THE EU
EXPLAINED
A BRIEF GUIDE
Produced by the West Midlands
Conservative MEP Team

Dear Reader,
As MEPs representing the West Midlands region
we are often asked about the structure of the
European Union and how laws are made.
The European Union has a complicated structure
and can be difficult to explain which is why we
have created this booklet to show how the various
parts work.
We hope you find it useful and informative.
Yours Sincerely

Anthea McIntyre mep
Conservative Spokesman on
Employment and Member of the
Agriculture Committee

Daniel Dalton mep
ECR Coordinator on Internal
Market Committee
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THE EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT

Martin Schultz

President of the European
Parliament

751 MEPs
Directly elected from 28 Member States every 5 years
In many areas, the European Parliament works together with the Council
of Ministers (representing national governments) to decide on the content
of EU laws and officially adopt them. This process is called ‘Ordinary
Legislative Procedure’ (formerly ‘co-decision’).
Under the Lisbon Treaty, the range of policies covered by the new Ordinary
Legislative Procedure has increased, making Parliament joint legislators in
areas including agriculture, energy policy, immigration and EU funds.
Parliament must also give its permission for other important decisions,
such as allowing new countries to join the EU.
First and foremost your MEPs are in the European Parliament to represent
your views to the EU.
They do this through meetings of the whole Parliament (called ‘plenaries’)
which are held twelve times a year in Strasbourg.
They also do this through the various specialist Committees listed on
page 6. These Parliamentary Committees meet in Brussels.
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Democratic supervision
Parliament exercises influence over other European institutions in several ways.
When a new Commission is appointed, its members cannot take up office until
Parliament has approved them. If the Members of the European Parliament
disapprove of a nominee, they can reject the entire slate.
Parliament can also call on the Commission to resign during its period in office.
This is called a ‘motion of censure’.
Parliament keeps check on the Commission by examining and amending
proposed legislation and by questioning Commissioners. Its committees play an
important part here.
MEPs look at petitions from citizens and set up committees of inquiry.
When national leaders meet for European Council summits, Parliament gives its
opinion on the topics on the agenda.
Supervising the budget
Parliament adopts the EU’s annual budget with the Council of Ministers.
Parliament has a committee that monitors how the budget is spent, and every
year passes judgement on the Commission’s handling of the previous year’s
budget.
Composition
The number of MEPs for each country is roughly in proportion to its population.
Under the Lisbon Treaty no country can have fewer than 6 or more than 96
MEPs.
MEPs are grouped by political affiliation, not by nationality. (See diagrams on
page 5)
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THE EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT
Number of Members elected in each country
(May 2014)
Austria18
Belgium21
Bulgaria17
Croatia11
Cyprus6
Czech Reublic
21
Denmark13
Estonia6
Finland13
France74

Germany96
Greece21
Hungary21
Ireland11
Italy73
Latvia8
Lithuania11
Luxembourg6
Malta6
Nederlands26

Poland51
Portugal21
Romania32
Slovakia13
Slovenia8
Spain54
Sweden20
United Kingdom
73
Total751

Number of seats in the
European Parliament
by political group
(March 2015)

751
Political groups

European People’s Party (219)
Socialists & Democrats (191)
European Conservatives & Reformists (72)
Alliance of Liberals & Democrats (68)
European United Left – Nordic Green Left (52)
Non-attached members (52)
Greens/European Free Alliance (50)
Europe of Freedom and Democracy (47)
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THE EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT
Parliamentary Committees

•

Foreign Affairs
• Human Rights
• Security and Defence

•

Development

•

International Trade

•

Budgets

•

Budgetary Control

•

Civil Liberties, Justice and Home
Affairs

•

Culture and Education

•

Legal Affairs

•

Petitions

•

Environment, Public Health and
Food Safety

6

•

Internal Market and Consumer
Protection

•

Transport and Tourism

•

Regional Development

•

Fisheries

•

Constitutional Affairs

•

Women’s Rights and Gender
Equality

•

Economic and Monetary Affairs

•

Employment and Social Affairs

•

Industry, Research and Energy

•

Agriculture and Rural
Development

THE EUROPEAN COUNCIL

Donald Tusk

President of the European
Council

•

Summit of heads of state and government of all EU countries.

•

Meets at least four times a year.

•

Sets the overall direction of the European Union but does not
pass laws.

