The European Union

Fact File

I. Introduction

The European Union (EU) is a very special kind of partnership between countries. It is different from any other organisation. We cannot say that it is one country like the United States but it is not an ordinary organisation for co-operation between governments. The countries that are in the EU (its ‘Member States’) are independent and sovereign but they decided to give some decision-making powers to EU institutions to be stronger and more powerful. Member states agreed that supranational institutions should be established. Laws made by them have effect in all MSs. In other words, MSs give some of their rights to the EU and its institutions. An important legal aspect in the EU is that national laws decide on domestic matters (concerning one country), and when there is a conflict, it is the Union law that is more important. 

European citizens have European passports which have common features such as the burgundy red cover, the use of the words "European Union" in 23 of the EU official languages, the name of the state on the first page. 

The EU respects fundamental rights of all people. A state that wants to join the EU must guarantee these rights. The EU guarantees fundamental social rights. The EU fights discrimination based on sex, race, ethnic origin, religion, disability, age or sexual orientation. The death penalty is no longer used in the EU. 

The EU is based on four freedoms: 

1. free movement of people

2. free movement of goods

3. free movement of capital

4. free movement of services

II. The EU successes:

· Frontier-free travel and trade

· The euro (the single European currency)

· Safer food and a greener environment

· Better living standards in poorer regions

· Cheaper phone calls

· Millions of opportunities to study abroad

You can travel across most of the EU without a passport and without border controls. You can shop in another country where goods are cheaper without extra taxes. The single currency, the euro, lets you compare prices in all the countries that use it. Travel between euro countries is easier because the costs and problems of changing money have disappeared. Competition in the single market has improved quality and lowered prices. Phone calls, Internet access and air travel are cheaper. As consumers, EU rules protect you from faulty products. The EU sets the highest standards for food safety. EU citizens can live, work, study and retire in another EU country (restrictions for workers from the 12 newest member states are gradually being removed).

III. Interesting information

· There are 27 Member States in the European Union:

Belgium, Germany, France, Italy, Luxembourg and the Netherlands (the six founding members). 

Denmark, Ireland, the United Kingdom (1973),

Greece (1981),

Spain, Portugal (1986), 

Austria, Finland, Sweden (1995),

the Czech Republic, Estonia, Cyprus, Latvia, Lithuania, Hungary, Malta, Poland, Slovenia, Slovakia (2004),

Bulgaria and Romania (2007).

· The European Union has its own flag: 12 yellow stars in a circle against a blue background. The flag has had a religious inspiration. The stars symbolise unity, harmony and solidarity. Twelve is a magic number. There are 12 months, 12 hours on the clock, 12 zodiac signs; there were 12 apostles. 

· The anthem of the EU is a fragment of the Ninth Symphony by Beethoven (Ode to Joy) 

· The 9th of May is Europe Day. On the 9th of May 1950, Robert Schumann, French Foreign Minister, presented his ideas of a united Europe.

· “United in diversity” is the motto of the European Union. 

· The EU population amounts to almost 500 mln people, which is around 7% of the world’s population.

· There are 23 official languages of the EU.

· 16 Member States and 327 mln people belong to the Euro zone.

· More than two million young people have already used EU programmes to study or train in another European country.

IV. How does the EU work?

EU institutions and other bodies

The European Council is the highest political body of the EU but it is not a real institution. The European Council is the name we give to the regular meetings of Heads of State and Government of EU Member States, and the President of the European Commission. Any topic can be discussed at such meetings, which are also called Summits. All matters important for the development of the Union can be discussed there. In practice, the European Council meets at least four times a year, and special European Councils are also organised. The European Council is the 'head” of the EU. It shapes the EU's policy and its foreign policy and is the motor of European integration.

Three main institutions take part in the EU's decision making process and the co-decision procedure:

· the European Commission

· the European Parliament (EP)

· the Council of the European Union (the Council of Ministers)

It is a kind of triangle that makes the policies and laws that function in the EU. The Commission proposes new laws, and the Parliament and Council adopt them. The Commission and the member states carry them out, and the Commission makes sure that the laws are put in practice in the right way.

Two other institutions are also important: 

· the Court of Justice defends and supports the rule of European law, and 

· the Court of Auditors checks the financing of the Union.

The European Commission is the “heart” of the EU: it proposes new laws, policies and programmes and it is responsible for carrying out the decisions of the European Parliament and the Council of the EU. We can say that the Commission is the EU government. The Members of the Commission are known as “commissioners”. There are 27 commissioners - one per country. A new Commission is appointed every five years. The present Commission’s President is Jose Manuel Barroso from Portugal. 

How is the Commission's work organised?

Each commissioner is responsible for one policy area, e.g. the environment. The commissioners meet once a week, usually on Wednesdays in Brussels. Every matter for discussion is presented by the commissioner responsible for that policy area, and the commissioners take a collective decision on it.

