STRUCTURE OF EU GOVERNMENT
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The European Parliament is elected every five years by the people of Europe to represent their interests. 

The present parliament, elected in June 2004, has 732 members from all 25 EU countries. Nearly one third of them (222) are women.

The main job of Parliament is to pass European laws. It shares this responsibility with the Council of the European Union, and the proposals for new laws come from the European Commission. Parliament and Council also share joint responsibility for approving the EU’s €100 billion annual budget.

Parliament has the power to dismiss the European Commission. 

Members of the European Parliament (MEPs) do not sit in national blocks, but in seven Europe-wide political groups. The largest of these are the centre-right European People’s Party (Christian Democrats), followed by the Socialists, the Liberals and the Greens. Between them, MEPs represent all views on European integration, from the strongly pro-federalist to the openly Eurosceptic.

The main meetings of the Parliament are held in Strasbourg, others in Brussels. Like all other EU institutions, it works in all 20 official EU languages. 

The Parliament elects the European Ombudsman, who investigates citizens’ complaints about maladministration by the EU institutions.
The Council of the European Union: — formerly known as the Council of Ministers — shares with Parliament the responsibility for passing laws and taking policy decisions. It also bears the main responsibility for what the EU does in the field of the common foreign and security policy and for EU action on some justice and freedom issues.

The Council consists of ministers from the national governments of all the EU countries. Meetings are attended by whichever ministers are responsible for the items to be discussed: foreign ministers, ministers of the economy and finance, ministers for agriculture and so on, as appropriate.

Each country has a number of votes in the Council broadly reflecting the size of their population, but weighted in favour of smaller countries. Most decisions are taken by majority vote, although sensitive issues in areas like taxation, asylum and immigration, or foreign and security policy, require unanimity. 

Up to four times a year the presidents and/or prime ministers of the Member States meet as the European Council. These ‘summit’ meetings set overall EU policy.

The European Commission represents and upholds the interests of Europe as a whole. It is independent of national governments.

It drafts proposals for new European laws, which it presents to the European Parliament and the Council. It manages the day-to-day business of implementing EU policies and spending EU funds. The Commission also keeps an eye out to see that everyone abides by the European treaties and laws. It can act against rule-breakers, taking them to the Court of Justice if necessary. 

The Commission consists of 25 women and men — one from each EU country. They are assisted by about 24 000 civil servants, most of whom work in Brussels. 

The President of the Commission is chosen by EU governments and endorsed by the European Parliament. The other commissioners are nominated by their national governments in consultation with the in-coming President, and must be approved by the Parliament. They do not represent the governments of their home countries. Instead, each of them has responsibility for a particular EU policy area. 

The President and members of the Commission are appointed for a period of five years, coinciding with the period for which the European Parliament is elected. 

The job of the Court of Justice is to make sure that EU law is interpreted and applied in the same way in all EU countries, thereby ensuring that the law is equal for everyone. It ensures, for example, that national courts do not give different rulings on the same issue. The Court also makes sure that EU member states and institutions do what the law requires them to do. The Court is located in Luxembourg and has one judge from each member country.

THE EU CONSTITUTION
(rejected by referendum in France and Netherlands, spring 2005; likely will not be ratified)

In June 2004, EU leaders agreed a Constitution for the European Union. Once it is approved by all 25 member countries, it will come into force in 2006. 

The purpose of the constitution is to replace the old EU treaties with a single text setting out clearly what the Union is and who does what. It also includes the EU Charter of Fundamental Rights.

The Constitution lays down simpler and more efficient rules for taking decisions in a Union of 25 countries. For example, most decisions will be taken by "qualified majority voting" rather than requiring every single country to agree.

The Constitution is designed to make the EU more open and democratic. For example, it obliges EU ministers to hold their law-making discussions in public, and it gives citizens the right to draw up a petition asking the European Commission to propose new laws. Moreover, it gives national parliaments a greater role in monitoring EU activities.

The new Constitution maintains the existing balance between national interests and the general European interest, and between the interests of small and big countries.

There is to be a minister for foreign affairs, whose job will be to help the EU act more effectively on the world stage.

