaty 
includes freedom of expression, access to information and freedom of the press. Freedom of the press 
means that free and independent media can report on news without fear, interference, prosecution or 
discrimination. 

  More information about the European election system:  
www.europarl.europa.eu/ftu/pdf/en/FTU_1.3.4.pdf  

 Website about fake news on the EU from the East StratCom Task Force: euvsdisinfo.eu/ (in English, 
German and Russian)

41  /  EUROPE@SCHOOL

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/ftu/pdf/en/FTU_1.3.4.pdf
https://euvsdisinfo.eu/


4. PROTECTION OF ANIMALS FROM TESTING

What is the situation?
For years animal rights organisations have fought for the rights of animals in testing laboratories. 
Sometimes these tests are unnecessary, or they do not serve a ‘higher cause’, which is often the case in 
the cosmetics industry. Animal testing can be necessary though, in order to:

- Gather knowledge on humans and animals (scientific research)

- Develop and produce medicines aimed at protecting and improving the health of humans and 
animals

- Test the safety of products

- Learn how to treat humans and animals (education)

What is the EU doing?
The European Union does not want animals to suffer unnecessarily. That is why the EU has already set 
up a number of rules in order to improve animal welfare. Part of that involves a ban on animal testing 
for cosmetics (banned since 2004) and on cosmetics ingredients (banned since 2009). Also the trade 
in cosmetic products that involve animal testing has been banned within the EU since 2013. The 
legislative proposal in the exercise is therefore very close to the actual European rules. 
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What is the situation?
The EU wants to merge the different economies of the Member States into one large economy as much 
as possible, creating a true single market. Within such an economy it is important that people can work 
in any country without administrative hurdles. About two million vacancies cannot be filled in the EU at 
the moment. Only about 3% of all European citizens (15.3 million people) lived in another EU country in 
2014 (according to Eurostat data). 

What is the EU doing?
Every citizen of the European Union can work (and reside) in any other EU country without the need 
for a work permit. Moreover, workers from another national Member State should be treated equally 
to national workers, meaning they enjoy the same terms of employment (wage, number of days off, 
etc.) as the citizens of that country. These workers pay social security contributions (taxes) to their guest 
country and have the same social and tax benefits as national workers. 

There are however restrictions to the free movement of workers in some countries for citizens of new 
Member States. This is currently only the case for Croatian nationals. The restrictions must be lifted by 
July 2020 at the latest. 

The EU wants to create an environment that enhances worker mobility in the European Union. Some 
efforts include a European Health Insurance card, the coordination of social security schemes and 
arrangements on pension rights. 

Other rules apply to those who are sent by their employer on a temporary basis in order to provide 
services (= posted workers) or for cross-border workers, who are living in their own country but work in 
another Member State. 

5. WORKING IN ANOTHER EU MEMBER STATE 
    FREE MOVEMENT OF WORKERS 
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6. AN EU ARMY? 

What is the situation?
When it comes to trade, the EU is a giant: trade with and within the EU comprises about one-fifth of 
global trade. However, when it comes to foreign policy, the EU Member States often voice different 
opinions and the EU does not have an army to make its voice heard in world politics. Foreign policy and 
defence are still national matters on which the Member States take the final decisions.   

What is the EU doing?
Since the very start of the European cooperation in the 1950s, there were already voices speaking up to 
give Europe its own army. These plans however were never carried out. Each Member State has its own 
army and decides autonomously how, when and whether to use it. 

The EU does have several tools to intervene in crisis situations in the field: 

- Since 2007, the EU maintains Battle Groups. At the moment there are 18 battle groups, each 
consisting of 1,500 men and women. They can be deployed for military interventions in crisis 
situations and are under European command. The European Council has to decide unanimously 
whether to deploy them or not. 

- There are also ad hoc EU missions outside of the EU, used for peacekeeping, conflict 
prevention and international security. Troops are deployed for two types of missions:

- Civil missions (e.g., training police forces)

- Military operations (e.g., anti-piracy actions)

The European Council decides on each ad hoc mission separately. Countries can participate 
voluntarily. The EU has already carried out approximately 20 civil military operations. Known 
examples are the rebuilding after the tsunami in Atjeh (Indonesia) and combating piracy in the 
Horn of Africa. 

It is important to know that EU interventions always happen within the guidelines of the United 
Nations (UN) and in close cooperation with NATO (North Atlantic Treaty Organisation). 
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Cooperation on foreign affairs and defence policy is however increasing: 

- The European Defence Agency ensures that Member States purchase military material 
together or do joint research in defence technology. This cooperation allows them to diminish 
costs. 

