	Introducing the European Union

The European Union (EU) is not a federation like the United States. Nor is it simply an organisation for co-operation between governments, like the United Nations. It is, in fact, unique. The countries that make up the EU (its "member states") pool their sovereignty in order to gain a strength and world influence none of them could have on its own.

Pooling sovereignty means, in practice, that the member states delegate some of their decision-making powers to shared institutions they have created, so that decisions on specific matters of joint interest can be made democratically at European level.

The EU institutions

The EU's decision-making process in general, and the co-decision procedure in particular, involve three main institutions:

the European Parliament, which represents the EU's citizens and is directly elected by them; 

the Council of the European Union, which represents the individual member states; 

the European Commission, which seeks to uphold the interests of the Union as a whole. 

This "institutional triangle" produces the policies and laws (directives, regulations and decisions) that apply throughout the EU. In principle, it is the Commission that proposes new EU laws but it is the Parliament and Council that adopt them.

Two other institutions have a vital part to play: the Court of Justice upholds the rule of European law, and the Court of Auditors checks the financing of the Union's activities.

These institutions were set up under the Treaties, which are the foundation of everything the EU does. The Treaties are agreed by the member states' presidents and prime ministers and ratified by their parliaments. They lay down the rules and procedures that the EU institutions must follow.

In addition to its institutions, the EU has a number of other bodies that play specialised roles:

The European Ombudsman

The European Ombudsman guards EU citizens and businesses against maladministration.

European Data Protection Supervisor

The EDPS ensures that EU institutions or bodies respect people’s right to privacy when processing their personal data.

Financial bodies

the European Central Bank is responsible for European monetary policy; 

the European Investment Bank finances EU investment projects; 

The European Investment Fund provides guarantees and venture capital to help small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs).

Advisory bodies

the European Economic and Social Committee represents civil society and the two sides of industry; 

the Committee of the Regions represents regional and local authorities. 

Interinstitutional bodies

the Office for Official Publications of the European Communities publishes, prints and distributes information about the EU and its activities; 

the European Communities Personnel Selection Office recruits staff for the EU institutions and other bodies. 

Decentralized agencies

16 specialised agencies ("Community agencies") handle specific technical, scientific or management tasks within the EU's "Community domain" (the "first pillar" of the European Union); 

the European Institute for Security Studies and the European Union Satellite Centre handle specific tasks relating to the Common Foreign and Security Policy (the "second pillar" of the European Union); 

Europol and Eurojust help co-ordinate police and judicial co-operation in criminal matters (the "third pillar" of the European Union). 




	

	


Pre-reading activity

I. Do you know the meaning of these words?

	unique
	to pool
	pillar
	matter
	to uphold

	triangle
	to share
	policy
	vital
	treaty


II. Explain the meaning of these verbs and then give the nouns.

to introduce                                                              to agree

to influence                                                              to guard

to involve                                                                 to provide

to elect                                                                      to ratify

to apply
                                                          to recruit

to propose                                                                 to relate to

III. Explain the meaning of these nouns and then give the verbs.

decision                                                                             government

foundation                                                                         rule

maladministration                                                             addition

organisation                                                                      responsibility

co-operation                                                                     authority

Reading activities

I. Match the words in the first line with the words in the second one logically.

member    world     joint     decision     member-state       investment       venture    community

domain    procedure   project    influence    state   presidents    capital    interest

II. Answer these questions.

1. Which are the three main EU institutions involved in the EU’s decision making process?

2. What is the role of the Court of Auditors?

3. Explain the meaning and the role of the Treaties.

4. What is the role of the EDPS?

5. Name the basic EU financial bodies.

6. Name the EU decentralized agencies and explain their role.

III. Decide if these statements are true or false.

1. The EU’s structure is alike that of the U.S.A.

2. The EU members share their sovereignty to be stronger and 

3. All EU members’ matters can be solved democratically at European level.

Post-reading activities

I. Try to find out how much you know about EU.

http://www.quiz4fun.com/quiz-2585/EU/
http://www.guardian.co.uk/quiz/questions/0,5961,516289,00.html
II. Discuss the Treaty of Lisbon.

1. What the Treaty of Lisbon is?

2. What does its ratification mean for EU members?
3. Which countries have not signed it yet? What are the reasons for that?
4. What, in your opinion, can the ratification of the Treaty bring to the Czech Republic?
The Treaty at a glance
On 13 December 2007, EU leaders signed the Treaty of Lisbon, thus bringing to an end several years of negotiation about institutional issues.

The Treaty of Lisbon amends the current EU and EC treaties, without replacing them. It will provide the Union with the legal framework and tools necessary to meet future challenges and to respond to citizens' demands.

