The institutions of the EU in short

The European Union is based on treaties signed by States who decided to exercise in common a certain number of competences. Therefore the treaties established the following institutions :


The European Commission is composed of 25 commissioners (who are not elected, but nominated by the European Council):

· it has a monopoly over legislative initiative

· it is the “Guardian of the Treaties” and is supposed to uphold the treaties. It can sue States and individuals before the European Court of Justice

· it represents the EU in international trade negotiations (like the GATS)

The Commission is not accountable to any other body.


The Council of Ministers is composed of the 27 national ministers, depending on the order of the day (ministers for agriculture, for the economy, for industry, etc.)

· it adopts the directives proposed by the Commission and bears political responsibility for them.

· It has decisionary power on the budget

· It mandates the Commission for international negotiations.

It is the central body of the EU. Its decision mode is unanimity or qualified majority (each state having a number of votes). Each national minister remains theoretically accountable to his /her national parliament.


The European Council was only created in 1973. It is composed of the Heads of States and defines the Union’s policy agenda. It nominates the Commission and its president.


The European Parliament is elected by universal suffrage since 1979.

· It adopts directives together with the Council (codecision procedure).

· It adopts the budget together with the Council.

· It has the power to censure the Commission regarding household issues (in case of corruption for instance) but not regarding its policies.

The Parliament may not propose directives (legislative initiative). It may not overthrow the Commission (control of the Executive). It has limited powers.


The European Court of Justice is composed of judges nominated by each State; it ensures that Union law (treaties and directives) is applied.

The directives adoption process. In order to reach the objectives defined by the treaties, the Commission proposes directives. It has the monopoly over directive proposition but is often under the influence of lobbies. The Council of Ministers decides whether or not the directives are adopted. It often negotiates in advance with the Commission (thanks to its offices in Brussels). The directives are sometimes adopted by the Council AND the Parliament (codecision), but not when the directives concern the most important fields. In case of codecision, the Parliament has a limited power of amendment or the right to veto the whole directive. It is therefore only marginally involved in the writing of directives.

A directive is not an Act. In order to become an Act, it must be adopted and then transposed by the States into national laws. The Commission supervises the transposition process because the States are sometimes reluctant to transposition, although treaties and directives (EU Law) takes precedence over national legislation.

The governments are free to act as they wish within the Council of Ministers (despite their divisions). They are not controlled by the European Parliament, and the national Parliaments are not well-informed. Although the Council has decisionary power, governments often put the blame on the Commission, who is not accountable to anyone.

The Court of Justice is a very discrete but very important political actor. It rules on cases involving  EU legislation (implementation of treaties and directives) and interprets EU law when the formulation of the law is unclear . As it is often the case, the court rules on political issues for which governments do not want to be held responsible.

Besides EU policies that are decided within European institutions, there also exist inter-state cooperation procedures, based on agreements or treaties that were unanimously adopted (for instance, the Schengen agreement). The existing cooperation procedures have been included in the Treaties since 1986 (Single European Act).

