
How does the EU function? Here is a list 
of the most fundamental principles and 
what they mean. 
Rule of law principle: The rule of law principle applies 
to the Member States of the EU. In essence, it means that 
regulations and directives adopted by the EU institutions 
and agencies can be scrutinized by the European Court of 
Justice. The EU aims to safeguard the protection of the rule 
of law in Member States through the European Rule of Law 
Mechanism, which provides for a dialogue between the 
Commission, Council, European Parliament and Member 
States on challenges to the rule of law. In case a dialogue 
proves insufficient, the Commission can take the Member 
State not adhering to the rule of law to Court under the 
infringement procedure. Where necessary, this Court can 
step in and overrule actions and decisions taken which are 
not in line with European Law.

Competences: As a natural step following the rule of 
law principle, the EU can only act in policy fields where the 
Member States have authorized it to do so. In EU jargon, this 
is referred to as competences. There are three subdivisions 
of competences. There are certain areas where it is only the 
EU which can legislate. The Member States can in this case 
only apply the law. These policy areas therefore fall under 
the exclusive competence of the EU. Examples of this type of 
exclusivity are the customs union, EU competition policy and 
marine plants and animals legislation. In other areas, both 
the EU and the Member States can pass laws. In this case 
the EU and Member States have shared competence. This 
is the case with the single market, public health, energy and 
migration policy. Finally, the EU can also have supporting 
competence. This means the EU has no power to pass laws 
in these policy fields, but it is allowed to support, coordinate 
or complement the actions of Member States. Examples 
of this type of competence include tourism, education and 
culture. 
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Subsidiarity and Proportionality: In the case of 
shared competence, one can easily imagine a clash between 
the will of the EU and of the Member States to legislate. To 
prevent these types of conflicts, the EU relies on two other 
basic principles. They are called the principles of subsidiarity 
and the principle of proportionality. Both can be found in 
Article 5 of the Treaty on the European Union, which is an 
updated version of the 1992 Maastricht Treaty. Under the 
principle of subsidiarity, the EU can only act or legislate if the 
proposed goals cannot be sufficiently reached at national, 
regional or local level, but can be better reached on an EU 
level. The principle of proportionality on the other hand says 
that the EU should only do as much as is necessary  
to achieve a certain goal. This both prevents overregulation 
and the unnecessary limiting of the legislative power of 
Member States. 

Transparency: The EU is made up of European citizens, 
not subjects. Therefore, citizens have the right to participate 
in the democratic process of the EU (for instance by casting 
their vote in the European Parliament elections) and to be 
able to see what and how the EU is deciding about matters 
which could potentially impact their daily lives. This requires 
transparency, which is laid down in Article 15 of the Treaty 
on the Functioning of the European Union. Therefore, to both 
promote good governance and to ensure the participation 
of citizens and civil society, the EU aims to work as openly 
as possible. Examples of putting this principle into practice 
include the accessibility of European Parliament debates and 
EU legislation to everyone interested, as well as the European 
Commission maintaining a lobbying register to include which 
interest groups aim to influence EU law decision making 
and who advise the Commission when elaborating a new 
proposal for a law. Transparency is also the guiding principle 
behind the very same Conference of the Future of Europe 
that is currently underway. 

Better Regulation: The basic building blocks of the EU 
are not indefinitely fixed. Instead, they evolve when situations 
arise which make change necessary. One of those evolutions 
took place as a response to the COVID-19 Pandemic. In 
order for the EU to get out of the pandemic as quickly and 
as resilient as possible it requires an efficient and stream-
lined law-making process. This is why on the 29th of April 
2021, the European Commission adopted a Communication 
on Better Regulation with as aims simplifying EU legislation, 
making better use of strategic foresight and supporting 
sustainability and digitalization. This will be brought in 
practice by reducing red tape, streamlining the consultation 
of EU citizens and ensuring that all legislative proposals 
contribute to the UNs 2030 sustainable development 
agenda.

An event organized on this topic was “Enhancing citizenship 
competences in the EU” organized by the European Citizen 
Action Service. The event was structured through a keynote 
speech by Themis Christophidou, Commission DG for 
Education, Youth, Sport and Culture and a panel discussion 
with MEPs and experts in the field, followed by a Q&A.

There have been multiple proposals on these topics coming 
from citizens on the Conference on the Future of Europe’s 
Digital Platform; among the most endorsed are:

• The EU should increase its commitment to enforce the 
obligation to respect the Rule of Law within its borders.

• Increase the competences of the EU in the field of 
healthcare policy by enhancing the role of European 
Centre for Disease Prevention vis-à-vis the national 
healthcare authorities and by setting up an EU-healthcare 
minister.

• The introduction of a new constitution for the EU which 
makes sures EU-legislation is really proportional and 
takes subsidiarity into account. 

• The development of a Single Immigration Policy overseen 
by the European Parliament, which includes more 
transparency and respect for human rights.


