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In 2003 the European Union’s annual budget amounted to 97.5 billion euro – 1% of 
its GDP. This is about the same as tourists spent in France in 2003. 

the european union
what is it for?

For more than half a century the countries of the European Union have been 

living together in peace. Their citizens can move freely around the Union. 

Trade barriers have been removed. The euro is in use in twelve of 

the Member States. The European Union is one of the most prosperous 

areas of the globe.

The European Union is about the Member States doing things together 

in order to be more effective. And in order to be effective, it has the powers 

to make laws and to adopt its own budget. 

Most new legislation in the Member States originates in European Union 

decisions. European ‘laws’ are therefore important for everyday life. 
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what is happening 
in 2004?

Three major events will be played out 
in the European Union in 2004: 

Enlargement
Fifteen years after the fall of the Berlin Wall, 10 new countries will join 

the European Union – Cyprus, the Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, 

Latvia, Lithuania, Malta, Poland, Slovakia and Slovenia. It will then have 

25 Member States. 

A new Treaty for Europe
Having widened its membership, Europe will restate its basic values, 

decide what Europeans want to do together, who should do what and how 

decisions should be taken. The Member States will then adopt a Treaty 

establishing a Constitution for Europe. 

European elections
The European Parliament will hold elections in June 2004 : the newly-elected 

Parliament will represent 455 million people, and will have 732 Members 

from the 25 Member States.

In 2001 the European Union’s gross domestic product was 8 827 billion euro. 
The GDP of the United States was 11 257 billion euro.

The European Parliament played an important role in the Convention 
on the Future of Europe, which met in 2002 and 2003. Its purpose was to draft 
a Constitution for the European Union.
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the european institutions
What do they do?

Each European Union institution has a specific role to play:

The European Parliament 
adopts most European laws, together with the Council of Ministers. It also 

adopts the budget. It is elected every five years and has a big influence 

on the many decisions that affect the daily lives of Europeans. So all laws 

are approved by your MEP and your Minister.

The European Council
is made up of the Heads of State and Government and the President of 

the European Commission. It considers recommendations from the European 

Parliament, puts to it by Parliament’s President, and it determines 

the overall direction of EU policies. 

The Council of Ministers
One Minister for each Member State – who it is depends on the subject 

being discussed.

The European Commission 
proposes European laws and ensures that policies are enforced. Its membership 

changes every five years. The European Commissioners are independent. 

Parliament monitors the Commission’s activities, and can bring a motion 

of censure against it.

The Court of Justice of the European Communities 
has the power to impose penalties to enforce compliance with 

Community law.

the real power to make european 
laws lies with the European 
Parliament and the Council 

To bring in legislation, the European Commission proposes, but the European 

Parliament and the Council of Ministers together take the decisions. 

European law is drafted in a number of stages: throughout the legislative 

process positions are refined and brought closer together. The procedure 

can include up to three readings by the European Parliament, i.e. three 

debates followed by a vote in plenary. 

If there is still disagreement after the second vote in Parliament, 

two delegations – a Parliament delegation and a Council delegation – will 

work to overcome the problems in a conciliation committee. The Commission 

also takes part. If no common text is arrived at, or if Parliament rejects 

the compromise, there is no law. If the conciliation leads to a joint text – as 

usually happens – Parliament adopts the draft law at third reading.
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the european parliament
a closer look

The Members of the European Parliament 
work in Strasbourg and Brussels.

They belong to political groups based on 

political affinities rather than nationality. 

In parliamentary committees, they do 

the preparatory work for plenary sittings. 

They take part in plenary sittings 

(12 sessions a year in Strasbourg and 

a number of shorter sessions in Brussels). 

The European Parliament works in all the official EU languages: 11 at 

present and 20 after the 2004 enlargement. By treating the languages of 

the Member States equally, Parliament upholds the values of democracy, 

openness and cultural diversity to which it attaches great importance.

The European Parliament has a secretariat, the political groups have 

their own staff, and Members of the European Parliament have 

parliamentary assistants. 

Running the EU institutions in 2003 cost 5.3 billion euro – just less than Japan and 
Korea spent on building new football stadiums for the 2002 World Cup.

 
Do you want to...