The European Council comprises the heads of state or government of the EU
member states, along with the President of the European Commission and the
President of the European Council. The High Representative for Foreign Affairs,
(the EU’s ‘Foreign Secretary’), may take part in its meetings.
The European Council has no legislative power but is responsible for “the
general political directions and priorities” of the European Union.
It is the European Union’s strategic (and crisis solving) body.
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THE COUNCIL OF MINISTERS
The Voice of Member States

•

One minister from each EU
country

•

Presidency: rotates every
six months

•

Decides EU laws and budget
together with Parliament

•

Manages the common
foreign and security policy

The Council of Ministers is where national ministers from each
EU country meet to adopt laws and coordinate policies.
Not to be confused with the Council of Europe which is not
an EU body.
What does it do?

•

It adopts legislative acts (Regulations, Directives, etc.), in
many cases in “co-decision” with the European Parliament;

•

It develops the common foreign and security policy, on the
basis of strategic guidelines set by the European Council;

•
•

It concludes international agreements on behalf of the EU;
It adopts the EU’s budget, together with the European
Parliament
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THE EUROPEAN COURT
OF JUSTICE
•
•
•

28 Independent judges, one from each EU country
Rules on how to interpret EU law
Ensures EU countries apply EU laws in the same way

The European Court of Justice interprets EU law to make sure it
is applied in the same way in all EU countries. It also settles legal
disputes between EU governments and EU institutions.
Individuals, companies or organisations can also bring cases
before the Court if they feel their rights have been infringed by an
EU institution.
(The European Court of Justice is not to be confused with The
European Court of Human Rights which is not an EU body).
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THE COMMISSION

Jean-Claude Juncker

President of the European Commission

The civil service of the EU – one Commissioner from
each EU Member State.

•

28 independent members, one from each EU
country

•
•
•
•

Proposes new legislation
Executive organ
Guardian of the treaties
Represents the EU on the international stage
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THE COMMISSION
The European Commission represents and upholds the interests
of the EU as a whole. It manages the day-to-day business of
implementing EU policies and spending EU funds.
Importantly, the Commission proposes new laws for consideration
and approval by the European Parliament and the Council of
Ministers acting jointly. Many of the Commission’s proposals
are to meet its obligations under the EU treaties, or because
it has been asked to act by another EU institution, country or
stakeholder. EU citizens can also call on the Commission to
propose laws under the European Citizens’ Initiative scheme.
Before making proposals, the Commission consults widely so
that stakeholders’ views can be taken into account. Normally, an
assessment of the potential economic, social and environmental
impact of a given piece of legislation is published along with the
proposal itself.
The EU should only legislate where action is more effective at
EU level rather than at national, regional or local level (this is
known as the principle of
subsidiarity) and then no
more than necessary to attain
the agreed objectives (the
principle of proportionality).
Once EU legislation has been
adopted, the Commission
ensures that it is correctly
applied by the EU member
countries.
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HOW EU LAWS ARE MADE

Citizens, interest groups, experts: discuss, consult

Commission: makes formal proposal

Parliament and Council of Ministers: decide jointly

National or local authorities: implement

Commission and Court of Justice: monitor implementation
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THE EU MEMBER STATES
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CONTACT DETAILS
Anthea McIntyre MEP
Write: The Chapel,
Wythall Estate,
Walford,
Ross on Wye,
HR9 5SD
Telephone: 01989 769544
Email: anthea@antheamcintyre.com

Daniel Dalton MEP
Write: Office S4, 2nd Floor
Berkeley House
6-8 The Square
Kenilworth
Warwickshire, CV8 1EB
Telephone: 01926 930683
Email: daniel@danieldaltonmep.co.uk
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West Midlands Conservative MEP Team –
at the Heart of European Reform

Conservative MEPs play a leading role in a centre right political
grouping in the European Parliament, the European Conservative
and Reformists Group (ECR).
The ECR Group stands against further EU integration and
is opposed to a federal Europe. It is committed to an open
and competitive Single Market and joint action to protect the
environment and tackle climate change. In addition, members of
the ECR group campaign for a less bureaucratic and better run
European Union, opposing unnecessary ‘one size fits all’ policies.
Anthea McIntyre and Daniel Dalton both play important roles
within the European Parliament. This ensures that West Midlands
Conservative MEPs are at the heart of decision making, allowing
them to deliver for the region and protect our interests in Europe.

Web: www.torymeps.com

15

Working for the West Midlands Region
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