The European Parliament

The European Parliament (EP) is elected by direct universal suffrage every five years. Composed of 626 members from the 15 EU Member States, it holds plenary sessions in Strasbourg, France and has offices in Brussels, Belgium, and Luxembourg. 

The EP has seen a dramatic increase of its influence throughout the numerous modifications of the founding Treaties. Initially a mere consultative body, the EP now co-legislates with the Council on 80% of EU legislation. Its second major role is to exercise the EU’s budgetary authority along with the Council. Last, but not least, the EP is allowed to exercise a democratic control over the Commission and used that power to force the Commission to resign in 1999.

Business Impact

Thanks to the EP’s increase in influence and power, it can be very beneficial for companies to establish good working relationships with the Members of the EP (MEP), in particular the “Rapporteur”, who drafts the EP’s position on an issue.  MEPs are generally eager to benefit from industry’s practical expertise as part of their decision-making process.

The European Court of Justice

The Luxembourg-based Court ensures the correct and uniform application of EU legislation throughout the 15 Member States. It acts as a court of first instance for disputes involving the institutions and the Member States and as the interpreter of EU legislation for those involving companies and individuals. The Court is composed of one judge per Member State. Judges are nominated for 6 years.

Business Impact

Although the Court of Justice mainly ensures respect for the Treaties and secondary legislation, its impact on business is not negligible. The Court develops fundamental principles and interpretations, which become legally binding and are usually taken up as legislation in subsequent revisions of the founding Treaties.

The European Court of Auditors 

Based in Luxembourg, the Court of Auditors checks that EU funds are spent correctly, so as to improve financial management in the EU and increase the EU’s accountability to its citizens.  It may audit not only the EU institutions, but also national and local authorities and recipients of Community aid. The Court is made up of one representative per Member State, elected for a period of 6 years. Due to the specific nature of its activities, the Court of Auditors has no impact on business activities.
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The four key institutions of the European Union, as outlined in the Treaty of Rome, are: the Commission, the Council, the Parliament and the Court of Justice. Subsequent amendments to the Treaty have added the Court of Auditors to this list. Five bodies, the European Central Bank, the European Ombudsman, the Committee of the Regions, the Economic and Social Committee and the European Investment Fund, complete the institutional picture of the Union.

The European Commission

The term “Commission” has two different meanings: first, the board of 20 Commissioners who head the institution, and second the 18,000 European civil servants who work in the institution’s Directorates-General (DGs). Each Commissioner heads one, and sometimes two, of the 24 DGs which deal with specific Community policies.

There are 20 Commissioners, one per Member State, with the five largest Member States having two.  Commissioners are appointed by the Member States after approval from the European Parliament and serve five-year terms. The present Commission, headed by the former Italian Prime Minister Romano Prodi, will be in office until 2005.

The Commission has four main tasks:

· Initiating Legislation: acting as the so-called “driving force” of the Union, it presents draft directives or regulations to the Council of Ministers and the European Parliament (for more details please refer to “The EU’s Legislative Process”);

· Guardian of the Treaties: it ensures the correct application of the Treaties, together with the Court of Justice;

· Implementing Legislation: it is responsible for the implementation of directives and regulations, as well as the EU budget.;

· Representing the Union on the International Scene: it represents the Union and negotiates international trade agreements on behalf of the Member States.
Business Impact

Companies following the evolution of EU legislation should first turn to the Commission. While the Commission officials conduct extensive industry consultations prior to drafting legislation, they will welcome any extra expertise that raises hidden implications in a draft proposal. It is therefore very important to establish contacts with relevant officials in the Commission, so as to be advised when new legislation is in the pipeline. The Commercial Service’s mission is to help U.S. companies through the maze of EU contacts and advocacy.

The Council of Ministers

The Council of Ministers is comprised of representatives of the 15 Member States. Each country’s Foreign Minister is regarded as the “main” representative, but the formation of the Council depends on the issue – agriculture, fiscal affairs, European Monetary Union etc.  The Presidency of the Council rotates every six months. Sweden will be holding the Presidency from January to June 2001, and will be followed by Belgium and Spain.

The Council is historically the main decision-making body of the EU. Its responsibilities include, in particular, approving all draft legislation before it can become European law, a shared budgetary authority with the Parliament, the conclusion of international agreements on behalf of the Union, as well as coordinating activities in the area of foreign policy, judicial cooperation, and Member States’ economic policies.
Business Impact 

The Council passes legislation and, as such, plays a crucial role in the EU decision making process. However its impact on U.S. SMEs is rather limited. The Member States’ permanent representations to the European Union mostly execute orders coming from national capitals in their daily policy-making exercise in the Council.  In addition, unless they partner with European counterparts, U.S. SMEs may have difficulty mobilizing the interest of national capitals on European legislation. 
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