Contact a Member of the European Parliament? 
You can find his/her details on the European Parliament’s website 

www.europarl.eu.int, where parliamentary documents such as 

opinions, reports, verbatim accounts of proceedings and press 

releases can also be seen. You may also wish to consult the website 

of the European Parliament Office in your own country.

Find out about your rights
In connection with living, working, studying or travelling in 

the EU, or the EU’s policies and laws? Consult the Europe-Direct 

site – europa.eu.int/citizens – or call the freephone number 

00 800 6 7 8 9 10 11. 

Find out more? 
Contact the European Parliament Office, the European Commission 

Representation or the European information centres in the country 

where you live.

Say what’s on your mind? 
A private individual or an association can express grievances 

on a subject that concerns them directly and falls within the remit 

of  the European Union by sending a petition to the European 

Parliament: (www.europarl.eu.int/petition/petition_en.htm). 

 http://www.europarl.eu.int 
http://europa.eu.int/citizens
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what has the european parliament 
actually done for me?

The European Parliament, together with the Council, adopts 
European decisions. You may agree or disagree with 
these decisions: the point is, they affect many aspects of 
day-to-day life, and they are taken by your representatives. 
In other words, the European Parliament has a direct 
influence on the immediate concerns of Europeans – a good 
reason to vote in European elections. 

Here are some of the highlights of the current Parliament :

changes in companies: worker consultation 
This has been compulsory since March 2002. If the employment situation 

or the way work is organised is due to change, or if jobs are under threat, 

in a public or private company with more than 50 workers, the employees 

must be informed and consulted. Parliament was responsible for bringing 

down the critical number of workers from 100 to 50. It also made it 

obligatory for Member States to take firm action if a company fails to fulfil 

this obligation.

fuel: sulphur makes its exit 
The presence of sulphur in petrol and diesel raises the level of emissions 

that damage health and the environment. Parliament and the Council 

have decided to reduce the maximum sulphur content from 50 to 10 mg/kg; 

this measure will reduce greenhouse gases. It will also cut deaths from 

respiratory diseases by 5% and deaths from cardiovascular diseases by 2%. 

As of 2009 only ‘sulphur-free’ fuel will be permitted. Parliament fought 

to bring this deadline forward by two years.
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electronic waste: strict control  
Every year in the EU, some 6 million tonnes of waste are generated 

by electrical and electronic equipment (household appliances, printers, 

lamps, computers, televisions, telephones, electric tools, lawnmowers, 

video games, etc). Now this waste must be eliminated in a way that does 

not damage the environment and – a point on which Parliament laid 

particular emphasis – manufacturers will be individually liable. This Council 

and Parliament decision will come into force in August 2004. 

tobacco: calling a spade a spade 
Starting in 2004, new measures will aim to reduce deaths from smoking 

and the effects of passive smoking, for example, by reducing nicotine and 

tar levels in cigarettes, banning misleading descriptions such as ‘mild’, 

‘light’ and ‘ultra-light’, and making it compulsory to put much blunter and 

more explicit messages on cigarette packets about the effects of smoking, 

e.g. ‘smokers die early’ and ‘smoking causes fatal lung cancer’. 

During the legislative process Parliament, again, pressed for the measures 

to be as strict as possible.

cosmetics : ethical 
As of 2009 the cosmetics industry will no longer be allowed to carry out 

experiments on animals or to market products developed using animal 

experiments if alternative methods exist. And from 2013, marketing 

of cosmetics developed using animal experiments will be prohibited even 

if there are no alternative methods available. These deadlines were 

demanded by Parliament. In addition – and this was also a major concern 

of Parliament – consumer information will be stepped up.
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erasmus: students without frontiers 
Part of a bigger educational programme called Socrates, the Erasmus 

programme enables university students to spend part of their period of 

study in another Member State – or a future Member State. The European 

Parliament had the Socrates budget for 2000-2006 raised from 1 400 to 

1 850 million euro.

oil tankers: double hulls 
2002: oil tankers shipwrecked, coastlines polluted, wildlife destroyed, 

regions damaged... so it goes on. Except that, this time, the EU has been 

swift to react. From the summer of 2003, single-hull petrol tankers 

transporting heavy-grade oil – i.e. those that cause the most pollution – will 

be banned from EU ports. Parliament and the Council agreed to adopt 

this law at first reading.



www.europarl.eu.int
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