The European Parliament 

There are 736 Members of the European Parliament. They are elected once every five years in direct universal elections by voters in the 27 Member States of the European Union. They represent its 492 million citizens. The MEP work in Brussels and in Strasbourg.  There are 50 MEP from Poland.

The European Parliament plays an important role in making decisions about the EU. Most of its decisions concern the everyday life of EU citizens. Together with the Council of Ministers it adopts new laws and the budget of the European Union. It does not have the right of legislative initiative but it can ask the Commission to present legislative proposals for laws to the Council. 

Parliament controls EU's activities, especially the work of the European Commission.

The Members of the EP work together on the basis of their political views and not their nationality, so they do not sit in national delegations but are in political groups with members of different nationalities according to their political views.

The President is the speaker of the European Parliament. He or she presides over the sessions and the President's signature is necessary for all acts adopted by co-decision, including the EU budget. The President represents the Parliament. He or she is elected for two-and-a-half-year terms, meaning two elections per parliamentary term. The present EP’s President is Jerzy Buzek from Poland.

There are 23 official languages of the EP. All parliamentary documents are published in all official languages. Members of Parliament can speak in any of the official languages.

The Council of the European Union (previously known as the Council of Ministers). 

The Council is the EU's main decision-making body. It consists of the ministers of the Member States. Its meetings are attended by one minister from each country. Which ministers attend the meetings depends on the subject that will be discussed (foreign affairs, finance, social affairs, transport, agriculture, etc.).  

The most important tasks:

· To pass European laws, many cases together with the European Parliament.

· To co-ordinate the economic policies of the Member States.

· To co-ordinate common foreign and security policy.

· To adopt the EU's budget, together with the European Parliament.

The Presidency of the Council.

The Presidency changes every six months. Each Member State holds the Presidency of the Council for half a year and is responsible for organising its meetings and looking for compromise between the Member States.

How many votes per country?

Decisions in the Council are taken by vote. The bigger the country's population, the more votes it has. But the number is not strictly proportional. Poland has 27 votes.

The Court of Justice

Its task is to make sure that EU legislation ("Community law") is interpreted and applied in the same way in each Member State. The Court consists of one judge per member state. It is situated in Luxembourg.

The European Court of Auditors

The Court of Auditors checks that all the Union's funds have been received and spent legally and for reasonable purposes. The Court has one member from each EU country. It is situated in Luxembourg.

The European Ombudsman

The Ombudsman's role is to help individual citizens solve problems they may have with EU authorities. 

In the European Union functions an organisation called Europol. It is an organisation that improves the co-operation of the police forces in the Member States. 

V. The euro

The euro is the European Union’s single currency shared by 16 Member States, used by 329 million EU citizens. It was adopted by the Treaty on European Union in Maastricht (1992, came into force in 1993). 

The euro has been legal currency since 1 January 1999. It became the new official currency of 11 Member States and replaced the old national currencies. First it was “virtual money” used in transactions without cash. Old currencies were used for cash payments. On 1 January 2002 euro notes and coins appeared in physical form. 

The convergence criteria (the most important conditions that a country’s economy must meet to qualify for the euro).

1. low and stable inflation 

2. stable exchange rate

3. healthy public finances

There are seven euro notes (5, 10, 20, 50, 100, 200 and 500 euro) and eight euro coins (2 and 1 euro and 50, 20, 10, 5, 2 and 1 euro cents). The coins have the same European design on one side and a different national motif on the other side. Although they have different motifs, the coins can be used anywhere in the 16 Member States. The banknotes have different shapes and sizes. It helps people, also those who cannot see, recognize them. The coins too are different in colour, size and thickness. 

The euro banknotes were inspired by the theme ‘the ages and styles of Europe’ and show the architectural styles from Europe’s cultural history. All notes show typical elements of these periods, such as windows, gateways and bridges, but they do not present any real buildings or monuments.

The euro coins show three different maps of Europe, and the twelve stars of the European Union. Each of the euro-area countries uses traditional motifs for the design of the national sides of their coins. 

The euro has its own symbol – € –It looks like the Greek letter epsilon (Є). It stands for the first letter of the word ‘Europe’ in the Latin alphabet. The two lines in the symbol mean stability 

The euro has become the second most important international currency after the dollar 

The advantages of the euro

· Europe’s economy is a single market and a single market works better with a single currency

· Stable prices. 

· The euro has reduced unemployment and the cost of doing business.

· A more competitive market. 

· The cost of travelling has been reduced. 

· The euro is a very strong bond between the Member States.

VI. Education

As a citizen of a Member State you may study anywhere in the EU. The university or college where you want to study must accept you under the same conditions as nationals (e.g. not ask you to pay higher course fees).A university or college cannot refuse to accept you as a student because of your nationality. Knowledge of a language may also sometimes be a condition of access to education (you may be asked to take a language test).

