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Introduction

The European Union can appear intimidating at first glance: a web of acronyms,
overlapping bodies, and procedures that seem to defy simple explanation. Yet behind
this complexity lies a system with clear roles, repeatable routines, and a logic that can
be learned. This book is a clear, beginner-friendly guide to how EU institutions work,
interact, and make decisions. It aims to demystify the machinery of the Union so you
can understand not just who does what, but why it happens that way—and where
political power truly lies.

We start with the four institutions you will encounter most often: the European
Commission, the European Parliament, the Council of the European Union, and the
Court of Justice of the European Union. Each plays a distinct part in the life cycle of EU
policy. The Commission proposes, manages, and enforces; Parliament represents
citizens and shapes legislation; the Council brings national governments into the
room; and the Court ensures that EU law is interpreted uniformly and respected.
Around them stand other influential actors—the European Council, committees,
agencies, and expert groups—that set agendas, broker compromises, and translate
political decisions into technical rules.

Understanding the EU means following the journey from idea to law and then to
implementation. We therefore unpack the ordinary legislative procedure step by step,
showing how proposals are drafted, amended, negotiated in trilogues, and finally
adopted. We explain special legislative procedures, the choice of legal basis, and how
voting systems—qualified majority voting or unanimity—tilt the balance of power.
Crucially, we explore what happens after a law is adopted: delegated and
implementing acts, comitology committees, and the oversight mechanisms that keep
the executive in check while allowing policies to adapt over time.

Power in the EU is not located in a single building or office. It shifts across venues and
over time: agenda-setting inside the Commission, coalition-building among member
states in the Council, agenda control and scrutiny in Parliament’s committees, and
judicial discipline from the Court. Informal practices—like trilogues and early second-
reading agreements—often matter as much as formal rules, while national capitals,
regional authorities, interest groups, and independent regulators shape choices behind
the scenes. By pairing formal procedures with real-world examples, this book shows
how influence is assembled in practice.

You do not need prior knowledge of EU law or politics to benefit from this book. Each

chapter introduces core concepts in plain language, defines key terms when they first
appear, and uses concrete cases—such as the General Data Protection Regulation, the
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European Green Deal package, and the Digital Markets Act—to illustrate how decisions
are actually made. Short “how it works” walkthroughs and practical checklists help
you follow legislation, track amendments, and anticipate negotiation dynamics across
institutions.

While our focus is on institutions and procedures, we always return to the question
that students and new professionals care about most: how to get things done. Where
should you look to understand why a file is moving—or stuck? Which committee,
working party, or directorate-general holds the pen? When does a voting threshold or
a change of legal basis alter the bargaining landscape? By the end, you will be able to
map stakeholders, identify pivotal decision points, and read institutional signals with
confidence.

Finally, the EU is a living system. Treaties evolve slowly, but practice changes quickly
in response to crises, elections, enlargements, court rulings, and policy innovations.
The goal of this book is not to memorize every rule but to equip you with a durable
framework: an anatomy of roles, routines, and relationships that lets you make sense
of new developments as they arise. With that toolkit in hand, you can approach the
Union not as a maze, but as a set of institutions whose power makes sense in practice.
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CHAPTER ONE: The EU at a Glance: Institutions,
Powers, and Competences

Imagine the European Union as a grand, somewhat idiosyncratic, mansion. It's not a
single, imposing fortress, but rather a collection of interconnected wings, each with its
own purpose, its own inhabitants, and its own peculiar way of doing things. To truly
understand this edifice, we need to first take a bird's-eye view, getting a sense of its
overall structure, who lives where, and what each part is responsible for. This chapter
serves as your initial architectural blueprint, outlining the key institutions, their
general powers, and the areas in which they can actually make decisions - their
competences.

At the heart of our mansion stand the four principal institutions, the ones you’ll
encounter most frequently and which form the core decision-making triangle of the
EU: the European Commission, the European Parliament, and the Council of the
European Union. The fourth, the Court of Justice of the European Union, acts as the
mansion’s ultimate arbiter, ensuring everyone plays by the rules. Surrounding these
are other significant, albeit often less visible, parts of the structure, such as the
European Council, which sets the grand strategy, and a plethora of agencies and
committees that handle the mansion's day-to-day operations.

Let's begin with the European Commission. Think of the Commission as the mansion's
executive branch and its primary engine of initiative. It's the body that proposes new
laws for the entire EU. It also acts as the guardian of the EU treaties, ensuring that all
member states abide by the agreements they’'ve made. Furthermore, it manages the
EU's budget and implements its policies, turning the grand plans into tangible actions.
If the mansion needs a new heating system or a fresh coat of paint, it's usually the
Commission drawing up the plans and overseeing the work.

Next, we have the European Parliament. This is where the voices of the EU’s citizens
resonate. Members of the European Parliament, or MEPs, are directly elected by the
people of the 27 member states. Their role is primarily one of representation,
oversight, and legislative co-decision. They debate and amend the laws proposed by
the Commission, often alongside the Council, and they scrutinize the work of the other
institutions. In our mansion analogy, Parliament is the grand common room, where the
residents’ representatives gather to discuss, debate, and ultimately approve or reject
new household rules.