A more democratic and transparent Europe, with a strengthened role for the European Parliament and national parliaments, more opportunities for citizens to have their voices heard and a clearer sense of who does what at European and national level. 

A strengthened role for the European Parliament: the European Parliament, directly elected by EU citizens, will see important new powers emerge over the EU legislation, the EU budget and international agreements. In particular, the increase of co-decision procedure in policy-making will ensure the European Parliament is placed on an equal footing with the Council, representing Member States, for the vast bulk of EU legislation. 

A greater involvement of national parliaments: national parliaments will have greater opportunities to be involved in the work of the EU, in particular thanks to a new mechanism to monitor that the Union only acts where results can be better attained at EU level (subsidiarity). Together with the strengthened role for the European Parliament, it will enhance democracy and increase legitimacy in the functioning of the Union. 

A stronger voice for citizens: thanks to the Citizens' Initiative, one million citizens from a number of Member States will have the possibility to call on the Commission to bring forward new policy proposals. 

Who does what: the relationship between the Member States and the European Union will become clearer with the categorisation of competences. 

Withdrawal from the Union: the Treaty of Lisbon explicitly recognises for the first time the possibility for a Member State to withdraw from the Union. 

A more efficient Europe, with simplified working methods and voting rules, streamlined and modern institutions for a EU of 27 members and an improved ability to act in areas of major priority for today's Union. 

Effective and efficient decision-making: qualified majority voting in the Council will be extended to new policy areas to make decision-making faster and more efficient. From 2014 on, the calculation of qualified majority will be based on the double majority of Member States and people, thus representing the dual legitimacy of the Union.A double majority will be achieved when a decision is taken by 55% of the Member States representing at least 65% of the Union’s population. 

A more stable and streamlined institutional framework: the Treaty of Lisbon creates the function of President of the European Council elected for two and a half years, introduces a direct link between the election of the Commission President and the results of the European elections, provides for new arrangements for the future composition of the European Parliament and for a smaller Commission, and includes clearer rules on enhanced cooperation and financial provisions. 

Improving the life of Europeans: the Treaty of Lisbon improves the EU's ability to act in several policy areas of major priority for today's Union and its citizens. This is the case in particular for the policy areas of freedom, security and justice, such as combating terrorism or tackling crime. It also concerns to some extent other areas including energy policy, public health, civil protection, climate change, services of general interest, research, space, territorial cohesion, commercial policy, humanitarian aid, sport, tourism and administrative cooperation. 

A Europe of rights and values, freedom, solidarity and security, promoting the Union's values, introducing the Charter of Fundamental Rights into European primary law, providing for new solidarity mechanisms and ensuring better protection of European citizens. 

Democratic values: the Treaty of Lisbon details and reinforces the values and objectives on which the Union is built. These values aim to serve as a reference point for European citizens and to demonstrate what Europe has to offer its partners worldwide. 

Citizens' rights and Charter of Fundamental Rights: the Treaty of Lisbon preserves existing rights while introducing new ones. In particular, it guarantees the freedoms and principles set out in the Charter of Fundamental Rights and gives its provisions a binding legal force. It concerns civil, political, economic and social rights. 

Freedom of European citizens: the Treaty of Lisbon preserves and reinforces the "four freedoms" and the political, economic and social freedom of European citizens. 

Solidarity between Member States: the Treaty of Lisbon provides that the Union and its Member States act jointly in a spirit of solidarity if a Member State is the subject of a terrorist attack or the victim of a natural or man-made disaster.  Solidarity in the area of energy is also emphasised. 

Increased security for all: the Union will get an extended capacity to act on freedom, security and justice, which will bring direct benefits in terms of the Union's ability to fight crime and terrorism. New provisions on civil protection, humanitarian aid and public health also aim at boosting the Union's ability to respond to threats to the security of European citizens. 

Europe as an actor on the global stage will be achieved by bringing together Europe's external policy tools, both when developing and deciding new policies. The Treaty of Lisbon will give Europe a clear voice in relations with its partners worldwide. It will harness Europe's economic, humanitarian, political and diplomatic strengths to promote European interests and values worldwide, while respecting the particular interests of the Member States in Foreign Affairs. 

A new High Representative for the Union in Foreign Affairs and Security Policy, also Vice-President of the Commission, will increase the impact, the coherence and the visibility of the EU's external action. 

A new European External Action Service will provide back up and support to the High Representative. 

A single legal personality for the Union will strengthen the Union's negotiating power, making it more effective on the world stage and a more visible partner for third countries and international organisations. 

Progress in European Security and Defence Policy will preserve special decision-making arrangements but also pave the way towards reinforced cooperation amongst a smaller group of Member States. 