The European Commission's Learning Programmes:

COMENIUS (schools)

It helps young people and their teachers get knowledge and understanding of European cultures, languages and values. If you are a pupil at school you may take part in partnerships between schools.

ERASMUS (higher education)

Around 90% of European universities take part in Erasmus and 2 million students have participated since it started in 1987. The budget for a year is about €440million. More than 4,000 higher education institutions in 31 countries take part in the project, and even more are waiting to join. 

If you are a student in higher education and you have completed the first year of your studies you can go on an ERASMUS exchange, but there must be an agreement between your home institution and the institution where you would like to study. 

As an ERASMUS student:

· You have a right to academic recognition

· You do not have to pay for attending courses, exams, using labs or libraries

· The EU also gives grants under the ERASMUS programme to cover the cost of moving from one country to another

VII. Europass

The Europass is a kind of document that helps you document your skills, qualifications and experiences. It is used and understood in 31 countries (27 Member States plus Iceland, Liechtenstein, Norway and Turkey). It has a standard structure, so you can present your competences in a clear way, which is easy to understand. The Europass can be used by all citizens of the participating countries: those who want to study, train; people who are looking for a job, or want to get experience abroad. 

VIII. Important terms

Acquis communautaire: 

This is a French term meaning, "the EU as it is" – in other words, the rights and obligations that EU countries share. The "acquis" includes all the EU's treaties and laws, declarations and resolutions, international agreements on EU affairs and the judgements given by the Court of Justice. Candidate countries have to accept the "acquis" before they can join the EU, and make EU law part of their own national legislation. An important legal aspect in the EU is that national laws decide on domestic matters, and when there is a conflict, it is the Union law that is more important.

Candidate country: 

This means a country that has applied to join the European Union and that has officially been accepted as a candidate for accession to the European Union. At present there are three candidate countries: Croatia, former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia and Turkey. 

CAP  : 

The Common Agricultural Policy

Cohesion: 

This means 'sticking together'. It means that the EU tries to make sure that everyone has a place in society – for example by fighting poverty, unemployment and discrimination. The EU budget includes money known as the 'Cohesion Fund' which is used to finance projects that help the EU 'stick together'. For example, it finances new road and rail links that help poorer regions take a full part in the EU economy. 

Common market/Single Market: 

People, goods and services move around freely between the member states as if they were all one country, with no checks carried out at the borders and no customs duties paid.

Constitution of the EU: 

The EU is based on four main treaties. These treaties are big and complex, and EU leaders want to replace them with one shorter, and simpler document. A 'Constitutional Treaty' was signed in 2004, but it did not come into force. It was rejected in referenda held in France and the Netherlands in 2005. 

Eurocrat: 

The term “Eurocrats” (similar to the word “bureaucrats”) refers to the thousands of EU citizens who work for the European institutions (Parliament, the Council, the Commission, etc.).

Euroland: 

This is an unofficial name given to “the euro area” - also often called the euro zone”. This area consists of the EU member states that have adopted the euro as their currency. So far the countries are Austria, Belgium, Cyprus, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Ireland, Italy, Luxembourg, Malta, the Netherlands, Portugal, Slovakia, Slovenia and Spain. 

Eurosceptic: 

This term is often used to mean a person who is opposed to European integration or who is 'sceptical' of the EU and its aims. 

Eurotariff: 

Eurotariff is the new limit on the prices for mobile calls made or received while abroad in an EU country. 

Pillars of the EU: 

The European Union takes decisions in three separate policy areas, also known as the three 'pillars' of the EU. 

The first pillar is economic issues

The second pillar is the common foreign and security policy

The third pillar is 'police and judicial cooperation in criminal matters'

Subsidiarity: 

The “subsidiarity principle” means that EU decisions must be taken as closely as possible to the citizen. In other words, the Union takes action only when EU action is more effective than action taken at national, regional or local level. 

Supranational: 

This means 'at a level above national governments' – different from 'intergovernmental' which means 'between governments'. Many EU decisions are taken at 'supranational' level: they involve the EU institutions, to which EU countries have given some decision-making powers. 

IX.HISTORY

Twelve most important events:

1951: The European Coal and Steel Community is established by the six founding members 

1957: The Treaty of Rome establishes a common market 

1973: The Community expands to nine member states and develops its common policies 

1979: The first direct elections to the European Parliament 

1981: The first Mediterranean enlargement 

1986: The second Mediterranean enlargement

1993: Completion of the single market 

1993: The Treaty of Maastricht establishes the European Union 

1995: The EU expands to 15 members 

2002: Euro notes and coins are introduced 

2004: Ten more countries join the Union 

2007: Romania and Bulgaria join the UE