Then there’s the Council of the European Union, often simply referred to as "the
Council." This institution represents the national governments of the member states.

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

When new laws are being discussed, it's in the Council that the ministers from each
country come together to negotiate and vote. Imagine the heads of each family living
in our mansion gathering in the dining room to decide on shared responsibilities and
collective investments. The specific ministers attending depend on the policy area
being discussed - finance ministers for economic matters, environment ministers for
climate policy, and so on. This ensures that national interests are directly brought to
the European table.

Finally, we arrive at the Court of Justice of the European Union (CJEU). This is the
mansion’s supreme court, responsible for interpreting EU law and ensuring its uniform
application across all member states. If there’s a dispute between institutions, or if a
national court needs clarification on how to apply an EU regulation, the CJEU steps in.
It ensures that the rules of the mansion are understood and respected by everyone,
from the grandest institution to the smallest national authority. Without the CJEU, the
legal framework of the EU would quickly unravel into a patchwork of interpretations.

Beyond these four core institutions, another crucial player is the European Council.
This body brings together the heads of state or government of all EU member states,
along with the President of the European Council and the President of the European
Commission. While it doesn't legislate, the European Council defines the EU's overall
political direction and priorities. It's where the big strategic decisions are made, where
the future course of the mansion is charted, particularly in times of crisis or significant
challenge. Think of it as the strategic planning committee for the entire estate.

Now, let's talk about powers and competences. These terms are often used
interchangeably, but it's important to grasp their nuances. "Powers" refer to the
specific abilities an institution has - for example, the Commission's power to propose
legislation or Parliament's power to approve the budget. "Competences," on the other
hand, define the areas in which the EU, as a whole, is legally authorized to act. The EU
is not a federal state with unlimited authority; its competences are explicitly defined
by the treaties, meaning it can only act where the member states have given it the
authority to do so. This is a fundamental principle known as "conferral."

The Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union (TFEU) categorizes these
competences into three main types: exclusive, shared, and supporting. Understanding
these distinctions is crucial for appreciating where power truly lies and how decisions
are made.

Exclusive competences mean that only the EU can legislate and adopt legally binding
acts in those areas. Member states can only do so if empowered by the EU or for
implementing EU acts. This is like the mansion's management having sole authority
over certain common areas, like the main entrance or the structural integrity of the
building. Examples include customs union, competition rules necessary for the
functioning of the internal market, monetary policy for the Eurozone countries, and the

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

common commercial policy. In these areas, the EU speaks with one voice and acts as
a unified entity on the global stage.

Shared competences are where both the EU and the member states can legislate and
adopt legally binding acts. However, member states can only exercise their
competence to the extent that the EU has not exercised its own or has decided to
cease exercising it. This is arguably the most common and complex category, where
the interplay between EU and national levels is constant. Think of it as both the central
mansion management and individual residents having a say in certain aspects of
garden maintenance or waste disposal. Once the mansion management sets a specific
standard for composting, individual residents must adhere to it, even if they had their
own system before. Examples of shared competences include environmental policy,
consumer protection, transport, energy, and social policy. This is where much of the
inter-institutional bargaining and negotiation takes place, as both levels vie for
influence and seek to shape policy outcomes.

Finally, supporting competences are areas where the EU can only carry out actions to
support, coordinate, or supplement the actions of the member states. The EU cannot
harmonize national laws in these areas, meaning it cannot force member states to
adopt identical policies. Instead, its role is to facilitate cooperation and exchange best
practices. This is akin to the mansion management offering advice or organizing
workshops on energy efficiency, but without being able to dictate which type of light
bulb each resident must use in their private apartment. Areas falling under supporting
competences include culture, tourism, education, and public health. In these fields, the
principle of subsidiarity - that decisions should be taken as close to the citizen as
possible - is particularly strong.

This distribution of competences is not static; it has evolved over time with successive
treaty changes, reflecting the changing needs and ambitions of the European project.
Each new challenge, from climate change to digital transformation, often sparks
debates about whether the EU needs more or fewer competences in a particular area.
Understanding these distinctions is paramount, as the chosen legal basis for any
legislative proposal directly impacts which institutions are involved, what voting rules
apply, and ultimately, where the power to shape the outcome resides. A proposal
based on an exclusive competence will follow a different path than one based on a
shared or supporting competence.

So, as we embark on our journey through the intricate anatomy of the European
Union, keep this initial architectural overview in mind. The European Commission
proposes, the Parliament and Council legislate, and the Court adjudicates. The
European Council sets the grand vision, and the specific areas of action are defined by
the treaties, delineating exclusive, shared, and supporting competences. With this
foundational understanding, we are now ready to delve deeper into the specific roles
and internal workings of each institution, starting with the European Commission, the
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tireless engine that drives the legislative process.
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