- Recently, the EU has its own ‘foreign service’, the European External Action Service (EEAS), 
which coordinates EU countries’ actions. 

However, a true European defence policy is not a reality. Many Member States do not think they should 
cede their power of decision on foreign affairs to the EU. Also, the Member States sometimes hold 
different views on the role of the EU in the world. 
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7. THE EU AND GLOBAL WARMING

What is the situation?
- The Earth is already 1°C warmer since the Industrial Revolution. It is 99% certain that human 

activity, namely the emission of greenhouse gasses, is the cause. 

- At an increase of 2°C, we will no longer be able to control the consequences (floods, heavy 
storms, rising sea levels, etc.).

- More than 80% of the EU’s emission of greenhouse gasses is a direct consequence of energy 
consumption and production.

- The EU is responsible for 11% of the global emission of greenhouse gasses.

The Earth’s temperature is rising. This is caused by the massive use of fossil fuels (such as petrol and 
diesel in transportation, coal in power plants for electricity, gas for heating), which are mostly emitted 
by Western countries. This has been noted for years in reports from the Intergovernmental Panel for 
Climate Change (IPCC) of the United Nations, made by scientists throughout the world. This rise in 
temperature has already caused a rise in sea level, stronger and more numerous storms, more droughts 
and forest fires and also greater floods, both in Europe and worldwide. 

What is the EU doing?
The EU recognises that doing nothing to tackle global warming will cost more money (up to ten times 
more) than taking action right now. It has therefore taken measures. 

Until 2020, the 20-20-20 Plan is still in force. By 2020 the goal is to:

- Increase the use of renewable energy (at least 20% of all power generation should come from, 
for example, solar or wind energy).

- Decrease CO2 emissions (by 20% compared to 1990).

- Decrease energy consumption (by 20% compared to 1990).

Photo by Bill Gabbert
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In the meantime a new agreement has been made which will be in force until 2030. The efforts that 
should be focused on are:

- An increase in renewable energy (at least 27% by 2030)

- A decrease in emissions, e.g. lower CO2 emissions from industry (-40% by 2030)

- A decrease in energy consumption, more efficient appliances and well-isolated houses (at least 
27% decrease in energy consumption by 2030)

The long-term strategy of the EU, the ‘low-carbon roadmap’, aims at an 80% decrease in emissions by 
2050. 

Because the consequences of global warming are already noticeable, the European Commission has 
published an EU strategy for adapting to climate change. The Member States must create national action 
plans to prepare for the inevitable consequences of climate change. For example, these plans consist of 
building dams for storm protection. 

The EU also played an important role during worldwide negotiations towards a legally binding agreement 
on acting against global warming, the Paris Agreement, in 2015. The EU ratified the Paris Agreement in 
October 2016. In this agreement, countries promised to try to keep global warming under 2° Celsius and 
preferably under 1.5° Celsius. The Paris Agreement has been in force since November 2016. 

47  /  EUROPE@SCHOOL



8. REFUGEES IN EUROPE 

What is the situation?
A growing number of conflicts worldwide has led to an increase in people fleeing their homes. 
According to the UNHCR, we are now witnessing the highest levels of displacement on record: An 
unprecedented 65.6 million people around the world have been forced from their homes (2017). With 
13% of migrants* worldwide being hosted in Europe, the European countries saw a sudden rise of 
migrants coming to Europe in 2015, and a consequent rise in the number of asylum* applications since 
2015. Every Member State dealt with this sudden rise in its own way. However, because of the fact that 
we are all countries within the EU, most of which sharing open borders, the policy of one Member State 
inevitably affected other Member States. So the need for an EU-led approach emerged. 

Europe guards its outside borders very strictly, which is why it is sometimes nicknamed ‘Fortress Europe’. 
This causes migrants to pay human traffickers (large amounts of ) money to smuggle them into the 
EU via dangerous routes. A well-known route is the Mediterranean Sea, over which people make the 
crossing to Europe, often in dangerous conditions. According to the Missing Migrants Project, this route 
has cost the lives of 20,172 people between the beginning of 2014 and October 2017 alone. 

        *Key terms:

Migrant: Any person who moves away from his/her country of origin for any reason. This is 
the umbrella term. 

Refugee: A refugee is a specific migrant: Someone who has been forced to flee his or 
her country because of persecution, war or violence. A refugee has a well-founded fear of 
persecution for reasons of race, religion, nationality, political opinion or membership in a 
particular social group.

Asylum seeker: When refugees seek sanctuary in another country, they apply for asylum – 
the right to be recognised as a refugee and receive legal protection and material assistance. As 
long as their application is being considered, they are called “asylum seekers”.

Photo by FreedomHouse
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What is the EU doing?
Every EU country has its own asylum policy. However, the Common European Asylum System (CEAS) 
sets common minimum standards for the treatment of all asylum seekers and applications for all EU 
Member States (also known as the Dublin Regulation), including: 

- The Member State where a migrant first enters the EU is responsible for examining the asylum 
application. 

- Every asylum seeker has the right to shelter, food and basic care while his/her asylum 
application is under consideration. This is the responsibility of the Member State processing the 
application.

- Migrants can apply for asylum only once in the EU. If one Member State denies their request, 
then this person cannot apply for asylum in any other EU Member State. In order to check this, 
the fingerprints of each asylum seeker are registered in the Eurodac database. 

As a reaction to the sudden large-scale, uncontrolled arrival of migrants and asylum seekers in 2015, the 
EU put forward several temporary crisis measures: 

- In 2015 the European Commission launched a plan to relocate asylum seekers across the 
Member States, as to better divide the costs of sheltering them. In this relocation plan, 160,000 
asylum seekers from Eritrea, Iraq and Syria residing in Italy and Greece would be relocated 
throughout the Member States, in order to bring some relief to the countries in southern 
Europe. This relocation would happen according to the size of the population and economic 
situation of each Member State. Additionally, the EU created so-called ‘hotspots’ in places 
where large numbers of asylum seekers arrive, e.g. in Greece and Italy. In those hotspots asylum 
seekers are registered and fingerprinted. 

- The relocation plan did not work the way the European Commission had hoped and migrants 
continued coming to the EU. To end the flow of migrants, the EU closed a deal with Turkey in 
April 2016:  According to the deal, for every individual migrant sent to Turkey from Greece, the 
Turkish authorities would send a refugee in Turkey to the EU. These migrants in Greece include 
those who do not qualify for asylum or have withdrawn their asylum applications. In exchange 
for participating in the deal, the EU pays Turkey six billion euros to shelter refugees in Turkey. 

- Other measures taken included: 

- Expanding operations at sea

- Preventing migration waves by, amongst other things, offering support to the countries 
of origin

- Better combatting human traffickers

The events of 2015 and beyond have put a strain not only on many Member States’ asylum systems and 
the Schengen Area, but also on the Common European Asylum System as a whole. This has exposed in 
particular the weaknesses of the Dublin System. 

That is why, in April 2016, the European Commission came up with a new plan to profoundly reform 
the current Common European Asylum System. The plan consists of a permanent relocation scheme 
so all Member States would help each other in future migration crises, no matter where the influx is 
concentrated. Furthermore, the plan foresees legal possibilities to enter the EU. Currently (Autumn 
2017), this plan is being further discussed by the Member States and the European Parliament. 
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9. THE EU AND CHILD LABOUR 

What is the situation?
- 150 million children worldwide between the ages of 4 and 16 are working in miserable 

conditions, often preventing them from attending school. 

- Only 1 in 5 child labourers are paid, usually too little. 

- Children mainly work in agriculture, but also in factories and in weaving mills. 

- Child labour often occurs in Africa, Asia and Latin America. 

- A worldwide ban on child labour would mean economic growth of 20% (according to the 
International Labour Organisation)

What is the EU doing?
During the Industrial Revolution child labour was a very normal thing in Europe. Only at the end of the 
19th century did protests against child labour began to grow, and child labour eventually disappeared 
from the European scene when education became compulsory. 

Nowadays child labour is forbidden in the EU (even though it still occurs in some places). Yet products 
made by children are still sold in the EU. Therefore it is possible that the clothes you are wearing, or the 
tiles you are walking on, are made by children. 

In the 1990s voices in the EU were crying out to introduce social conditions into the rules of the World 
Trade Organisation (WTO). This would entail that child labour was no longer allowed and that all 
labourers would receive certain minimum rights. The developing countries, however, heavily protested 
this idea because they stated that this was a way for the wealthier countries to close their markets 
to their products. This social clause was such a sensitive item that it got never included in the WTO 
rulebook. 

In the meantime, several new attempts have been made to introduce a ban on the sale of child labour 
products, the latest one being in 2007-2010 by the Netherlands. This attempt did not garner sufficient 
support from other Member States. 

Photo by Diana Kosaric
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10. ONLINE PRIVACY

What is the situation?
- In 2008 there were 800 Android apps. By early 2015 there were already 1.5 million and by 2017 

this was 3.5 million.

- More than 65% of adults in the EU own a smartphone. 

- In 2016 71% of the EU population used the Internet on a daily basis. In 2006 this amount was 
only 31%.

- Facebook, Google and Instagram, among others, sell posted photos and videos or personal data 
of users to companies. 

The Internet has thoroughly changed our daily lives. We collectively use it more and more often and are 
very active on social media and all kinds of apps. But there is a flipside to this use: The Internet not only 
offers possibilities to private users, but also to companies and governments to access our personal data. 
As it turns out, we, the Internet users, are being monitored very closely. In this way, our right to privacy 
is at stake.  

What is the EU doing?
The European privacy laws in force were enacted in 1995 and were therefore not adapted to this new 
reality. That is why the European Union created a new regulation on personal data processing in the EU 
that protects citizens’ privacy. It was approved in 2016 and enters in to force in Spring 2018. With these 
new measures, citizens are able to decide for themselves which personal information they want to 
share. Also, the regulation creates clarity for businesses by establishing one single law across the EU. 

The new rules include:

- ‘The right to be forgotten’: you have the right to have your personal data erased by an online 
company upon request. This right can be restricted if the data is necessary for historic or 
scientific purposes or for public health reasons. 

- ‘Clear and affirmative consent’: people should give explicit permission before companies can 
retrieve their data. Saying nothing no longer automatically means consent.

- ‘Data portability’: the right to transfer your data to another service provider (e.g., taking your 
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personal data with you when switching to a new phone provider, without losing phone 
numbers or previous messages).

- In case of a serious leak of information (e.g., data hacking), companies and organisations are 
obligated to notify the national supervisory authority as soon as possible. 

- Privacy policies have to be explained in clear and understandable language.

- Companies that break the rules can get a fine up to 4% of this company’s total worldwide 
annual turnover.
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2. EU VALUES:  
     WHAT DO YOU THINK?
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WORKSHEET

PERSONAL VALUE MAP

Values My thoughts? Priority 

for the 

EU?

Democracy A system of government by the people, 

typically through elected representatives.

AGREE  

DISAGREE

Freedom We are free to act, speak or think as we 

want. Freedom is also the state of not being 

imprisoned or enslaved. 

AGREE 

DISAGREE

Solidarity We are all involved with and responsible 

for each other. Solidarity is about mutual 

support within a group. 

AGREE   

DISAGREE

Equality Everyone is equal in status, rights (before 

the law) and opportunities.  

AGREE   

DISAGREE

Justice / rule of law All persons and institutions are subject to 

and accountable to clear and just laws 

that are fairly applied and enforced. 

AGREE   

DISAGREE

Respect for human 

rights

Human rights are basic rights and 

freedoms that belong to every person in 

the world. They must always be respected 

and protected.

AGREE   

DISAGREE

Tolerance / pluralism We accept and respect the existence of 

diverse opinions and behaviour in 

society, including those we dislike or 

disagree with.

AGREE   

DISAGREE

Respect 

for human 

dignity

The physical and psychological integrity 

of people should always be respected.

AGREE   

DISAGREE
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YOUR VOICE IN THE EU

1.  The European Parliament: You decide - 56 -
How do we elect the Members of the European Parliament? - 56 -
Election results for the entire European Union - 58 -
How do you follow up on them? - 58 -

2.  Elections: You decide - 59 -
3.  Join the debate - 60 -
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1. THE EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT:  
YOU DECIDE 

Direct elections are the ultimate opportunity to make your voice heard. Direct elections to the 
European Parliament have been organised every five years since 1979. All EU citizens older than 18 
(except in Austria, where people can vote starting at the age of 16) decide who represents them in the 
European Parliament. 

HOW DO WE ELECT THE MEMBERS OF THE EUROPEAN 
PARLIAMENT? 

The European Parliament has a maximum of 751 members, also called Members of European 
Parliament or MEPs. The number of MEPs a country can send is roughly proportionate to the size of its 
population, with a minimum of 6 and a maximum of 96 seats per country. Germany, which has got the 
largest population (81 million), has 96 MEPs. Small Member States like Cyprus, Estonia, Luxembourg 
and Malta only have 6 MEPs each. For a complete image of the number of MEPs per Member State, visit 
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/meps/en/map.html.  

The most recent elections were held in May 2014. The next elections will be held in Spring 2019. By 
then, you too can vote for the European Parliament. 

For the European elections, citizens vote for politicians of their own national political parties. It are 
these national elected politicians who then represent their citizens in the European Parliament. Within 
the Parliament the elected representatives are seated according to large European political families or 
groups. It is not possible to vote for these European political groups directly.  
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ELECTION RESULTS FOR THE ENTIRE EUROPEAN UNION
In the graph below, you can see how the European citizens voted as a whole, based on the election 
results of 2014 (2014-2019), converted into the number of seats for each political group in the European 
Parliament. 

HOW DO YOU FOLLOW UP ON THEM?
Everything the MEPs do within their function is public: How they vote in the plenary sessions, how 
often they are present or absent and what legislative changes they suggest. 

VoteWatch Europe (www.votewatch.eu) is a website that collects these public data and displays it for all 
citizens (in English).

2. ELECTIONS IN YOUR COUNTRY: 
 YOU DECIDE 
National elections also play an important role in the decision-making at the EU level. For example, it is 
the ministers of the Member States who sit in the Council of the European Union. And as you know, 
this European institution holds legislative power, along with the European Parliament (see chapter on 
the European Institutions). 

Additionally, another important European institution, the European Council, assembles the heads of 
state or government of the Member States, who are also determined by national elections. 
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3. JOIN THE DEBATE
In between elections there are also possibilities to make your voice heard in the European debate and 
to be an active European citizen. Below you will find some suggestions.

1. THE EUROPEAN CITIZENS’ INITIATIVE 
European citizens can call upon the European Commission to make a legislative proposal with the 
European Citizens’ Initiative. When the required number of signatures is reached, the European 
Commission is obligated to review the proposal. However, the Commission is not obligated to pursue it 
any further if it does not want to. 

The conditions for the European Citizens’ Initiative are: 

- You can only undertake a Citizens’ Initiative for a field where the EU has the power to propose 
legislation. This means you cannot ask the European Commission to propose a law on the 
courses you want to take in school, because that is state-determined. 

- At least one million EU citizens must sign it. 

- The signatures must come from at least 7 of the 28 EU countries. There is a minimum 
number of signatories that should be reached for each country. 

  Find out more about the European Citizens’ Initiative at ec.europa.eu/citizens-initiative. 

2. DEBATING EUROPE
Debating European issues and themes at school or with friends and family is a way of keeping the 
European debate alive. In addition, there are also many possibilities online to debate. One of them is 
the initiative Debating Europe (www.debatingeurope.eu). On this website you can debate with other 
Europeans, or with European and/or international leaders (in English and German). 

3. DIRECTLY CONTACT YOUR REPRESENTATIVES IN  
THE EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT 

You can also address the Members of European Parliament directly. On the website of the European 
Parliament Liaison Office of your country (www.europarl.europa.eu/visiting/en/close-to-you), you will 
find an overview of the MEPs in your country, their contact information and their websites. 
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4. PARTICIPATE IN THE EUROPEAN YOUTH EVENT
Every two years, the European Parliament organises an event for about 8,000 young Europeans 
(under the age of 30) to make their voices heard. In 2018 this event takes place on 1 and 2 June in the 
European Parliament’s seat in Strasbourg. During the event, young people give ideas for the future of 
Europe and discuss with European decision makers. 

A report featuring the most concrete ideas discussed during the event is distributed to all Members of 
the European Parliament (MEPs) afterwards. Some participants even present the most developed ideas 
from the report to a number of parliamentary committees and get feedback from MEPs.

  For more information about EYE, go to www.europarl.europa.eu/european-youth-event. 

5. BECOME A EUROPEAN VOLUNTEER OR INTERN
There are many possibilities for young Europeans to volunteer or to do an internship in one of the 
European institutions. 

The European solidarity corps for example gives young people (18-30 years old) the chance to 
volunteer in their own country or in another EU Member State for a period of two to twelve months. 
These projects help people and communities and include for example projects about climate and 
energy. For more information, visit https://europa.eu/youth/SOLidARITY_en.  

With EU Aid Volunteers you can volunteer full-time in a humanitarian aid project around the world 
for between one and 18 months. You can also volunteer in online projects. For more information, visit 
http://ec.europa.eu/echo/what/humanitarian-aid/eu-aid-volunteers_en (In English and French only).  

The European Voluntary Service (EVS) is part of the ‘Youth in action programme’. With this 
programme, young people between 17 and 30 can spend 2 weeks to 12 months abroad as an EVS 
volunteer. For more information, visit https://europa.eu/youth/eu/article/46/73_en. 

  Discover all opportunities for young people across Europe on the European Youth Portal website 
https://europa.eu/youth

6. ORGANISE YOUR OWN YOUTH EXCHANGE PROJECT  
WITH ERASMUS+

You probably already know about the Erasmus+ programme from the exchanges of students in higher 
education and maybe you will participate in this programme one day soon. But did you know that 
you can also organise your own youth (exchange) projects with the help of this programme? For all 
information, go to the website of the national agency for the Erasmus+ youth programme of your 
country: https://ec.europa.eu/programmes/erasmus-plus/contact/national-agencies_en. 
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